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Pushing back on the romanticism of the Palestinian nation as a monolith ever-

reaching for statehood, my research considers the diverse articulations of life, desire and 

aspiration across the topography of Palestinian identity. I focus on the small, but 

significant Christian community living in the Bethlehem area, exploring how their 

experiences of faith, history, and identity, as well as their conceptualizations of 

autonomy are brought to bear not only on questions of futurity, but also on the ways in 

which future is invoked in the everyday (Vizenor, 1999). By charting this community’s 

course as they seek increased personal and intra-communal autonomy, I examine their 

imbrications with other nodes of Palestinian identity (Palestinian Muslims and the 

Palestinian diaspora in Latin America) that underscore moments of tension and 

solidarity among and between these groups, highlighting how futurity and colonial time 

are contested in the process.  
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PREFACE 

Being in the Call 

 

I would like to start by acknowledging that this work is not yet complete. It is only the very 

beginning of a much deeper thought that I suspect will require much more living, learning and 

listening in order to fully realize. Rather than feign having reached the end of a road culminating 

in the PhD, I will opt instead to acknowledge having taken the first few steps of a sort of existential 

sarha—a wandering through questions of identity, belonging, radical imagination, futurity and 

solidarity—themes which I expect will animate the rest of my career. In doing so, it feels important 

to locate myself in this work methodologically—to acknowledge the many intellectual debts that 

may not be as obvious in the pages formally offered as “dissertation.” The result, I hope, will help 

to illuminate some of the work’s ideas, contexts and biases, and will also serve as a mediation on 

how we come to the questions we come to as researchers at the margins. 

The first intellectual debt owed is to poet and scholar, Fred Moten. In describing the nature 

of what he refers to as the “call and response,” Moten (2013) writes that one is always already in 

the thing that one calls for and that calls to one. For people living at the margins of power, he says, 

this call is almost always a call to dis-order. The call to dis-order is not necessarily a call to chaos, 

although it may bring about a sort of chaos, but rather, a call to disrupt that which has been referred 

to as ordered by those at the center of power. He gives the example of Franz Fanon, arguing that 

Fanon did not seek an end to colonialism as much as he sought an end to the standpoint from which 

colonialism makes sense (Harney & Moten, 2013). He argues that in order to exist in that place—

the place from which colonialism is understood as unacceptable—one must situate oneself 

squarely in what Fanon refers to as the zone of non-being, a zone labeled by the orderly as 
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irrational, since any contest of colonial power by the colonized is presumed illogical. Moten notes 

that “in order to bring colonialism to an end…one does not speak truth to power, one has to inhabit 

the crazy, nonsensical, ranting language of the other, the other who has been rendered a nonentity 

by colonialism” (Halberstam, 2013, p. 8). There are many names given to this liminal space of 

refusal which Franz Fanon calls the zone of non-being, each with their own inflection. To name a 

few, José Esteban Muñoz (2009) refers to this as the zone of ephemera, Gloria Anzaldúa (1987) 

as the borderlands/la frontera, and Fred Moten (2013) as the wild beyond.  

The ontological space that these scholars gesture to is almost always described as fleeting, 

wild, elusive and unpredictable. Primarily, I suspect, because it is hard to concretely grab a hold 

of its contours—it is on the edge of what is known, where, as Isabelle Allende (1993) notes, one 

must write to (re)name each thing anew. In thinking through my research, the work of these 

scholars got me thinking about the concept of the core and the periphery in the context of 

colonialism and oppression writ large, and I found myself coming back to bell hooks’ (1990) 

writing about marginality as a site of resistance. In her work, hooks (1990) writes about marginality 

as being not only a site of deprivation, but also a site of radical possibility. She argues (1990) that 

there is a particular kind of sensibility cultivated from living, being, existing at the margins, where 

notions of power and justice are understood in ways not often fully understood at the core. 

Christina Sharpe (2019), riffing off of Saidiya Hartman (2019), refers to the engagement with this 

sensibility as “beauty as practice, beauty as method” (2019). “Beauty is not a luxury,” Hartman 

(2019) says, but rather, “it is a way of creating possibility in the space of enclosure, a radical act 

of subsistence, an embrace of our terribleness, a transfiguration of the given. It is a will to adorn, 

a proclivity for the baroque, and the love of too much.” (p. 33). As such, I argue that this 

sensibility—this proclivity to see and live and know beauty at the margins—often transcends the 
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verbal. This sensibility is a multisensory epistemology, a way of knowing the world, a way of 

knowing one’s circumstances that are particular to those circumstances, and a way of keeping the 

possibility of alternative worlds nascent. As a child of working class Mexican immigrant parents 

who came up in the U.S. Southwest, these ideas resonate with me. Much like Sharpe (2016) 

describes where she was raised, I grew up in a community who hated and feared people like me. 

The dominant majority in my community—conservative, fundamentalist evangelical and deeply 

invested in the delusion of a White America—intentionally created a site of depravation for 

Mexicans and others who were understood to be threatening their cultural power. Meanwhile, my 

family generated beauty—radical acts of subsistence, love, loyalty, care and possibility. It was this 

space of knowing and practicing beauty amidst deprivation that helped me to sense similar 

experiences in Palestine when I first visited.  

I had initially come to Palestine in 2011 because I had a friend who was working here. For 

a couple years prior, I had learned a good deal about Palestine, having taking courses with, and 

done related research under my MA advisor, Dr. Zeena Zakharia, a brilliant Palestinian refugee 

from Lebanon to whom I owe a great intellectual debt. At that time, I was presenting my research 

on the impact of racism against indigenous Mexican migrants at an international conference in 

Istanbul, Turkey. I took advantage of being in the region to visit my friend in Ramallah. While 

traveling with her around Palestine, there was one experience among others that stood out to me 

the most. I noticed that, when crossing Israeli checkpoints, I was often interrogated about whether 

I had Palestinian heritage. First, the young Israeli soldier would ask me for my travel documents, 

and when they were confused by the combination of my U.S. passport and my deep skin tone, they 

would ask about my family name, my ancestral history, and whether or not one of my great 

grandparents might have been Palestinian. While on the one hand, the experience clued me into 
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the types of discrimination that Palestinians face daily, on the other, the experience was not wholly 

unfamiliar to me. When I first began attending community college in San Marcos, California, I 

had to drive through a border patrol checkpoint in order to get home. I would often be stopped by 

the border patrol agents after which, a series of events would be triggered. First, they would ask 

me about my citizenship and place of birth, then, they would ask me for proof of my immigration 

status, all the while glancing around the interior of my car for any “suspicious” objects, and finally, 

when my proof of citizenship was not enough to render me “legal,” they would ask me to pop the 

trunk for inspection. On average, I would be stopped 4-5 times a week, whenever I drove home 

from attending classes or after spending late nights using the computer lab (my family couldn’t 

afford a personal computer). There’s a particular kind of humiliation that comes from an 

experience such as this. Of slowing your car behind a long line of other newer, shinier cars who 

are being waved through without concern or consequence, and as you approach, of seeing the 

agent’s eyes noticing your brown skin, your thick, black hair, your strong, Quetzalcóatl nose, your 

dilapidated car, of turning the rhythm of their carelessly waving hand into a stop motion while the 

white officer bends into the driver’s side window of your car listening carefully for any hint of a 

“foreign” accent. In such a moment, which feels stretched, outside of time, one thinks of many 

things. I think about the fact that my indigenous ancestors had been in the Americas for centuries, 

migrating freely from south to north and back again, long before Europeans set foot on the soil. I 

think about the fact that my father, a life-long road construction worker, and others like him, had 

built the infrastructure of California, and yet were unwelcome on its streets. And yet, almost daily, 

my right to exist in this space was questioned by those who had never questioned their own right.   

Fast forward to 2013 when, after my experience in Palestine, which I sensed as akin to my 

own experience in California, I decided to change the site of my PhD research to Palestine; to think 
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about the commonalities that might be shared across sites, as well as about the differences that 

might illuminate how people at the margins of power reach for autonomy under different 

circumstances. After having thought for some time about the reach for autonomy in the context of 

the Americas, I wanted to think with Palestine, to think deeply about the possibilities and limits of 

solidarity. Fast forward again to 2018, as I began to write about what I had learned after three years 

of living, working and researching in Bethlehem, Palestine.  Carrying with me my own experiences 

of marginalization, I witnessed and listened to the experiences of marginalization from my 

Palestinian friends, neighbors, colleagues, coworkers and students, realizing over time that there 

was a sort of grammar, a lexicon that I could follow; That my experience of being chicanx in the 

US southwest and knowing the margins of that space well, I was able to fall into the grammar of 

Palestine’s margins. Using my own sensibilities as a springboard, I started to pick up on local 

sensibilities, and I came to see the sensibilities cultivated at the margins of power as a kind of a 

language with many dialects, much in the same way that someone who speaks Egyptian Arabic 

can manage their way through Levantine Arabic, but with still a lot to learn about the differences 

and the particularities. I started thinking about what I had learned through all the fields and 

disciplines that I had had the good fortune to learn from: my BA was in Comparative and World 

Literature influenced heavily by Ethnic Studies, my MA was in Comparative Education, heavily 

inflected by Sociology, and now Anthropology.  I started to realize that what I had been trying to 

articulate for myself about these sensibilities was not necessarily something new. Gloria Anzaldúa 

talks about la facultad (1987); W.E.B. Du Bois (1903) talks about double consciousness and 

second sight; Walter Mignolo (2012) talks about border thinking; Christina Sharpe talks about 

wake work (2016); Gerald Vizenor (1999) talks about survivance; and Fred Moten (2013) talks 

about the call and response. And although they are each speaking to different communities, in 
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different places, at different times and to different concerns, still they resonate. I began to wonder, 

how might these sensibilities be expressing themselves here in Palestine? What kinds of actions, 

what kinds of behaviors, what kinds of relations are tethered to them? How do people 

conceptualize and do wake work in the context of Palestine? How do they do survivance? How do 

they assemble and use la facultad? What is their second sight? What exactly is the call and the 

response? How might we learn from the centers and the margins of Palestinian lives? So, while I 

initially came to Palestine to conduct research by looking at NGOs as an object of study, that is, 

NGOs as a place to see action, behaviors and relations related to the reach for autonomy, what I 

learned in the end was much more ordinary, but also much more extraordinary, and certainly much 

more complex. 

Although my learning started at the NGO, it quickly expanded to listening to life in the 

everyday, as my social contacts and networks expanded and deepened. In listening to coworkers, 

to friends, to neighbors talking about their pasts, their presents and their futures, I got to thinking 

about the value of these sensibilities, about the kinds of social, material, emotional, and ontological 

work they do—their “wake work” (Sharpe, 2016).  I began to learn that here in Palestine, these 

sensibilities often led to an active conditioning of the self toward freeness. It was not always a 

rationalized conditioning, but there was a conditioning happening nonetheless, and this 

conditioning was almost always a reach for something beyond survival or self-preservation—it 

was a conditioning toward freeness; a refusal of subjugation, a rejection of the normalization of 

oppression, a dalliance in the wild beyond. I learned that this conditioning toward autonomy was 

often expressed at the nexus of survival and hope. What I feel I know, but am still in the throes of 

working out, is that it is precisely at this nexus of survival and hope that people believe alterity 

can exist, however uncertain that alterity might seem. In feeling these sensibilities, I wondered if 
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I could find concrete ways to index futurity by tracing them. That is, if futurity is at the nexus of 

survival and hope, and if these sensibilities are what condition and inform survival and hope, can 

expressions of futurity, in which freeness is so viscerally experienced (however fleeting) be 

indexed?  

While it was initially the checkpoint that drew me into the sensation of shared experience, 

living in Palestine also brought home to me the place of difference. Palestinians are not a monolith, 

and their reach for freeness looks different depending on their particular circumstances and 

contexts. The various expressions of identity across Palestine—Christians, Muslims, Druze, 

Bedouins, and many others, have distinct visions of what it means to be free, and sometimes, these 

visions collide. For Palestinian Christians, in particular, they contend with the Israeli occupation 

on the one hand, but also contend with internal disputes about the future with compatriots as well. 

This work is an attempt to look more closely at internal maneuvers toward freeness and future 

while keeping in mind the impact of the Israeli state’s colonial projects. In doing so, one observes 

the complexity of solidarity where solidarity has been otherwise assumed. Often, sensing and 

practicing solidarity requires that difference be encountered head on in order to arrive at the radical 

possibility of a shared future, but this is much easier said than done.  

For some, the language of hope, solidarity, freeness, and survivance contained herein will 

seem too affective, but these are the best approximations that my current sensibilities can name. 

For the time being, they feel right, and there is something important about writing what feels right. 

As Moten expresses, one is always already in the thing that one calls for and that calls to one, and 

being attentive to this call, I think, is at the heart of doing beauty as method and practice. 

 

Laura Menchaca Ruiz 

Bethlehem, Palestine 

July 2020 
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“What is it that is driving her actions, she wonders? Is it a cynicism borne out of loss and betrayal, 

a cynicism so deep it courses in her veins? Or is it something else—a yearning to be free that exists 

like an itchiness under her skin?” 

 

—Saleem Haddad 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 1 

INTRODUCTION 

PALESTINE AT THE CROSSING POINT 

  

 

Several times a week while living in Palestine, 1  I travelled the notoriously winding 

highway through Wadi Nar (the valley of fire) between the towns of Bethlehem and Abu Dis—

both of which now find themselves piled up hard against Israel’s infamous annexation wall.2 This 

highway, which plunges a curvy two kilometers deep into the “valley of fire,” before extending 

toward Ramallah, is one of the main throughways connecting the fragments of land now referred 

to by many as “The Occupied Palestinian Territories.” Considered one of the deadliest highways 

in Palestine, with sharp, hairpin turns frequently traversed by gargantuan trailer trucks, it came 

into more frequent use after 1993, when West Bank Palestinians were forbidden from entering 

“Israeli territory,” effectively cut off from the more direct and safer routes they had been used to 

travelling. One traveling on this highway for any extended period of time, becomes acutely aware 

 

1 Defining the term “Palestine” is politically fraught. Throughout my research, I use several terms in order to oscillate 

between their different meanings depending on context. Most often, the term ‘Palestine’ will be used, since this is how 

Palestinians refer to the place in which they live. However, the use of this term is open ended and often fluctuates. 

Most often, the term “Palestine” refers to the roughly 27,000 square kilometers of the land that most Palestinians 

consider to be theirs; that is, it includes the land which the state of Israel claims, as well as the land now referred to as 

the “West Bank” and “Gaza.” It does not include the Golan Heights, which is understood to belong to Syria. However, 

it should be noted that sometimes, Palestinians use the term “Palestine” alongside the term “Israel” with nebulous 

invocations of the borders they entail. Most often when this happens, the reference is to the nationally oriented 

collectivity rather than the state.  I use the term “West Bank” to reference the place where green ID holders reside, 

roughly the areas comprised by Areas A, B and C as outlined in the Oslo Accords. This space is considered by 

Palestinians to exist within the 1967 imposed borders and will not be used primarily as a geographic reference to 

Palestine, but rather as a way of gathering a certain political experience enabled by holding the green ID. I also 

sometimes use the term “The Occupied Palestinian Territories” to reference those territories which are contested vis-

à-vis the international gaze: the West Bank, Gaza and East Jerusalem. I use the “Israeli State” to reference the political 

entity whose borders are constantly shifting and although they are, in many ways, fixed on the ground, they are not 

considered as such by Palestinians.  

2 This wall has many names. Depending largely on the person and context, it has been referred to as the “separation 

wall,” the “annexation wall,” the “apartheid wall,” the “West Bank barrier,” the “security fence,” and other 

combinations of the aforementioned.  
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of the fragmentation that Palestine has experienced over the last 72 years. Over a short distance, 

one dips in and out of rural, village, and city life, across vast, rolling hills roamed by shepherds 

and their flocks, and alongside olive tree groves dotting the landscape in tidy rows. If one looks 

closely, the golden halo of Al Aqsa3 can be seen dipping in and out of view on the horizon, a 

reminder of the proximity of Jerusalem despite the wall that now separates it from the West Bank. 

The beauty and majesty of Palestine’s landscape, however, is bluntly interrupted by frequent 

obstacles—waste processing plants and open sewage canals overflowing from illegal dumping 

from Israeli Settlements; Israeli checkpoints subjecting travelers to unpredictable searches and 

delays every few kilometers; the towering annexation wall that cuts the land with conviction, 

separating friends and family; and the massive concrete Israeli settlements bulldozed into the hills 

they claim to be preserving. One encounters these diverse sights, sounds and smells primarily 

because the highway traverses all three Oslo jurisdictions: Area A (under “full” Palestinian civil 

and security control), Area B (under Palestinian civil control and Israeli-Palestinian Security 

Control), and Area C (under full Israeli civil and Security control). Although these technical 

distinctions are tenuous at best—calling into question the very premise or practicality of the word 

“control,” and even more so the adjective “full,” their politically layered geographies nevertheless 

offer a clumsy approximation of the ways in which fractures in social life have also become more 

evident. 

In his landmark book, Palestinian Identity: The Construction of Modern National 

Consciousness, Rashid Khalidi (1997) famously comments on this fracture, highlighting its impact 

on Palestinian Identity:  

The quintessential Palestinian experience, which illustrates some of the most basic issues 

raised by Palestinian identity, takes place at a border, an airport, a checkpoint; in short, at 

 
3 Also known as “The Dome of the Rock.” 
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any one of those many modern barriers where identities are checked and verified. What 

happens to Palestinians at these crossing points brings home to them how much they share 

in common as people. For it is at these borders and barriers that the six million Palestinians 

are singled out for ‘special treatment,’ and are forcefully reminded of their identity: of who 

they are, and of why they are different from others. (p. 1) 

 

While a salient common denominator of Palestinian identity may very well be the experience of 

Palestinianness at the many lines of delineation marked by the State of Israel (and others), lurking 

in Khalidi’s spatial imagination is also another geographic imaginary—the interiority of the one 

that is bounded, demarcated and “contained” by such lines, borders, and crossings. If crossing such 

boundaries highlights what Palestinians have in common—the solidarity derived from being 

subject to political, racial and religious profiling—then what differences dwell within these 

delineated spaces where such solidarity might be more strained? How might difference be made 

apparent in the other spatial dimensions of Palestinian life among and between such crossing 

points?  

My research is situated within the geographic imaginary of this boundedness, often cast by 

prevailing nation-building narratives as more or less homogenous. Pushing gently back on the 

romanticism of the Palestinian nation as a monolith ever-reaching for statehood, my research 

considers the diverse articulations of life, desire and aspiration across the topography of Palestinian 

identity. I focus primarily on the small, but significant Christian community living in the 

Bethlehem area, exploring how their experiences of faith, history, and identity, as well as their 

conceptualizations of autonomy are brought to bear not only on questions of futurity, but also on 

the ways in which future is invoked in their survivance (Vizenor, 1999). In other words, I am 

interested in what happens when “culture is disaggregated into narratives rather than wholes” 

(Simpson, 2007, p. 68). By charting this community’s course as they seek increased personal and 

intra-communal autonomy, one encounters imbrications with other nodes of Palestinian identity, 
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namely, with Palestinian Muslims and the Palestinian diaspora in Latin America.  These 

imbrications underscore moments of tension and solidarity among and between these groups, 

highlighting how futurity is contested in the process. My research thus builds upon two key claims. 

The first, is that Palestine’s internal social heterogeneity has not been sufficiently acknowledged 

in recent literature. While the literature does allow for distinctions in how differently situated 

Palestinians experience Israeli occupation, for example, women, Bedouin, and Gazans, the 

prevailing narrative underpinning such research still tends to frame these communities first and 

foremost in their relation to Israel rather than in relation to other Palestinians. Difference among 

Palestinians tends to be explained away by Israeli strategies of stratification rather than also 

examining Palestinian society in its own right as historically constituted and ever evolving. I argue 

for being more attentive to difference not for the sake of dismantling solidarity or exposing shared 

struggle as a fallacy, but to make more visible the range of Palestinian futurity. I take to heart 

David Scott’s (2004) caution that romantic narratives of national struggle based on essentialized 

identities may work to further conscript Palestinians into western modernity—where the nation 

state is the only symbol of autonomy—rather than foster the kinds of freeness they seek. 

Attentiveness to the historical processes of identity formation within Palestine offers important 

insight into notions of futurity informed by the past and present, but not beholden to statehood 

(Hall, 1990; Sharpe, 2016). The second claim is that because Palestine as an object of research is 

most often examined at its physical and metaphorical “crossing points” with Israel, the 

romanticization of resistance is especially pronounced. That is, Palestine tends to be explored as a 

social and political entity always in relation to the Israeli state. This is not to ignore the Israeli 

state’s constituting impact on Palestinians, but rather to engage Palestinians’ own internal 

perceptions of local histories and debates about the present, as well as their musings on futurity. 
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As a reaction, perhaps to the largely secular Zionist wave of ethnography4 in the decades 

following the Nakba 5  (Nakleh, 1977; Rabinowitz, 2003), more recent anthropological and 

ethnographic knowledge about Palestine and Palestinianness has largely been informed by looking 

at Khalidi’s physical and metaphorical “crossing points.” Since the 1980s, this work6 has primarily 

focused on the places in which Israel has drawn lines of demarcation and sought to monopolize 

territory both in body and spirit. Explorations of memory, nationalism, resistance, violence, and 

law have characterized the “problem space” from which Palestine has been engaged by social 

scientists (Furani & Rabinowitz, 2011; Scott, 2004). While this ethnographic work has offered 

critical insight into Palestine’s national consciousness and struggle, I argue that the nature of the 

context that initially shaped such research questions has fundamentally changed. In today’s 

context, such questions run the risk of suspending Palestine in colonial time—with Palestinians 

cast as subjects caught between repression and resistance, and eternally reaching for national 

sovereignty (Furani & Rabinowitz, 2011).  

Archetypes of the Palestinian Struggle 

 

4 See A. Cohen (1965), E. Cohen (1969); Ginat (1982, 1987); Kressel (1984); Marx (1967); Rosenfeld 

(1958, 1964); Shokeid (1982). 
5 Lutfiyya (1966); Nakheleh (1975) and Sayigh (1979) are notable exceptions. 

6  For studies of memory, see: Swedenburg 1991; Slyomovics 1994, 1998; Ben-Ze'ev 2002; Allen 2006; Collins 

2004; Robinson 2003; Feldman 2006; Saa'di & Abu-Lughod 2007; Davis 2011. For studies of spatial segregation, see: 

Weingrod & Roman 1991, Torstrick 1993, Bornstein 2002, Abowd 2007, Monterescu 2009. For studies of gender, 

see: Antonius 1979; Sayigh 1981; Hammami 1994; Peteet 1992, 1994; Moors 1995; Faier 1997; Jean-Klein 

2000; Forte 2001; Sa'ar 2001; Kanaaneh 2002, 2005; Erdreich 2006; Monterescu 2006; Hart 2008; Sa'ar & Yahya-

Yunis 2008; Allen 2009. For studies of Palestinian refugees, see: Sayigh 1979, 1995; Hammami 1994; Bisharat 

1997; Rosenfeld 2002; Farah 2006; Khalili 2005; Peteet 2005; Feldman 2008. For studies of prisoners, see: Bornstein 

2001, Rosenfeld 2004, Khalili 2008, Nashif 2008. For studies of law and bureaucracy under occupation, see: Bisharat 

1989, Hajjar 2005, Kelly 2006, Feldman 2008. For studies of martyrdom and suicide bombing, see: Laird 

1998; Pitcher 1998; Hage 2003; Hasso 2005; Allen 2004, 2006. For studies on humanitarian aid and civil society, see: 

Feldman 2007, Fassin 2008, Rosenfeld 2009; Faier 1998, Giacaman 1998, Jean-Klein 2003, Bowman 2006. For 

studies of economically and symbolically pertinent enterprises, see: Bowman 1996, Clarke 2000, Stein 2008, Meneley 

2008, Stamatopoulou-Robbins, 2019. For studies on visual culture, popular culture and literature, see: Muhawi & 

Kanaana 1989; Peteet 1996; Stein & Swedenburg 2005; Bishara 2006, 2008; Furani 2008. 
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At the center of romantic narratives of Palestinian struggle is the figure of the Palestinian 

subject. Much in the same way that Michel-Rolph Trouillot’s (1991) “savage slot,” in one of its 

many expressions, articulates a utopic vision of the “noble savage,” the Palestinian subject works 

to conjure the image of the resistance embodied in particular archetypes. One such archetype, for 

instance, is that of the humble Palestinian peasant, arms wrapped around his olive tree, weeping at 

the feet of Israeli soldiers who are about to confiscate his olive groves—depicted as not yet modern 

and still wholly other, he resists the forces of neocolonialism in favor of a more traditional 

expression of life. Another archetype is that of the Palestinian resistance fighter—images of young 

boys lancing stones as they confront well-armed soldiers enacts a utopic vision of the underdog, 

of the proverbial David against the all-powerful Goliath, a beloved trope in the national founding 

myths of modernity. And still another, albeit perhaps more nuanced one, is that of the Mizrahi Jew, 

the Druze, the Bedouin, or the Samaritan, whose inner yearning for national Arab belonging is 

compromised only by practical commitments to the Israeli state as a result of economic precarity 

and the pressure of assimilation.  

My intention is not to expose these archetypes as falsehoods—such persons do exist in 

Palestine. Nor do I seek to deny or minimize Palestinian resistance or a shared sense of Palestinian 

belonging. Palestinians absolutely resist their circumstances, and often, in complex and dynamic 

ways, some of which will be outlined in this research. And Palestinians do often find common 

cause in national narrative, but I argue that this shared identity ebbs and flows rather than remains 

a steadfast constant—and is even sometimes eclipsed altogether by other identity formations. 

Primarily, I call attention to how these archetypes have been leveraged to invoke Palestinian 

suffering, desperation, and destitution primarily to legitimize the call for a Palestinian state. In the 

“problem space” of the turn of the century, the desire for a nation-state, proposed most vocally by 
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the Palestine Liberation Organization, was an important area of research and ethnographic 

exploration. However, in the contemporary problem space, where the power of the nation as a 

political unit has given way to disappointment after disappointment, I suggest that the 

archetypification of such persons as universal symbols of Palestinian longing for a nation-state 

risks not only the fetishization of the archetype, but the fetishization of the nation state as the only 

possible expression of Palestinian sovereignty, foreclosing other expressions of Palestinian 

futurity rooted in historically contingent social ties (Chatterjee, 1991). The acknowledgement that 

Palestinian futurity is limited only by the heterogeneity of its people is also the recognition that 

the future is in open contention in the here-and-now of the Palestinian present.  

The aid effort at work in Palestine is largely implicated in the crystallization of these 

archetypes, serving as a sort of call and response for Palestinians to perform this subjectivity in 

the hopes of maintaining Western support (Allan, 2014; Sharma, 2008). Elaborated from the 

archetypes of the peasant farmer and the young resistance fighter, one notes particular features that 

give shape and form to this subject—he is typically male, Muslim, poor, and either a refugee or 

farmer. The trauma of the “suffering subject,” who lives in pain, poverty and under conditions of 

violence and oppression, has been useful in the aid context in evoking humanitarian sympathy and 

mobilizing support (Fassin, 2012; Fassin and Rectman, 2009; Robbins, 2013).  

Over the last 72 years of humanitarian and development aid, the narrative of Palestinian 

suffering and resistance has taken root in the imaginations of well-intentioned liberal activists who 

have answered the call to humanitarian arms. Delegations of activists in varying capacities—NGO 

workers, conflict tourists, artivists, adventure journalists, and other media makers arrive by the 

busload to bear witness to Palestinian suffering. These individuals and delegations tend to be 

introduced to Palestinians who most embody the prevailing national narrative of resistance. Many 
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young Palestinian refugee men have made a profession out of the ready market for their occupation 

knowledge. As Erica Bornstein (2005, 2012), Diana Allan (2014), and Aradhana Sharma (2008), 

have elsewhere written, such practices are fairly commonplace for NGOs, who typically have a 

cadre of community members at the ready who can deliver the kinds of stories needed depending 

on the context and interest of the particular humanitarian or diplomatic delegation. In the context 

of Bethlehem, entire refugee camps have been embroiled in feuds over who gets what piece of the 

activist economy. Young refugee men are especially quick to recognize and flock to such 

opportunities, from which they are often able to ascertain paid labor (as translators, interpreters, 

fixers, or guides), resources, networks, contacts, sexual encounters, or at the very least, a relief 

from the tedium of the daily hustle.  An easy match is found between those who seek certain kinds 

of knowledge and those who have become savvy at offering the precise type of knowledge sought. 

The way in which these young men tell stories is often a composite of experiences, piecing together 

the incidents of friends and neighbors. They take on this composite identity out of a sense of 

responsibility to represent the Palestinian condition faithfully to the world “outside.” This was 

often a frustration for Palestinians who did not fit any of the archetypes that activists often sought. 

For instance, Charlie, a well-to-do Palestinian Christian in his late twenties rarely interacted with 

such activist delegations. He expressed, “It’s frustrating that foreigners come and they want to be 

in solidarity with Palestinians so they live in the [refugee] camps. And they think that this is what 

life is like for Palestinians. But they don’t see the rest of Palestine.” Charlie’s frustration was less 

about the opportunity to interact with such activists, and more about the image of Palestine that 

was held up to the world. He resented that Muslim refugees dominated representations of Palestine 

in general, and Bethlehem in particular, on the world stage. As a way to counter refugees’ 

presumed suffering, Charlie would often downplay the social and political situation of the camps 
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arguing that they had it better than others in Bethlehem because, referring to UNRWA, “refugees 

had all their services provided to them free of charge.” He would point out the expensive cars that 

refugees drove, the home renovations they undertook, and the successful businesses they owned 

as a way of revealing the discrepancies between the way they framed their narratives of national 

struggle and the way they lived their lives day to day. “My family’s business can’t compete with 

the refugee businesses because they work for nothing since they don’t have expenses. And they 

are the ones who are suffering?” Charlie saw the centrality of the refugee narrative as an unfair 

byproduct of NGO culture, which he understood to include international aid agencies such as 

UNRWA. 

The “Palestinian Subject” and the Call to Aid in Palestine  

Today’s aid landscape in Palestine has its historical beginnings in the European and 

Palestinian refugee crises post WWII. The creation of the state of Israel itself was, in part, a 

response to the post-WWI and -WWII refugee crises in Europe. The aftermath of the brutal “Arab-

Israeli” war which ended in over 700,000 Palestinians displaced in 1948, served to further shape 

and contour the concept of “refugee” as a social condition in need of humanitarian attention. In 

fact, one of the first ever official refugee organizations was the United Nations Relief and Works 

Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA), established in 1949 to support the 

Palestinian refugees who fled or were expelled from their homes during the 1948 “Arab-Israeli” 

war. Today, UNRWA is the only UN agency dedicated to assisting refugees from a specific region 

or conflict, and is considered separate from UNHCR, which is otherwise their main refugee 

agency. An important distinction between the two bodies is that unlike UNRWA, UNHCR has a 

specific mandate to aid its refugees in eliminating their refugee status by local integration in their 

host country, resettlement in a third country or repatriation when possible. UNRWA, on the other 
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hand, allows descendants (that is, the descendants of registered male refugees) to inherit refugee 

status, and now serves over 5 million Palestinian refugees throughout East Jerusalem, the West 

Bank, Gaza, Jordan, Lebanon, and Syria. The acknowledgement of Palestine as an exceptional 

humanitarian crisis has allowed for an infrastructure of aid to take root that was made ever more 

complex and extensive by subsequent acts of Israeli settler colonialism. This was further 

complicated when, in the early 1990s, the Oslo Accords weaponized the humanitarian aid 

infrastructure as a tool of settler colonialism under the banner of “peace and security.” The promise 

was that the Oslo Accords would deliver a Palestinian state, but instead, further entrenched 

Palestinians into colonial rule through its “economic development as peace” campaigns. Since 

1993, despite failure upon failure, humanitarian aid turned development has succeeded in 

protracting the state of humanitarian crisis into the unforeseeable future. Having now earned the 

distinction of the longest occupation in modern history, the Palestinian refugee “crisis” turned 

development crisis has initiated a long-term litany of muddled embodiments of assistance to 

Palestinians involving development, humanitarianism, philanthropy, and human rights work. This 

aid has served as a sort of Trojan horse disguised as a peace offering that once opened, has wrought 

political havoc.  

Obstacles to Alternative Narratives 

The national narrative of Palestine and its itinerant subjectivity have remained among the 

most prevalent largely due to the difficulty of foreign scholars’ spending any significant chunk of 

time in Palestine to be able to experience anything otherwise. Those interested in undertaking long 

term research in Palestine run into significant obstacles. With Israel’s full control over the visa 

system, and in the absence of a research visa for anything outside of biological foreign research, 

scholars and journalists are most likely to receive only a three-month tourist visa, allowing them 
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limited time and access in country. Although renewable, these visas are under considerable 

scrutiny, since they are permitted only for those intending to visit Israel as a tourist. If a visa holder 

is in any way suspected to have entered or stayed in the West Bank beyond the confines of an 

Israeli-guided day tour, they are subject to deportation. At times, and at their sole discretion, Israeli 

border agents will demand that suspect tourists sign affidavits upon entry that they will under no 

circumstances enter the West Bank, and if they did, they would be subject to removal and possibly 

also blacklisting. There are scores of articles detailing the difficulties of foreign sympathizers 

entering the West Bank for fear that they may aid Palestinian groups.  

For foreign scholars who accept academic posts in Palestine while conducting research, the 

situation is also rife with obstacles. At the time of writing, Israel had just shut down a Palestinian 

university in Jerusalem under accusations of inciting hatred against Israel (presumably for teaching 

Palestinian history), and had begun to revoke visas of professors holding foreign passports who 

were teaching in Palestinian universities across the West Bank. For about a year prior, they had 

also begun denying visas to foreign academics who were known to be supporters of the academic 

boycott movement, or of the Boycott, Divestment, Sanctions (BDS) movement in general. For 

research, these short stints offer a very limited view of the socio-political situation in Palestine. 

Researchers who come with particular sorts of questions tend to find particular sorts of answers, 

due in large part to their inability to stay long enough to see anything different. For anthropological 

research, this is a particular concern, where long term field research ends up being abbreviated into 

three-month parcels here and there, making long haul research—a hallmark of the discipline— 

especially difficult. Moreover, local Palestinian scholars often find it risky to speak out about local 

experiences, threatened by Israeli imprisonment, by retribution from local political groups, and 

sometimes, simply by social ostracization. 
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It is, at least in part, for the above reasons that the primary entry points into Palestine is 

almost always the wall, the soldiers, the stones, the raids, the suffering, the archetypes, the national 

struggle. It is the grand destructive gestures of occupation that shape the contours of the Palestinian 

story in the public’s eye. While these elements should absolutely be known, explored and 

understood, I argue that too much focus on the narrative of national struggle vis-à-vis the 

archetypes of the Palestinian subject have limited more nuanced understandings of Palestinian 

social life, and have also rendered less visible the agency of Palestinians in negotiating the 

multilayered factors that impact their life opportunities. This has more or less served the interest 

of power by focusing on the overtly political ramifications of what has been coined as an “ethnic” 

conflict in a state-centric context, suggesting a certain measure of intractability and perhaps more 

importantly, Western exonerability. The romanticization of the Palestinian struggle has served as 

a seemingly docile, but nonetheless lethal, orientalism that has disallowed attention to questions 

requiring further consideration.  

In attending to the injustice of the Israeli occupation, and often also in order to appeal to 

the humanitarian sensibilities of a liberal audience, these archetypes have tended to represent 

Palestine in its most afflicted. This is not to say that Palestine is not in fact under incredible duress, 

but to argue that its afflictions are multiple and varied; and that many of the social conundrums 

faced in Palestine today are indeed a result of the Israeli occupation, but also understandably so, a 

result of simply existing as a social entity that fundamentally disagrees on how to organize social 

and political life. By virtue of being reinforced again and again across various types of media, this 

archetype-desiring-nation has become fixed as the quintessential Palestinian subject, minimizing 

the visibility of Palestinians not belonging to this particular constellation of categories, and 
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offering a limited view of the many subjectivities and positionalities currently present in (and 

contending for) Palestine.  

The Calls 

I take up several calls in this work. The first, is Michel-Rolph Trouillot’s (1991) call to 

make more visible the intricacies that illuminate Palestine’s heterogeneity, and to allow for 

Palestine to be a more complicated assemblage of socialities than the prevailing renderings of 

Palestine and Palestinians have so far permitted: 

And for the time being, at least, we need more ethnographies that raise these issues through 

concrete cases. Not so much ethnographies that question the author/native dichotomy by 

exposing the nude as nakedness, but ethnographies (ethno-histori-semiologies?) that offer 

new points of reentry by questioning the symbolic world upon which “nativeness” is 

premised. At the very least, anthropologists can show that the Other, here and elsewhere, 

is indeed a product—symbolic and material—of the same process that created the West. In 

short, the time is ripe for substantive propositions that aim explicitly at the destabilization 

and eventual destruction of the savage slot. (p. 28) 

 

I do not pretend to be the first to take up such a call. Rhoda Ann Kanaaneh (2009) has written a 

captivating book about Palestinian citizens of Israel serving in the Israeli military and exploring 

the reasons why they fight on “the wrong side” of the war. Lori Allen (2013) has written a 

thoughtful ethnography of the Palestinian NGO landscape and the ambivalence that many 

Palestinians feel about political resistance.  Diana Allan (2014) has reckoned with voices of 

Palestinian refugees in Lebanon who question the practicality and desirability of return. Bård 

Kårtveit (2014) has written an important ethnographic overview of Palestinian Christians in the 

West Bank, a group that has been largely underrepresented in the literature on Palestine. Many 

scholars have taken up the challenge of profiling previously under-researched communities of 

Palestinian diaspora living in Latin America (Arancibia Clavel, 2010; Baeza, 2012, 2014; 

Schwabe, 2018; González, 1992), and The Journal of Palestine Studies recently released a special 
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issue on the subjectivities of Queer Palestinians curated by Leila Farsakh, Rhoda Kanaaneh and 

Sherene Seikaly (2018). These scholars have not sought so much to deny the importance of 

Palestinian resistance and its place in any political imagination, but to offer a fuller view of the 

many complexities that daily vex Palestinians as they attempt to imagine alterity in a modern 

society riddled with social and political hurdles. Of course, this is only to name a few of the many 

authors who have begun to force open a conversation that does not side-step the political question, 

but which gives a fuller picture of it by focusing attention on the less understood aspects of its 

machinations. 

Secondly, I take up the call of David Scott (1999; 2004), who argues for a radical 

refashioning of critical inquiry by remaining attentive to the “problem space” created “after post-

coloniality.” In the context of Palestine, this would require a stronger shift away from the 

“romance” of revolutionary struggle, couched in a teleological reach for “perfect freedom.” His 

call implores that one consider how such narratives might further entrench communities in the 

colonial imaginary of western modernity rather than be liberated from it. I take into account that 

Palestine is not by any means “post-colonial,” but argue that it nonetheless participates in anti-

colonial conversations that resonate with elements of post-coloniality.  

Alongside Scott, I take up Khaled Furani & Dan Rabinowitz’s (2011) call (invoking Hans-

Georg Gadamer) to engage Palestine, not as an ethnographic field site, but as a theoretical site for 

theoria (seeing beyond), where Palestinians are concerned with more than survival; that is, they 

are not concerned solely with self-preservation, but that a concern for self-preservation signals the 

search for personal and communal fulfillment. A life not defined by crossing points, but by one’s 

conditioning to find joy and value in the everyday, which in turn, fosters future: 

It is only in relation to a horizon that we are able to see anything at all. Thus an horizon, as 

that which extends beyond the near and the immediate, gives perspective to the same, and 
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aligns itself with the motivation of theoria: i.e., only by going beyond the immediate can 

we see…the horizonal vantage of theoria implicates the seeing itself with being thereness. 

As we look, our own thereness is made manifest. (Swayne Barthold, 2010, p. 52). 

 

The final call to which my research responds is Chiara De Cesari’s (2010) call to map out a 

different Palestine—one that is theoretically “disengaged from the Israeli infrastructure of rule: a 

Palestine that is both independent, in that it relies on functioning local institutions,” but one that is 

also a part of global relationships (p. 631). This ethnography thus, holds in tension three 

considerations of the contemporary “problem space”: 1) That the “languages of liberation have 

lost efficacy;” 2) that “the value of national sovereignty has plummeted;” and 3) that “the national 

struggle does not pursue every kind of freedom” (Furani & Rabinowitz, 2011, p. 485). My 

ethnography lingers primarily in the third and final claim, exploring futurity and autonomy among 

Palestinian Christians living in Bethlehem so as to learn more about the kinds of freedoms they 

purse and how they undertake such pursuits. 

Who is Palestine? Where is Palestine?  

In exploring Palestine’s diversity, the question of who is included in Palestine becomes 

especially important. The questions of “Who is Palestine?” and “Where is Palestine?” are 

treacherous minefields of contention, with no easy path to clarity. Statistically speaking, the most 

reliable estimates indicate that there are approximately 12.5 million Palestinians worldwide, with 

less than half (5 million) residing in what is often referred to as the “The West Bank and Gaza”—

either internally displaced or still holding on to ancestral towns. A large portion of the worldwide 

Palestinian population (roughly 5.7 million) is thought to be carrying out their lives in what West 

Bank Palestinians commonly refer to as “outside,” either in refugee camps scattered throughout 

the Middle East, or in the Diaspora, strewn across countries as diverse as Chile, Australia, the U.S. 

and El Salvador. A small number, roughly 1.8 million, are considered to be living in what West 
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Bank Palestinians refer to as “inside,” alluding to Palestinian communities in Jerusalem and in 48 

Palestine (Haifa, Nazareth, Akka, and the many small villages now considered to be a part of the 

state of Israel). The geographical imagination that constitutes the notion of “inside” and “outside” 

is troubling at best, speaking volumes about the uncertain future of Palestine and its people. If the 

state of Israel is considered to be “inside” and the foreign world, “outside,” then where exactly is 

Palestine? 

The question of who is Palestine is equally vexing. Palestinians are not as united in their 

sociopolitical goals as the predominant notion of Palestinian nationalism might first suggest. Nor 

are they able to be as simply categorized as belonging to Fatah or to Hamas. Palestinians, however 

geographically far-flung or proximate they may be, have varying opinions and stakes in the 

question of Palestine. Refugees in Lebanon often seek deeper integration into their host country 

given their particular sets of limitations (Allan, 2014); Palestinians in Jordan, enjoy a more or less 

stable existence, nearly completely integrated into civic life, although not without some 

discrimination; and Palestinians in East Jerusalem are less concerned with the right of return than 

they are with the right to remain. There is an incredible diversity of experience among the 

Palestinian population related to each community’s socioeconomic status, political persuasion, 

degree of assimilation to their host culture, religious confession, ethnicity, migration narrative, and 

historical orientation to Palestine.7 And yet, in the popular imagination, Palestine continues to be 

presented as a more or less static, monolithic entity. This strategic essentialism, however useful in 

some cases for its symbolic power, tends to elide the messiness of everyday life in other cases, 

often casting a “do or die” image on a population that faces a much more complex set of daily 

considerations than “one-state vs. two-state.” Thus, my research explores the particular status and 

 
7 It should be remembered that some Palestinians emigrated before the nakba occurred, an especially identity-

shaping moment for Palestinian nationalism 
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preoccupations of a single group in Palestine, which even in its small number, is rather fragmented: 

Palestinian Christians living in Bethlehem, Palestine.  

Fieldwork and Methodology  

I conducted ethnographic research in Bethlehem, Palestine and in Santiago, Chile over the 

course of three consecutive years from Fall 2015 to Fall 2018. Prior to this field work, I had also 

conducted fieldwork over the summer months in 2013 (June – August, Palestine) and 2014 (June, 

Chile and July-August, Palestine). I initially went to Bethlehem to study the emerging networks 

between Palestinians living in the West Bank and Diaspora Palestinians living in Chile in their 

reach for autonomy. This desire was initially precipitated by my interest in the longstanding 

migratory circuit between the Bethlehem District and its Diaspora in Latin America that began at 

the end of the Ottoman Empire and continues until today. I was curious about the networks that 

West Bank Palestinians were building with the Palestinian diaspora in Latin America, and 

wondered whether their efforts were rooted in emancipatory visions of future. Although my work 

will pick up on the theme of West Bank and Diaspora Palestinian networks throughout the 

dissertation, what most viscerally emerged from my research was less about the nature of these 

networks, and rather, more so about the story the networks told about the Christian minority in 

Bethlehem and their desperate attempt to carve out a place for themselves in Palestine’s future. 

Because Bethlehem and Santiago were the major nodes of the Palestine-Latin America migratory 

circuit, as well as the centers most in play in West Bank Palestinian and Diaspora collaborations, 

I decided to make them my focus of research. Because many of the networks I wanted to engage 

were based out of non-profit organizations, with constellations of other institutions orbiting them, 

I decided to focus on the most prominent Bethlehem NGO involved in cultivating relations with 

the Palestinian diaspora in Latin America.  



 

 18 

As such, my participant observation research was initially hosted by an organization to 

which I refer by the pseudonym, Christians United. Christians United offered important 

introductions and opportunities to engage other institutions that were also involved or interested 

in diaspora collaborations, such as the Bethlehem, Beit Sahour and Beit Jala municipalities, the 

Bank of Palestine, ad hoc community initiatives, and various private companies. Christians United 

was a mid-sized Palestinian and U.S. non-profit organization.8 Founded in 2000, the organization 

came to eventually operate a headquarters in Bethesda, Maryland, a headquarters in Bethlehem, 

Palestine, a senior citizen’s community center in Birzeit (a small, historically Christian town near 

Ramallah, Palestine), and a heritage museum in Bethlehem that included a restaurant. In total, 

there were approximately thirty staff working for the organization throughout the West Bank, and 

four staff in Bethesda, Maryland. The organization was started by a Jordanian-born Palestinian 

Christian (Roman Catholic) man, whose family had fled Palestine during the nakba from Birzeit, 

Palestine to Amman, Jordan. As an adult, he emigrated from Jordan to the U.S. and later founded 

the organization there to support Palestinian Christians still living in the West Bank. Bethlehem 

was the obvious choice given its importance as a holy city and because it boasts the largest enclave 

of Christians in the West Bank. Among the four staff in the organization’s Bethesda, Maryland 

office, two were Palestinian diaspora, and the other two were not of Palestinian heritage, but were 

committed to supporting “Holy Land Christians” generally. In the organization’s West Bank 

locations, all of the staff were local Palestinians, with the exception of myself, who was 

incorporated only as a special case. The “white collar” staff (executives, program directors, 

program coordinators, managers, the financial team, the IT and public relations team, and the 

administrative staff) were all Christian (Catholic, Orthodox or Syriac), while the “blue collar” staff 

 
8 The organization has since fallen on hard times and has significantly downsized. 
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(cleaning staff, dishwashers, and restaurant servers) were majority Muslim (Sunni). Additionally, 

the organization hosted one intern every year, who was preferred to be from the diaspora, but also 

sometimes a Roman Catholic or Eastern Orthodox U.S. citizen devoted to supporting Holy Land 

Christians.  

Prior to founding the organization, the founder had worked in middle management at a 

string of private companies in Jordan and Saudi Arabia, and, after naming himself CEO and 

Chairman of the board of Christians United, he very much ran the organization like a private 

company. At the start of my research, the organization was financially healthy, bringing in over 

one million dollars in donations annually and operating programs that ranged in scope: supporting 

Palestinian Christians with home development projects and business improvement projects; 

building and restoring wells for struggling Christians; supporting diaspora business ventures in 

Bethlehem; providing tuition for Christian children to attend private Christian schools (rather than 

attend government schools, considered Muslim by default); hosting a robust Christmas program 

as well as a children’s Easter program; curating a Christian heritage museum; providing meals and 

medical support to elderly Christians; hosting an annual heritage program for diaspora; and 

beyond.  Over the course of my research, however, the organization fell on hard times and had to 

significantly scale back its staff and programs beginning in summer 2018. The organization was 

hit especially hard during the Syrian refugee crisis, when many of the people  who had previously 

been faithful supporters of Christians United (typically, U.S. Christians) had instead diverted 

support to Iraqi and Syrian Christians fleeing persecution at the hands of Daesh.9 In his plea to US 

Christians to provide support to “Holy Land Christians”10 alongside their donations to Syrian and 

 
9 Often referred to in English as “ISIL” 
10 “Holy Land Christians” was an epithet the founder often used to connect Palestinian Christians to the religious 

imaginary of U.S. Catholics and Protestants 
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Iraqi Christians, the founder commented, “Don’t forget that Syrian Christians are making the 

headlines because they’re being systematically killed en masse in Syria, but we’re being 

systematically killed slowly in the Holy Land.” In the end, the organization could not make ends 

meet, and whittled down to its beginnings—the annual heritage program for diaspora youth with 

only a handful of employees and volunteers remaining.  

During my time at the organization, from November 2015 to September 2018, I served in 

various capacities of program development in addition to conducting research; I wrote 

organizational reports, composed funding grants, served as a translator and facilitator for Spanish 

language diaspora delegations, supported with programming in the youth diaspora program, and 

served as a liaison between West Bank and Latin American collaborative initiatives, as well as 

between Palestinian Christian organizations in Palestine. While in Chile, I liaised with Christians 

United’s sister organization and met with several other Palestinian-Chilean organizations who 

sought to foster closer collaboration with Palestinians in the West Bank, as well as met with 

Palestinian-Chilean youth who had participated in Christians United’s youth heritage program.  

In both Palestine and Chile, my research participants primarily emerged from contacts 

developed at Christians United in Bethlehem. However, over time, my ethnographic reach 

extended beyond this organization to other groups of both Palestinian Christians and Muslims who 

I met by virtue of living and participating in the Bethlehem community. Because the Christian 

community in the Bethlehem area, which includes Bethlehem, Beit Jala and Beit Sahour, is rather 

small, numbering around 22,000 Christians out of a total population of roughly 45,000, it did not 

take too long to notice the many dynamics at work among the Christians and Muslims living there. 

Also, because my work at Christians United required me to interact with Christian communities 

in other areas of the West Bank, such as in Birzeit and Zababdeh, I was able to observe Christian 
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enclaves beyond Bethlehem, however limited in scope. Although there are also significant 

Palestinian Christian communities in Jerusalem and throughout what is now referred to as Israel— 

for example, in Haifa and Nazareth—Christians in the West Bank tend to consider these 

communities as having distinct political concerns, given their citizenship status in Israel. Likewise, 

becauseChristians in Gaza are removed from the daily of Bethlehem, they tended not to be included 

in the local imaginary of the Palestinian Christians there. In both Bethlehem and Santiago, the 

Palestinian Christian communities in which I conducted research could be considered elite, 

although this framing is distinct in each place. In Bethlehem, Christian elites were more modestly 

conceptualized. The majority were university educated; spoke English fluently and sometimes, a 

third European language such as Spanish, German, Italian, French, or Spanish. Christians often, 

though not always, owned their own apartment; owned a private car; sent their children to private 

Christian schools; and tended to work white collar jobs. In Chile, the Palestinian Christian 

community in which I conducted research were often millionaires, and sometimes multi-

millionaires. They were considered to be part of la alta Sociedad (the high class); they tended to 

be politically conservative; they tended to be involved in private business; many served in political 

offices; and they belonged to elite social clubs. In both locales, however, there were Palestinian 

Christians who could be considered working class or poor. In Bethlehem, these communities were 

incorporated into the larger community and taken care of through socially organized welfare 

programs. In Chile, working class and poor Palestinian Christians were not incorporated into or 

protected by the elite circles. They lived in separate neighborhoods, with working class and poor 

Palestinian Chrisitans living in the city center and elite Plaetsian Christians living in the wealthy 

suburbs.  
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My methodological approach to field work and analysis was influenced by Michael 

Herzfeld (2015), who argues that looking at “evanescent details descriptively” gives them 

ontological visibility that can gesture toward their wider implications—that is, that the “adjustment 

of our intellectual focus between the local and the global…allows us to ‘see’ the workings of power 

in minute details of everyday interaction, from the deliberate ‘nonseeing’ of the weak by the 

powerful to exercises in discretion” by those not in power (p. 18). In trying to contextualize, 

understand and “make visible” the experiences of Palestinian Christians in particular, and 

Palestinians in general, I draw from a wide range of literature which includes anthropological 

research as well as other social science research, but also centers the work of humanities and 

cultural studies scholars. I argue that anthropology’s straddling of the humanities and social 

sciences lends itself to the use of cultural studies lenses, and that anthropological work stands to 

benefit from the ways of seeing that such scholars offer. After my fieldwork was complete, I 

remained in Palestine, teaching and writing until the time of submission. 

Chapter Structure 

Chapter One explores Palestinian survivance (Vizenor, 1999)—the sensibilities of refusal 

that are cultivated and deployed as a way to maneuver foreclosures of future. I orient the reader to 

the particular milieu of Palestine’s contemporary “problem space” in order to lay the foundation 

for a more in-depth exploration of how Palestinian Christians in particular, envision a future cast 

against narrations of the past and present. Without belaboring the facts-on-the-ground already 

relatively well-known about Israel’s occupation of Palestine, I address the many closures that make 

life in Palestine particularly precarious for its inhabitants. I review some of the major restrictions 

on movement (tangible and intangible, political and “non” political), as well as the intentional and 

conditioned tactics that Palestinians “employ” in order to navigate this terrain.  
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My focus is less on the wiliness of Palestinian efforts to negotiate closure so as to outwit 

Israel and its apparatus, and more so on what the management of these closures reveal about how 

Palestinians relate to an imagined future. That is, I examine how Christian Palestinians living in 

Bethlehem conceptualize “closure” and “opening” in their particular grounded contexts, as well as 

how they make motions toward future, based on these conceptualizations, in a place where a 

(sovereign) Palestinian future is being actively, but not necessarily inevitably, foreclosed. I explore 

what is meant by “future” among Christian Palestinians—how it is expressed, understood and 

worked toward. I explore how closures direct and redirect life in the present, in order to express 

how it relates to the production of future, as well as how Christian Palestinians are able to keep a 

sort of opening even when all doors seem otherwise closed. This is not to invest too wholeheartedly 

in the concept of “hope,” but to take seriously the act of creative pessimism/pessimistic optimism 

that is at times, very generative in the Palestinian context.  Lastly, I highlight the place of past, 

present and future amidst this creative pessimism/pessimistic optimism. That is, to what extent, 

the past is being used as a compass in making sense of present conundrums and future possibilities, 

and to what extent imagined future scenarios impact how people exist in the present.  

Chapter Two focuses on how ethno-religious loyalties impact the ways in which 

Palestinians experience “nation” and prospects for future, focusing in particular on Palestinian 

Christians, who now comprise less than 1% of the total population, down from 21% in 1922. I 

explore how Palestinian Christians are differently positioned vis-à-vis their religious confession 

with regard to the Palestinian “State” as well as to the Israeli “State.” I explore how this 

positionality creates multiple scenarios for future, including an examination of the options 

Christians understand themselves to have—how Christians imagine their place in a sovereign 

Palestinian State (understood as a Christian minority in a Muslim State), their place in an Israeli 
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“State” (Christian minority in a Secular-Jewish State), and their place in a foreign State (typically 

imagined as an ethnic minority in a Western-Secular State).  

I explore how emotional and mental preparation for the aforementioned scenarios is made 

urgent and proximate due to various sociopolitical factors: 1) Bethlehem’s particular geopolitical 

positioning as a “border city” (a strategic city that Israel is actively working to annex); 2) 

Differences in how Christians and Muslims are treated by the Israeli State as part of Israel’s 

pandering to the West; 3) forces in the larger Arab world, including the spread of religious 

fundamentalism (which has impacted Christian paranoia), as well as changing local culture due to 

an influx of Muslim Palestinians which is tipping the balance of a historically Christian city; 4) 

political forces including the actions of the Trump administration in Israel; 5) shifting social 

interpretations of what it means to belong to the nation—of what it means to be “Arab” and 

“Palestinian” or not quite “Arab” and not quite “Palestinian.” In exploring scenarios for the future 

as well as the factors that make them seem urgent, I gesture toward how elements such as 

generational, educational and socioeconomic differences among Christians impacts which 

scenarios are preferred. 

Lastly, I examine the place of Palestinian Christians in the political imagination and how 

the aforementioned constellation of forces are brought to bear on the question of the “nation”—

who belongs, who does not belong, or who has perhaps never belonged. I also treat the Western 

presence, which has been in Bethlehem in some form or another for many, many years, given the 

city’s importance to Christianity. 

Chapter Three explores the role of the Diaspora in Latin America in working toward the 

future scenario of a sovereign Palestinian State (and/or an empowered Palestinian Christian elite). 

The chapter focuses in particular on two dynamics at play, the question of sociality and culture in 
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Palestinian-Diaspora collaboration and cooperation and the question of the religiopolitical.  I 

examine some of the attractions that Palestinians have toward working with the diaspora in Chile 

(and Latin America in general), as well as the problems that arise once collaborative projects get 

underway. Regarding sociality and culture, I explore three main points that emerged during my 

research: 1) Chileans tend to be past oriented when it comes to engaging with Palestine (and happy 

to keep it as such), while Palestinians tend to be future oriented. These differences in approach 

tend to lead to conflict in project design; 2) Palestinians imagine Chileans as having everyday 

practices rooted in the past (which are expected to make them legible as culturally Palestinian first 

and foremost), but underestimate their entanglement with the Chilean past and present (their 

cultural Chileanness), which sometimes exacerbates relations; 3) Chileans tend to believe that 

Palestinians’ primary focus is on combatting Israel—that the very notion of Palestine is defined in 

and through its relationship to Israel, which, from a Palestinian perspective, is rather incorrect, 

leading to very different scopes of the “problem” at hand. 

Regarding religio-politics, I explore the desire among Palestinian Christian elites to court 

the Palestinian Diaspora in Latin America, due namely to their affluence and Christian confession 

of faith. I argue that this is done primarily to re-enstate Christian affluence, and to consolidate 

political prowess among the Christian elite in Bethlehem. I also highlight Diaspora responses to 

these approaches. 

Chapter Four traces how neoliberal frameworks shape social and political life in 

Bethlehem, as well as future aspirations among the Palestinian Christians living there. I examine 

the impact these neoliberal frameworks have on future-building in Palestine, and what 

controversies emerge from such future-work on the ground. In doing so, I explore two main 

dynamics that condition the reach for future. First, the ways in which the Oslo Accords have 
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institutionalized economy as a means to achieve Israeli sovereignty disguised as “peace and 

security.” Secondly, how “motivation talk” among Palestinian Christians is rooted not in 

“bootstrap” attitudes emerging from a neoliberal ethos, but in a refusal of the “facts on the ground” 

as a way to subvert closure and maintain opening, however small.  I contextualize this refusal in 

the work of Third World scholars who offer maneuvers for maintaining opening and asserting 

sovereignty in the face of extreme constraint, repression, and hostility.  

The There and Then of the Here and Now  

Finally, I gather the aforementioned insights to comment on the different temporalities at 

work in articulating future in the Palestinian context. The curious commonality between the forces 

of Israeli occupation, humanitarianism and the “Palestinian subject,” is that they all share a 

particular temporality. Humanitarianism is meant to address the moment of “crisis” understood as 

momentary; occupation, by its UN definition, is meant to be transitional and temporary, not 

permanent; and, because the “suffering subject” is relegated largely to the Western imagination, 

such subjects do not enjoy the prospect of a future, instead, they are rendered timeless by the 

stereotypes which underpin them (Povinelli, 2002). Thus, for Palestinians, the future is painted as 

a time-scape considered to be always already foreclosed. However, over the course of my research, 

I found that this is not how Palestinians engaged with time in the everyday. Indeed, if asked about 

their future plans, most Palestinians would wax poetic about how, under occupation, there is no 

future. However, in practice, one sees constant evidence of future oriented actions, in which, 

cognizant that one single future cannot be relied upon in the context of Israeli occupation, multiple 

futures are worked upon at once. Although many Palestinians look forward with significant 

pessimism, rarely do they lose a core sense of optimism.  
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The path to the future in Palestine is not unlike the Wadi Nar. Its road is treacherous, steep, 

and with numerous obstacles. Some do not survive, but despite the danger, most choose to brave 

its conditions for the sake of what they might find on the other side. There is a common Palestinian 

proverb that says, “Destiny is like a tire. One day it’s under you and one day it’s over you” (Al 

dahr doulab. Yom ilik ou yom alik). Ask any Palestinian and they will tell you that life is “sneaky.” 

Sometimes, you just have to find a way to outwit the present in order to reach the future. 
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CHAPTER 1 

PALESTINIAN SURVIVANCE 

  

“If the past is only an experience, make of the future a meaning and a vision...Let us go, 

Let us go into tomorrow trusting the candor of imagination and the miracle of grass” 

 

— Mahmoud Darwish 

 

 

Chapter Introduction 

In exploring how futurity is expressed and enacted by Palestinian Christians, in particular, 

it is important to first begin to understand the sensibilities of refusal that are cultivated and 

deployed among Palestinians, in general. In this chapter, I orient the reader to the particular milieu 

of Palestine’s contemporary “problem space” to lay the foundation for a more in-depth exploration, 

in subsequent chapters, of how Palestinian Christians in particular, envision a future cast against 

narrations of the past and present. I address the many closures that make life in Palestine 

particularly precarious for its inhabitants and review the intentional and conditioned tactics that 

Palestinians “employ” in order to navigate this terrain so as to maneuver foreclosures of future. I 

argue that the ways in which Palestinians living in Bethlehem conceptualize “closure” and 

“opening” in their particular grounded contexts, conditions them to keep a sort of opening for 

alterity even when all doors seem otherwise closed. In doing so, I begin to articulate the enactment 

of creative pessimism/pessimistic optimism and highlight the place of past, present and future 

amidst this sentiment. That is, I describe to what extent the past is being used as a compass in 
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making sense of present conundrums and future possibilities, and to what extent imagined future 

scenarios impact how people exist in the present.  

Broken Plates 

One morning, after I had climbed the uneven limestone steps up to Um Salim’s apartment 

to do my Saturday morning laundry in the only functioning washing machine left in the building, 

I found her sitting with our neighbor, Um Issa, waiting patiently for the coffee that was brewing 

on the gas stove.  

Um Salim, a Greek Orthodox woman in her mid-sixties was fretting at the kitchen table 

with a knife in one hand and an apple in the other, anxiously cutting fruit for her guest, Um Issa, 

who looked on. Um Issa, a Syriac Catholic Lebanese woman in her early eighties, who had married 

a Palestinian man and relocated to Bethlehem long before the borders were closed and checkpoints 

erected, was quietly monitoring Um Salim’s every move, as if willing the knife to keep clear of 

Um Salim’s fingers. For both women, this was a morning ritual. Having lost their husbands some 

time ago, and having the majority of their children grown and out of the house, Um Salim and Um 

Issa took turns hosting each other for morning chats, updating each other on family news and 

neighborhood gossip—who had emigrated, who had gotten married, what new scandal had rocked 

the neighborhood, usually consisting of things like “did you hear that so-and-so bought a new car? 

And he says he doesn’t have money!” Although they were not related by blood, they had spent the 

larger part of their married lives living side by side, watching each other’s children forge their 

places in the world, and welcoming each other’s grandchildren into their homes.  Although 

relations between Greek Orthodox Christians and Syriac Catholics in Bethlehem, among other 

Christian denominations, were once strained, the dwindling of the Palestinian Christian population 
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over the last century has fostered friendships where there had once been tension, rendering things 

once considered taboo, such as interdenominational marriage, rather commonplace. 

On occasion, when my footsteps were within earshot, I would be called in to join their chat, 

awkwardly taking my place among them as the foreign apprentice. They took it as their personal 

duty to train me in all things domestic, knowledge which they assumed I must be sorely lacking in 

as a woman from a western country. Although, I already knew how to do many of the things they 

sought to teach me, I was a willing student, welcoming of their warmth and care.  

On this particular morning, I had been in a rush. I had many things I needed to do, and was 

trying to get my laundry squared away before moving on with the tasks of the day. Even so, they 

pressured me to make time for a chat and I decided to sit down, relieved to have a break after what 

had been an otherwise very hectic week.  Their discussion proceeded as usual, so-and-so had gotten 

married, and so-and-so had had their second child, we were updated on family members living in 

the diaspora, of which there were several, and there was some reminiscing about days gone by—

when life was “simpler.”  

As they spoke, and I listened, Um Salim carefully poured our coffee. I asked Um Issa if 

coffee was prepared the same way in Lebanon, or whether it was made differently, knowing that 

among her favorite things was to compare life in Palestine to life in Lebanon, the latter of which 

she regarded as much more cosmopolitan and sophisticated, even though she was from a small 

village outside Beirut. She replied that it was basically the same idea, but that a main difference, 

was that when she was young, they would read the coffee grounds that remained at the bottom of 

the cup to see what the future held. Um Salim got excited about the idea and insisted we read our 

grounds. She drank the rest of her cup, which, thanks to the chilly weather had quickly become 

cold, and Um Issa instructed her to turn the cup over onto the tray and then ignore it for a bit, 
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allowing the grounds to fall into place and dry there. Um Issa and I added our upside down cups 

to the tray, and after a few moments, we turned them over, to see what our futures had in store. 

As a lifelong Catholic raised with a Marquez-esque sort of Mexican spiritualism, I was 

used to participating in very precise rituals with often imprecise results. Perhaps because of this, I 

had expected there to be a sort of structured rhyme and reason to the grounds reading—perhaps a 

divine symmetry that would reveal longevity, or a mystical, seemingly haphazard line that warned 

of impending doom. After all, Catholicism has books and books of meticulous rules on how to 

judge such things. Nevertheless, my expectations were dashed when Um Issa more or less based 

her evaluation on how visually pleasing the grounds were, and whether or not there was any 

recognizable image that emerged, for example a horse or a tree, which might provide a clue to the 

bearer’s future. With the wrinkles around her eye stretching across her face as she squinted, Um 

Issa, our resident expert, looked at my cup and exclaimed: “How beautiful! A really nice future in 

store for you!” She said that clearly, the grounds had formed the shape of a leg, letting me know 

that my ankle, which I had sprained a couple weeks before, would be back to normal soon and that 

I should expect excellent mobility. I was relieved that my reading didn’t include the promise of an 

impending marriage, since this was so often the topic of our conversations. Um Issa, looking at 

her own cup, frowned, saying “it’s not nice” as she let the weight of her hand roll it along her 

fingers. Um Salim, eager to change Um Issa’s negativity quickly countered her:  

“No, no, you’re wrong, it’s very beautiful! It’s a giraffe! Isn’t it a giraffe, Laura?”  

“Yes, clearly a giraffe!” I dutifully replied. 

“It means that your neck has grown long with wisdom, allowing you to see the future 

clearly and calmly. It means good things will come and you will be ready for them as the 

head the of your family.” 
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Um Issa, looking pleased with Um Salim’s reading, smiled and let out a hopeful, “Hamdulilah.” 

Um Salim looked down at her cup, disappointed with the grounds she had been dealt. Now, if you 

had asked me before this moment to describe an “ugly” coffee grounds design, I would have had 

no idea how to describe it, but really, in that moment, both Um Issa and I could see that the grounds 

were unappealing. There was no visible image, no line or crack in the design, nothing to offer any 

kind of clue as to a shape from which we could elaborate a future.  Um Salim’s eyes, heavy with 

the disappointing grounds, lowered her head and said, “Now this. THIS is not nice.” Um Issa, 

quick to recover her daily companion’s mood, countered her, “No, no, no. THIS is beautiful.” 

“Here, you have the scattering of the stars, the entire universe is open to you. In your future, 

anything is possible! What can be more beautiful than that?” Somehow cheered by Um Issa’s 

remarks, Um Salim brightened up and Um Issa announced that it was time for her to return home, 

for she had many things left to do.  

I stayed after to help Um Salim clean up the dishes. As we talked and washed, I accidentally 

dropped a saucer, breaking one of the cups and spilling coffee grounds all over the floor. I acted 

quickly to clean it, anxiously apologizing for being so clumsy. Um Salim took my hands in hers 

and told me to calm down. She smiled, telling me it was ok. I persisted, feeling terrible about the 

mess and the broken cup, but she squeezed my hands tighter and told me a story: “The day my son 

was killed in the accident, I dropped a stack of plates on the ground. They all broke and I was so 

angry at myself. I thought, how could I be so careless? How could I put this burden on my family 

of replacing these plates? It ruined my mood. For me, it was the worst thing that could have 

happened in that moment. It was only a short time later that I received the news of my son. And a 

month later, I lost my husband. Breaking those plates wasn’t the worst thing that could have 
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happened, it wasn’t even close. So now, when I get angry and I feel hopeless, sometimes, I go 

outside and a break a plate, just to remind myself that I can handle a broken plate.”  

My experience with Um Salim and Um Issa, reading our coffee grounds, and the moment 

that followed, as Um Salim recounted the day she learned that her 23 year old son had been killed 

in an accident, revealed something to me about the tension between hardship and future in 

Bethlehem, and the delicate high wire walk that is the concept of hope and survival in a place with 

so many constraints on the present, that sometimes the future can seem so indiscernible, so 

unreachable, even as political circumstances hurl it into being.  

Present in Um Salim and Um Issa’s coffee ground readings was a sort of radical hope 

couched in a refusal—the refusal to give in to the negative impacts of their present circumstances 

and to instead, focus on the potentiality of a positive outcome, however indeterminate that outcome 

might be. The refusal to succumb to despair was something that I witnessed people in Bethlehem 

doing time and time again. Although such refusals were sometimes expressed as moments of 

resilience in the face of severe calamity or obstacle, most often they manifested in the most 

mundane moments of life, in which people were able to actively conjure and practice hope in the 

smallest and most quotidian of ways. No matter how complicated the situation laid out before them 

appeared, there was a radical optimism that structured one’s sense of possibility, the possibility 

that positive, or at minimum, workable outcomes were at least as likely as potentially negative 

outcomes, offering a sort of consoling inevitability that things would most definitely change, and 

could possibly improve. This possibility of change seemed to generate the prospect of future. 

For Um Salim, a succession of life changing events years before had threatened to destroy 

her family’s financial equilibrium. A portion of her family’s property, which included land and a 

well-established restaurant near Rachel’s Tomb was confiscated by the Israeli government for the 
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sake of “cultural and historical preservation.” It was later rumored to have been sold to a Jewish 

American woman who had recently made the Aliyah. The loss of the property, including the 

livelihood they earned from the restaurant, followed by the sudden death of their son proved to be 

too great for Um Salim’s husband, whose heart failed just under a month after receiving news of 

his son’s death. Left widowed with a young daughter, Umm Salim moved the small family into a 

single room of their home and began to rent the rest of the rooms to foreign tourists.  

Over time, she was able to convince a local NGO to renovate her old city home for use as 

a guesthouse, and later, was able to build connections with another NGO who would house their 

foreign volunteers in her home. This, coupled with a part-time job at local school, created a steady 

income that eventually allowed her to send her daughter to college abroad. In a cultural context 

where most women would have returned to their families for support, Um Salim insisted on 

remaining in the home she had shared with her husband, and was able to provide for her remaining 

children. Later, when I coyly asked Um Salim whether she really intentionally breaks a plate from 

time to time, she told me, “It reminds me not to be weak. Everything can be destroyed in the blink 

of an eye. And what good will crying and worrying do? Feeling sorry won’t feed anyone.” For Um 

Salim, the broken plates have served as a sort of conditioning mechanism for survival, a reminder 

not to be broken by the things one cannot control. Though she has a reputation in the town for 

being “too” brazen and bold in her dealings with others, sometimes characterized as selfish and 

greedy, most excuse her behavior with a rather matter-of-fact phrase reserved for women who 

survive: “she’s a bit strong, but she’s had to be, you know.”  

Anishinaabe writer and scholar, Gerald Vizenor, describes this will to persevere in the face 

of longstanding constraint, as survivance. According to Vizenor, more than surviving, survivance 

is “an active sense of presence” that negates absence, nihility, victimry, deracination, and oblivion. 
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Survivance, he says, is “not a mere reaction [to oppression or constraint], however pertinent,” but 

rather, is about an active renouncing of “dominance, detractions, obtrusions, the unbearable 

sentiments of tragedy, and the legacy of victimry.” Most poignantly, he says, “survivance is greater 

than the right of a survivable name…[it] is the heritable right of succession or reversion of an 

estate…[it] is a narrative estate of native survivance.” (2008, Chapter 1, para 4).  

Vizenor adds that survivance is about the often unsynchronized collective assemblage of 

the counternarrative. It’s not about the individual, although its contours may at times be at the level 

of the individual. It’s not about the rewards reaped from well-laid plans, but rather, the stuff of 

survivance often consists of spontaneous acts of refusal—a refusal informed by a keen sensibility 

that emerges from the experience of oppression and the active rejection of it, cultivated over time.  

He argues that these actions collectively work to (re)build an “estate” that wrests agency and power 

from the occupier, the settler, the colonizer, the oppressor, predicated on the basic premise of 

survival. However, “survival” is not defined only as physical. The goal of Palestinian survival is 

not only to wrest control over the body in its exposure to bare life, but also to maintain control 

over the spirit, to insist on retaining full humanity in a moment where one’s humanity is sought to 

be stripped— it is an attempt to defy the “logic” of occupation and oppression even when one 

cannot, in the moment, defy its materiality.  

In his writing on native communities, Vizenor invites his readers to develop a sensibility 

for the meaning of “survivance” through a series of impressionistic encounters with the practices 

that connote the sensibility itself, relaying and communicating the notion of survivance by 

describing its ephemeral qualities, meanwhile gesturing to the moment’s lasting impact. Through 

metaphor and poetic license, Vizenor argues that one can create a sense of presence through the 

imagination, which he believes is “the very character and practice of survivance.” In the spirit of 
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Vizenor’s pedagogy, I offer a series of ethnographic vignettes that I think collectively begin to 

foster a sensibility for the particular assemblage of survivance in Palestine. As Annemarie Mol 

(2003) has elsewhere characterized, these features “hang together” to “do” different types of work 

in different spaces under slightly different conditions, but always with the result of holding space 

for positivity and for the possibility of future. The practices, tactics, strategies, and maneuvers 

described in what follows create an atmosphere and energy that does emancipatory work on the 

ground—that succeeds or reverts a metaphorical “estate” through imagination, humor, conviction, 

etc. Collectively, these actions reveal something about the quiet moments of refusal amidst 

mundanity (the banality of occupation), and their power to elicit a force that acts as a reservoir, 

tapped into both independently and collectively, to shape future in unexpected ways. Taken 

together, these vignettes help to articulate the ways in which Palestinians shepherd an optimistic 

pessimism in the search for future. 

Isami: The Self-Made Man  

In Palestine, there are few compliments more dignifying than being described as an isami—

a self-made man. A “textbook” definition of an isami might say something like “a person from a 

modest background, with no significant inheritance, that has been able to work his way up the 

social ladder by relying on his own merits rather than through nepotism.” However, when I asked 

friends how they might describe an isami, their definitions tended to emphasize more personal 

qualities over material transformation. According to them, an isami is someone who is humble, 

focused, who possesses incredible energy, charisma, and perhaps most importantly, vision. This 

last point is particularly poignant. An isami was repeatedly described as someone with a goal, a 

sense of future promise to which they stubbornly and almost single-mindedly cling to. This goal 

serves as a guidepost that motivates social agility. An isami is adept at dodging obstacles; an isami 
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can think on their feet to overcome problems; an isami can navigate and tolerate failure without 

losing heart. 

Over the course of my time in Bethlehem, I was able to experience these qualities in a 

number of people, one of which was my colleague, Josef. At the time of my research, Josef was in 

his 20s. He is from a Roman Catholic Christian family of modest means, who ran a small engraving 

shop out of their home in central Bethlehem. His father had done well in building up the family’s 

financial status after near collapse at the hands of the previous generation, having resuscitated the 

family name and managing to provide a more or less steady financial situation for his wife, three 

children and large extended family. As a result, Josef and his two siblings had been afforded the 

opportunity to attend college, which had enabled them all to secure relatively steady jobs, 

considered a feat in a declining job market with a good deal of qualified candidates. Josef’s story, 

which follows, offers insight into how optimism can be quietly at work despite a decidedly 

pessimistic view of the future. 

One morning, while working at the NGO, the office suddenly lost its internet connection. 

With our link to the outside world abruptly cut, much of the staff was left with nothing to do. The 

accountant worked on filing, I tried to focus on a proposal that I was half-heartedly writing, and 

Josef, the ICT Officer, did what he could with his projects offline. After some time of struggling 

to find non-internet based work, the staff finally gave up and started chatting about life to while 

away the time until either the internet reappeared or the end of the work day rolled around. Josef 

came to my office and sat down with his sandwich and apple juice and we started talking. The day 

before, I had bought him and his family some sweets as a thank you for his giving me rides home 

everyday. The box was assorted since I wasn’t sure what they liked. To make small talk, I asked 

him which ended up being each person’s favorite and he scrolled through his mind, recalling which 
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each of his family members had preferred. When I asked him which he had liked, he evaded the 

question: “The sweet one,” “The colorful one”—he gave me all sorts of vague answers so I 

wouldn’t know which had been his favorite. Noticing that this wasn’t the first time he had 

answered one of my questions in such a way, I laughed and jokingly asked him “Why do you 

dislike the idea of being known?” He smirked and said “Why shouldn’t I?” I suggested to him that 

being known and knowing others is what gives human relationships depth, but he looked 

unimpressed by my answer. So I asked him about his closest friends, a group of guys that he had 

grown up with and with whom he sometimes got together to play cards or to barbeque. I asked 

him, “What do you guys talk about when you’re together? Don’t you talk about your goals and 

desires?” He looked confused and said, “Why would we talk about these kinds of emotional 

things?” I laughed and said, “Well, they’re not necessarily emotional, they’re just about what you 

would like to do in the future. What your dreams and goals are.” He looked at me, dead panned, 

and said, “Laura, we don’t plan for the future here. We just survive day to day.” I told him that it 

wasn’t the first time I’d heard people talk about the future that way “here.” To which he replied 

abruptly, “of course not, we have no future. We don’t know what it will bring so why plan for it?”  

A few days later, while working in Josef’s office cluster, he broke our focused silence when 

he suddenly exclaimed: “Life sucks.” When I asked him why he thought so, thinking perhaps he 

was looking to vent about the task he was working on, he replied, “Because if you go on believing 

this, you will be able to accept anything it gives you and not be broken by it.” I wasn’t sure what 

made him say this in that moment, and as one who doesn’t like to be known, I was pretty sure he 

wasn’t going to tell me even if I had asked. So I left it alone, and he seemed satisfied with that. 

Throughout the course of our work together Josef and I would go on to have many more such 

interactions. His common response to a routine “good morning, how are you” was a flat 
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“surviving.” In most conversations, he wore this pessimism like a badge, but what I found 

interesting about his demeanor was how at odds it seemed with his actions.  

Josef had not been particularly interested in school growing up. With an early interest in 

technology, he had done some independent learning online and began focusing on improving his 

graphic design skills at 14 years old, and then shifted to programming at 15. At 17, he and a friend 

began a graphic design business that over time evolved into a web development company, and by 

age 20, he was publishing a techie blog with over 7,000 subscribers.  He did the minimum needed 

to pass his courses, but when it came time for the tawjihi, the standardized test that determines the 

college track for which one is eligible, he did not test into the sciences path, which would have 

allowed him to study computer science, but was forced into the literature track, leading him to earn 

a degree in Business Administration. Disappointed by this turn of events, he became determined 

to pursue technology as a career despite not being able to formally obtain a degree in the field. He 

acquired certificate after certificate at the same time as he finagled his way through the Business 

Administration degree. Later, he took a job at an international NGO, starting as an IT technician, 

and working his way up to ICT Officer. By the time he left the NGO, he was managing web 

development, IT, graphic design and video production. When he felt there was no room left for 

growth, he left the NGO and started his own business. At the time of writing, he was making close 

to 40K per year in a country where 10K per year is considered a good salary. He is now one of the 

most sought after digital designers in Bethlehem, with both local and international clients on his 

roster.  

His family, however, did not initially support his career goals. His parents believed that a 

career in tech was not lucrative, at least not in Palestine, and encouraged him instead to invest his 

energy into the family business, or to find a job at an international NGO, known for paying high 
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salaries. For this reason, he largely kept his efforts hidden from his family, not discussing the 

various trainings or certificates he would undertake, nor the clients he had acquired. For a year, he 

had an office in a storefront in a neighboring town, with four employees, which his family had no 

idea existed. He poured his earnings into his family’s dealings—contributing to the cost of a shared 

car, helping to build his and his brother’s future home, and contributing to a legal case on behalf 

of his extended family. As Josef’s business continued to grow, he quietly plugged away, managing 

obstacles as they came. When clients took advantage of him and refused to pay for work done, he 

implemented his fail-safe plan which would disable any work done for them. When his extended 

family asked for a sudden sum of money that devastated his savings, he took austerity measures to 

build it back up. And when his paypal account for international clients was closed due to bias 

against his being Palestinian, he found alternative channels for payment.  No matter the setback, 

Josef’s agility in problem solving usually resulted in a positive outcome that put him back on track 

toward reaching his goals. 

Nevertheless, whenever Josef speaks about the future, he is very blunt: He doesn’t plan, he 

doesn’t visualize, there is no future. However, many of his actions were decidedly future oriented. 

His decisions in the present were directly correlated with future outcomes. It was rare for him to 

make a move without having first considered the many roads that such a decision might lead to. 

He focused his attention and energy on obtaining accredited tech training certificates while getting 

by in the business administration degree; he operated a business in secret so as not to attract any 

pressure from his family to close it down; he took a job at an international NGO to build credibility 

as a techie, and to have the opportunity to work on diverse digital projects, working at night and 

on the weekends to sustain the needs of his father’s business; and he eventually left the NGO when 

his creative growth and career path seemed stunted. Now in the midst of building his own business, 
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he is setting his sights on a developing a roster of high level clientele that will bring in more 

challenging projects with more financial rewards. At the time of writing, he was wrapping up a 

programming job with a 10K price tag. So what to make of this discrepancy? That there is no 

future, and yet Josef was constantly planning for one? There seemed to be no lack of examples 

that followed a similar trajectory, his own father in fact, taught himself mechanical engineering 

when he didn’t qualify for the sciences track. In fact, many of the engraving machines in the family 

workshop were developed and built by Josef’s father, with support from Josef’s computer 

engineering skills.  

Like the proverb, Josef’s stated perspective on life was that it was indeed like a tire, but 

that most of the time, it was rolling over you rather than under you.  Nevertheless, he seemed rather 

skilled at besting the tire each time an obstacle threatened to derail his future goals. 

Enter at Your Own Risk 

Driving in Bethlehem is not for the faint of heart. Narrow roads, traffic circles, one-way 

streets, oversized tour buses, dozens of weaving taxis, and pedestrians overtaking precious road 

space all make for a somewhat complex, although very polite driving experience. I recall that after 

his first visit to New York City, my father once commented that it defied expectation that so many 

people could tarry on and off a hot, crowded subway 24 hours a day and not descend into fist 

fighting. Navigating Bethlehem by road feels much the same. It’s rather shocking that for all the 

cutting, honking, illegal u-turns, driving in the wrong direction or even on the wrong side of the 

street, and sometimes on the curb, that drivers are able to maintain the utmost politeness. Although 

an interaction might lead with aggression, it always seemed to end in a proverbial (and sometimes 

literal) chat over coffee.  However, amidst the intricate network of unspoken, but nevertheless 

understood, road etiquette, there is one scenario in particular that I have been in more times that I 
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can count, and which for me, helped me to begin to develop a sensibility for Palestinian survivance. 

The scenario is this: I’m the passenger in a friend’s car, driving on the street, and we are confronted 

with a situation in which I am sure there will be a stale mate. Driving the wrong way on a one-way 

street, with a car coming head on, my California driving sensibilities—in which I take great 

pride—kick in, telling me that we are passed the point of no return. It won’t work, the cars won’t 

be able to pass each other, we’ll get stuck, someone will have to back up, there will be a traffic 

jam, there will be an accident, forget it, it’s hopeless. I brace myself for impact, I press on the 

imaginary brake that is not under my feet, I side-eye the driver wondering why he’s not seeing 

what I’m seeing, I squeeze the door handle and I wait for what I believe is the inevitable outcome. 

But every single time, without hesitation, both drivers continue. Not worrying about or anticipating 

the problem until it was at hand, they simply continue unflinchingly, until they reach each other, 

at which time, they inevitably find a creative way to solve it. In none of these cases, when I was 

so sure we would be stuck or in an accident, did we ever reach that outcome.   

After several encounters like this, I realized that my universe was so inhabited by the 

preoccupation with risk aversion, so focused on anticipating and avoiding problems and obstacles 

before they happened, that I was unable to believe in the possibility of a sudden and unexpected 

solution, which was typically owed to faith in the one approaching or in divine providence, or to 

the cunning of experience, or in seemingly senseless serendipity. The West has many names for 

this brand of risk aversion—strategic planning, risk analysis, risk management; And having been 

so long conditioned by such a risk averse sensibility, my life was often rerouted based upon a 

likelihood of outcomes rather than dealing with the reality of obstacles once they manifested. 

Having grown up as a working class Mexican American woman in a predominately white (and 

particularly racist) community, intensive strategizing and meticulous planning were the only ways 
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in which I could make any headway in a white middle class world where obstacles where more or 

less predictable.  In Bethlehem, however, where obstacles were a non-stop occurrence and rather 

unpredictable, people often blazed head on toward situations that seemed hopeless, fully aware 

that there may or may not be a solution, but completely convinced that whatever came, they would 

be able to manage it. These negotiations were unrelenting.   

In the NGO context in particular, I was able to note the collision of these two sensibilities. 

When western aid applications demanded a SWOT (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, 

Threats) analysis, a risk assessment, or a monitoring and evaluation tool, these documents were 

almost always drafted for the benefit of easing the western mind and heart. Rarely were they taken 

seriously by Palestinian staff as instruments of logic that could conceivably mitigate the litany of 

illogical circumstances posed by occupation. I recall one particular instance in which the NGO 

where I was volunteering was submitting the final monitoring and evaluation and risk assessment 

documents for a large grant submission. The grantor, which was, collectively, the UK Department 

for International Development, the European Union and the DAI Europe, had installed a mediating 

agency to provide support to Palestinian organizations seeking to apply for the grant. Staffed 

entirely by Palestinians, the mediating agency was tasked with helping local organizations prepare 

strong applications that were likely to be funded, and a significant area of focus was developing 

the risk assessment. The NGO at which I volunteered had prepared such an application in close 

consultation with the mediating agency, and for about three weeks, we went back and forth in fine-

tuning the SWOT analysis. There was debate over every input, every output, every indicator and 

every assumption, and in particular, over the risk assessment section. The mediating agency 

revised details regarding percentages, numbers, and indicators seemingly endlessly, with the 

question always being whether the western agencies would accept the document as evidence of 
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having conducted a thorough enough risk assessment, not whether the document would actually 

be useful in preparing for, executing, or monitoring and evaluating the project in question. Were 

the numbers and percentages believable? Where the “right” risks listed? Were the risk mitigations 

offered acceptable?  To the Palestinians involved in crafting the document, the task became about 

appeasing the risk averse sensibility of the grantor, since, to Palestinians, the ability to account for 

the question of whether the “Israeli occupation might impede on international trade” seemed 

completely absurd. In these mundane moments where risk presented itself, whether it was the daily 

task of maneuvering the city by car, or maneuvering NGO grant bureaucracy by pen; risk wasn’t 

seen as risky at all, but rather, as another obstacle en route to a certain destination.  

Cousins Come Home 

With extrajudicial executions, unlawful killings, night raids, and demolitions a part of 

Israel’s modus operandi, there is very little humor to be found in how the occupation carries out 

its work in Palestine. Nevertheless, humor is everywhere.  One of my colleague’s favorite jokes 

when crossing a checkpoint by car was to say some variation of “oh look, how nice, our cousins 

have come for a visit” referring to the Israeli soldiers who were stopping and searching cars. 

Engaging the occupation with humor and in some cases the absurd, was one method by which 

Palestinians were able to process the horrific fact of daily structural and physical violence without 

succumbing completely to its effects. Humor was used interpersonally (as in the case of my friend); 

in organized events such as comedy shows where Palestinian diaspora comedians would poke fun 

at the occupation in roundabout ways; in cheeky protest initiatives, such as a local campaign where 

runners dressed as comical versions of Joseph and Mary, running from Nazareth, the place of 

Mary’s birth, to Bethlehem, the place of Jesus’ birth, in support of the right to movement; and 

through creative storytelling disseminated via social media platforms. Of the latter, storytelling 
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often took chilling moments of structural and physical violence and worked it into a humorous 

story that often resulted in a sort of roundabout positive outcome. One such story was circulated 

via Facebook and is a typical example of how humor is used to signal hope despite the dire 

circumstances of its subject. The post was as follows (translated from Arabic): 

The Intelligence of the Human Brain… 

 

There once was a young man, 19 years old, who was in prison on charges of having 

hacked into Israeli intelligence and stolen state secrets, for which he was nicknamed 

“The Fox.”  

 

His Father, an old man who lived alone, wanted to plant potatoes in his garden, 

however, due to his age he found it difficult to undertake this task. He sent his son, the 

prisoner, a message: "My beloved son, I wish you were here with me to help plow the 

garden to grow potatoes…I am alone and have no one to help me.” 

 

After a while the father received a letter from his son saying: "Dear Father, please don't 

plow the garden because I hid something important, and when I get out of prison I'll tell 

you what it is.” 

 

Not an hour had passed after sending the message before the Israeli intelligence and the 

Israeli army had surrounded the man’s home. They dug the earth apart, and after finding 

nothing, left the house. 

 

Later, a letter came to the father from his son, which said: "My dear father, I hope the 

earth is well prepared for the potatoes now. I am happy that I could help you and if you 

need anything else, just let me know.” 

 

This story, which I saw circulated in variations depicting either the Israeli or American intelligence 

agencies, uses humor to show how the Palestinian prisoner outwits his captor by bending their 

paranoia in his service. Despite the significant obstacle of imprisonment, the captive is able to 

participate in his family’s daily investment in the future. Through his improvisational creativity, 

he is able to act freely despite his obvious constraint. Despite his subjection to occupation, he 

retains some semblance of control and humanity. 
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Defying Structural Conditioning 

There is a curious thing that happens just as one begins their ascent from Wadi Nar, the 

valley of fire. Suddenly and without any communication, all seven passengers in the “Ford” (public 

taxi van) will simultaneously and silently stretch their arms behind their back, grab hold of the 

vehicle’s safety belt and firmly secure it into the seat buckle beside them. While at first, the point 

at which this buckling happens seems rather arbitrary and unmarked, if one but waits a short 

moment, there will emerge a series of Israeli military checkpoints, at which, in addition to 

inspecting whether one has the “right” appearance, ID, and alibi, will also apply fines for not 

having one’s seatbelt secured. In one of the many ironies of the Israeli Occupation, while on the 

one hand, Palestinian’s lives are routinely exposed to death by the occupation, they are also 

forcibly “protected,” obligated to comply with humanitarian inflected traffic laws that seek to 

“save lives.” In one theater of war, Palestinians face the prospect of being killed with impunity, 

while in another, they are forced to comply with laws that serve to protect people from their own 

“bad” judgement (Berlant, 2007).  

The only thing more curious than this donning of the seatbelt, is that at another seemingly 

random point in the road, which of course, is not random at all, the passengers will again, suddenly 

and in unison, repeat the ritual, this time unbuckling their safety belt. In traversing the spaces of 

Areas A, B and C with their varying and gradient mechanisms of Israeli control, the momentary 

affixing of the seatbelt is less interesting than its immediate release. In a mundane and everyday 

act, there is present a greater gesture of refusal—that by removing one’s seatbelt, one delineates a 

space in which one’s destiny is not yet determined, is not foreclosed, but wherein there exists a 

rejection of control; a commitment to what others consider risky; a defiant rejection of 
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boundedness. Just as the Israeli occupation seeks to condition Palestinians to submit to control, so 

do Palestinians condition themselves to resist it. 

There are many themes that weave across these vignettes, all of which provide guideposts 

not only for sensing survivance, but also for beginning to apprehend what some Palestinians living 

in Bethlehem “do” with Future. That is, where it is that they see openings and closures in their 

moving forward. Life in Bethlehem, and in Palestine more generally, is rife with constraint.  How 

people negotiate this constraint in the daily grind of a life lived a long way from “stable” is 

multifaceted. As I have shared, one way in which people manage instability is to condition oneself 

to keep aware of mechanisms that seek to undermine their autonomy—this is less of a passive 

effort and more of an active force for counter-conditioning oneself to resist control. Whether it’s 

unfastening seatbelts, confidently driving head on into a potential road block, or breaking plates 

on the balcony, strategies to remain vigilant of how one’s environment impacts them, allows one 

to remain aware of the water even while one is swimming in it. Another strategy is to detract from 

the severity of a negative situation such as imprisonment or checkpoint policing with humor. 

Humor is often used in Bethlehem as a way to keep one’s morale high—to create openings where 

only closures have been offered. Humor as a method of positive thinking was also reinforced in 

the circulation of inspirational Facebook memes, posts and videos. As in the example of the video 

of the American general that went viral locally (see chapter 4), the idea of “one step at a time” 

offers Palestinians living in Bethlehem simple, but crucial reinforcement for the long haul. Another 

strategy is to avoid creating well-laid plans for the future, and relatedly, to avoid getting caught up 

on risk. Rather than investing time and energy into a “sure fire” plan, where all variables had been 

accounted for, people would instead project goals onto the future and move toward them with 
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multiple paths possibly leading to them, negotiating obstacles as they inevitably arose, as in the 

case of Josef and as exemplified by the sensibility underpinning driving in Bethlehem. 

This is not to say, however, that planning does not occur, there are many instances of hyper 

planning that may very well manifest. But for as many instances as there are of hyper planning, 

there are also instances of those plans being laid to waste. I recall speaking with a friend after he 

had just been laid off from his job unexpectedly. The layoff had come at a particularly difficult 

time, since he was about to marry, and was hoping to start a family, all activities which require a 

good deal of capital. When I expressed my sentiments of regret, he replied, “Aadi (it’s normal). 

Someone dies? Aadi. You get fired from your job without notice? Aadi. This is how we must live.” 

Closures such as layoffs, lack of mobility, or imprisonment, were not seen as finales, but rather as 

obstacles toward something other—an overture.  

In Cruising Utopia: The Then and There of Queer Futurity, José Estéban Muñoz (2009) 

offers insight into this maneuvering of closure and its temporality. He argues: “The here and now 

is a prison house. We must strive, in the face of the here and now’s totalizing rendering of reality, 

to think and feel a then and there. Some will say that all we have are the pleasures of this moment, 

but we must never settle for that minimal transport; we must dream and enact new and better 

pleasures, other ways of being in the world, and ultimately new worlds” (p. 1). Though his analysis 

emerges from a different context—queer aesthetic and performance—he offers important insight 

for all who may find themselves temporally at the margins. He advocates for hope as a hermeneutic 

that emerges from the political struggles of the day to foster a critical utopianism amidst what he 

refers to as a “cultural analysis dominated by an antiutopiansim often functioning as a poor 

substitute for actual critical intervention.” (p. 4). He argues that the prevailing antiutopianism at 

work in the academy and beyond privileges pragmatic politics that reinscribe the status quo and 
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make a radical potentiality impossible. Rather than resign to such a state, Muñoz (2009) beckons 

the further development of a queer hermeneutic that would not settle for the present, but looks 

beyond the here and now: 

Such a hermeneutic would then be epistemologically and ontologically humble in 

that it would not claim the epistemological certitude of a queerness that we simply 

‘know’ but, instead, strain to activate the no-longer-conscious and to extend a 

glance toward that which is forward-dawning, anticipatory illuminations of the not-

yet-conscious. The purpose of such temporal maneuvers is to wrest ourselves from 

the present’s stultifying hold, to know our queerness as a belonging in particularity 

that is not dictated or organized around the spirit of political impasse that 

characterizes the present. (p. 28) 

 

For Muñoz (2009), this kind of work can be recognized in minoritarian performance that is linked 

to the quotidian, where the spectator is transported “across symbolic space, inserting us in a 

coterminous time when we witness new formations within the present and the future…[in] 

performances that allow the spectator access to minoritarian lifeworlds that exist, importantly and 

dialectically, within the future and the present…These performances…are outposts of an actually 

existing queer future existing in the present” (p. 56). Muñoz (2009) highlights two key tools for 

understanding the temporal and philosophical power of such minoritarian performance. First, he 

argues that such a performance or aesthetic experience is never complete, since its “ephemera,” 

the lasting residue of its impact, continues to disrupt a “predictable metaphysics of presence” since 

ephemera are simultaneously absent and present. Second, he argues that gesture in minoritarian 

performance serves as a meaningful communicative tool for those who can “read” it. He argues 

that when gestures from the margin are evoked, the marginalized are able to see and feel “self-

enactment in the face of overarching opposition” (p. 80). The tools of ephemera and gesture are 

important to Muñoz because they serve as emotional vehicles that conjure what others have 

referred to as a “third space” in which a sense of belonging among heavy repression is enabled. 
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He argues that because gesture and ephemera facilitate emotional recognition among individuals 

that may not yet dare to speak openly about themselves and experiences, it is in this space that a 

momentary utopia is experienced, however fleeting, and the vision of a more lasting utopia is made 

possible:   

It is my belief that minoritarian subjects are cast as hopeless in a world without 

utopia. This is not to say that hope is the only modality of emotional recognition 

that structures belonging; sometimes shame, disgust, hate, and other ‘negative’ 

emotions bind people together…But in this instance, I dwell on hope because I wish 

to think about futurity; and hope, I argue, is the emotional modality that permits us 

to access futurity, par excellence. (Muñoz, 2009, p. 99) 

 

Visioning futurity, as Muñoz (2009) argues, is not only about the act of imagining, but 

about the hope that such imagining facilitates, and the courage to strive for that for which one also 

dares to hope. Thus, failure, as it has been framed by those who would rather resign themselves to 

the minimal freedoms of the status quo, does not signify the end of hope for radical change, but 

the beginning. As Muñoz writes, “The politics of failure are about doing something else, that is, 

doing something else in relation to a something that is missing in straight time’s always already 

flawed temporal mapping practice” (p. 174).  

In laying Muñoz’s analysis over the aforementioned vignettes, there emerge three 

interrelated themes: one is of the role of Palestinian survivance in enacting a sort of pessimistic 

optimism, among those who can “read” the gestures and signs of everyday resilience. The second 

is in elaborating a distinction between hope and survival, located somewhere between zoe and 

bios, and lastly, the invitation to disrupt colonial timescapes, the machinations of settler 

colonialism which would seek to depict the Palestinian future as always already foreclosed. 

Palestinians’ active resistance against “normalization” can be conceptualized as a project that 

includes all of these dimensions. 
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In the case of Josef, one might argue that a keen resourcefulness is what propelled his 

actions toward achieving future aspirations. However, this does not explain the will he 

demonstrated in motivating such resourcefulness. Rather than succumb to the idea that future was 

foreclosed, Josef kept a sort of pessioptimism, a willingness to keep hope active, albeit quietly, for 

the sake of a producing future despite the perils placed at the foot of such future building. This is 

a characteristic that I observed in many Palestinian Christians living in Bethlehem. 

In L’Ordine Nuovo, Antonio Gramsci famously recuperates Romain Rolland’s maxim 

“Pessimism of the intelligence, optimism of the will” to express the ways in which one can keep a 

tension between the obstacles of the present and the visioning of the future to enable action without 

succumbing to the follies of either—passivity drawn from fantasy on the one hand and total 

paralysis resulting from the “always already” on the other (as cited in Gramsci, 1971, p. 175). In 

Josef’s case, being a pessimist of the intellect meant seeing the world at its present state, rather 

than what one might wish it were, not emanating from a place of cynicism per se, but as a means 

to problem solve in order to move forward. His optimism of the will, however, was rooted in 

historical realities of transformation at the level of the individual—evidence of other Isami who 

had risen up the ranks of Palestinian society, however low the glass ceiling. His pessimism was 

not cynicism on the one hand, nor was it blind faith on the other, but rather it existed at the core of 

a sort of ephemera that signaled toward something other; something still nascent and possible. It 

was possible for him to change his situation, however improbable. The resilience to give it a shot 

is what put him on his current course.  

This sense of possibility, however, should not be confused with blind optimism, which is 

precisely what makes it radical. The optimism is filled with pessimism. They are parallel, 

uncharted roads that run together to a destination yet unknown, but they are traveled with 
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incredible velocity.  It’s not the kind of optimism or hope that more well-to-do individuals 

experience—it’s not a trajectory, not the inevitable result of well laid plans or a carefully 

constructed career path, but rather, it’s the clumsy adding on of apartments to the family home, 

the welcoming of a new baby despite an empty bank account, the engagement of a son or daughter 

during wartime, the celebration of a stellar tawjihi score amidst a 30% unemployment rate. They 

are pockets of hope, that because they are filled with pessimism, they are made all the more radical. 

In her essay, “Marginality as a Site of Resistance,” bell hooks (1990) identifies marginality 

as more than a “site of deprivation,” but also as the “site of radical possibility, a space of resistance” 

(p. 341). In surveying Black surrealists, Robin Kelley (2003) extends a grounded example of the 

work done at hooks’ “site of radical possibility.” He demonstrates that surrealism among Black 

communities existed as a living practice of thought that unleashed the desire to envision and work 

toward new futures based on creativity rather than rationality, and that by superseding existing 

realities that were also based in rationality, surrealist projects experimented with and made present 

new possibilities for which to strive. Kelley (2003) highlights that even in less fantastic 

movements, the Black radical imagination sought to bring a critical optic to past experiences in 

order to meaningfully contend with present circumstances and envision a different future. He 

argues, for example, that Black Marxists did not unwittingly go along with Marxist proposals of 

the ideal life and world, rather, they gave shape to their own communist and socialist inflected 

movements as they saw befitting their particular histories and experiences. In much the same 

manner, I argue that Palestinian survivance enacts an everyday sort of resilience, refusal and 

creativity that pushes back on the concept of foreclosure vis-à-vis colonialism. A challenge to 

colonial time. 
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These moments of survivance create “flickering illuminations” in the here and now of a 

future not yet here (Muñoz, 1998). Indeed, these tactics fundamentally upset colonial teleological 

timescapes by disrupting the normative narrative of the colonial condition which forecloses future 

and ensures erasure for certain groups while opening future wide and inventing heritage for other 

groups (Hobsbawm, 1990). Our lingering in these moments of survivance fold these otherwise 

fleeting instances into something more eternal—it allows us to tap into a kind of hope offered by 

the dissipation of colonial space-time, where fleeting moments of conditioning become stretched 

into an ongoing condition of refusal, one that works to construct new edifications of possibility in 

the Palestinian imagination. The skills, perceptions, gestures, and methods of refusal developed 

under conditions of dispossession and colonization by Palestinians can and do enable people now 

trapped within colonial contexts to confront and recontextualize consciousness into new forms of 

subjectivity and condition (Sandoval, 2000). Throughout these vignettes, refusal, hope, and 

imagination are central tenets of the struggle to understand and work in, through and against 

(neo)colonial time. These strategies, as we will see, are not always congruent, but they share 

similar motivation and goals.  

Moreover, these vignettes also pose an important question: Is there a difference between 

hope and survival? The answer to this question, I think, is that Palestinian survivance is 

fundamentally about a confluence of survival and hope, where, given the political context and the 

Israeli government’s efforts to tip demographics toward a Jewish state, something as simple as 

starting a family is an act of Palestinian future building. The hope is to survive and one survives 

in the hope that things will change for the better. There was no lack of desire, will or planning for 

future. Rather, the main “problem” that many Palestinians living in Bethlehem encountered was 

more often the predictability of events so as to make plans for the future. This was a question that 



 

 54 

was constantly being worked out individually and communally with an infinity of considerations 

taken into account. Everywhere, there was evidence of investments gone wrong with absolutely 

no way to foresee their likelihood. An olive harvest destroyed, a home demolished, the road to 

work permanently closed, a permit withdrawn. Even the prospect of warfare was something that 

people accounted for, leading them to hide useless illegal mandate-era guns and install 

underground shelters in their homes in the event of another Israeli invasion. The possibility of 

another intifada, the possibility of a confiscated Bethlehem, of forced incorporation into Israel 

were all plausible in a space where the most heinous of Israeli crimes have proceeded uninhibited 

even among international shaming.  

Thus, for Palestinians living in Bethlehem, “closure” and “opening” are conceptualized as 

two sides of the same coin, with luck largely determining which side the coin lands on. They make 

motions toward future based upon the precarity of the present, with “future” referring to an 

unknowable era of transformation—the promise that tomorrow will be different from today, and 

hopefully also better. Future-building, however, is rife with obstacles, directing and redirecting 

life in the present along tectonic political shifts. Nevertheless, Palestinians are able to remain 

flexible with the friction due in large part to a pessioptimism that keeps life moving forward.   
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CHAPTER 2 

PALESTINIAN CHRISTIANS IN THE LONGVIEW 

 

 

Chapter Introduction 

Although Palestinians, regardless of religious confession, share many of the same 

expressions of survivance with regard to the Israeli occupation, the ways in which Palestinian 

Christians have reached for and envisioned future in the present vis-à-vis these expressions have 

been largely informed by the past. Despite moments of national solidarity with their Muslim 

compatriots, Palestinian Christians living in Bethlehem have tended to make decisions with the 

survival and advancement of the Christian community there in mind, bound by religion cast as 

ethnic identity. Even when faith practice was not central to their day-to-day lives, their Christianity 

signaled an enclave of Palestinian culture, tethered to Bethlehem as a place that had become a 

crucial site of Palestinian Christian belonging considered distinct from the local cultures of 

Muslims, Bedouins, Samaritans, Druze or Jews. Although their Christian identity was sometimes 

experienced as a political liability, they considered their enclave important to preserve and 

maintain. Social and political distinctions between Christian Palestinian culture and Muslim 

Palestinian culture, in particular, were often the result of historical forces that fluctuated with the 

political policies of their conquerors.  Nevertheless, Palestinian Christians understand themselves 

to be tied to a common fate that at times coalesces with Muslim Palestinians in national sentiment, 

and at times, supersedes it. The effect has been that the past and future are often made imminently 

present by the competing temporalities of the still nascent Israeli, Muslim and Western political 

projects that surround and threaten to consume a Palestinian Christian future.  
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Accordingly, this chapter focuses on how ethno-religious loyalties impact the ways in 

which Palestinians experience “nation” and prospects for future, focusing in particular on 

Palestinian Christians, who now comprise less than 1% of the total population. I explore how 

Palestinian Christians are differently positioned vis-à-vis their religious confession with regard to 

the Palestinian “State” as well as to the Israeli “State,” and explore how this positionality creates 

multiple scenarios for future, including an examination of the options Christians understand 

themselves to have. I explore how emotional and mental preparation for the aforementioned 

scenarios is made urgent and proximate due to various sociopolitical factors, and gesture toward 

how elements such as generational, educational and socioeconomic differences among Christians 

impacts which scenarios are preferred. 

How Are We Palestinian? 

Another hot day at the NGO. George, from the media team, and I are reviewing interview 

questions for a short video the organization is making to promote their local restoration projects. 

The video is meant to highlight how the organization’s construction program not only supports 

community members whose homes and community spaces are being restored, but also helps 

workers through job creation in a difficult economy. We’re scheduled to interview workers later 

that day. As with virtually all communications that NGOs produce, the video is meant to tug at 

donor’s heartstrings and prompt investment in the organization’s projects. One of the interview 

questions catches George’s attention, and he becomes irritated. The question: “What obstacles do 

you face in securing work in Bethlehem?” George says it’s a leading question meant to blame a 

difficult job market on the Israeli occupation, which it basically is. “That’s not the whole story,” 

he says. I ask him what he means, and he becomes more irritated, “Foreigners are always coming 

to Palestine and blaming everything on the occupation, but Palestinians are also to blame.” As he 
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says this, Issa, the building projects manager, walks in and asks what we’re talking about. George 

shows him the interview question and explains his position. Issa disagrees, and gives his personal 

experience in managing workers. He argues that Israel’s economy strangles Palestine’s economy 

and for this reason there is no growth; That there are too many restrictions that keep Palestinians 

from opening companies or enterprises that would create jobs en masse. He adds that this forces 

many Palestinians to seek work abroad or work in Israel or on illegal Israeli settlements. He’s 

looking at me for support throughout his argument, which I give, willingly. George, now sitting 

looking exhausted from the heat, quietly pushes back, saying, “we’re losing everything here, we’re 

losing our businesses, our homes, our land, our city. Our sisters can’t even walk in the street 

without being harassed. We can’t even say we’re Palestinian anymore.” Issa interjects, “of course 

we are.” To which George replies, “We’re not. If we can’t reach the presidency, then tell me, how 

are we Palestinian?”11 

It occurs to me that we are no longer speaking about Palestinians, generally, and that the 

“we” that George is using now is the “we” that connotes “we, Palestinian Christians.” Issa, who 

immediately picks up on the signal, reframes his statements with this new context in mind, and 

concludes, with a newfound expression of defeat across his face, “The real problem with Christians 

is that we’re losing our sense of community. We’re losing our values. That’s what’s hurting us.” 

The subject of Christian and Muslim relations in Bethlehem was a topic often lurking in 

the shadows of conversations such as these.  Christians were increasingly losing their social, 

 
11 George’s comment that “our sisters can’t even walk in the street without being harassed” alludes to the 
perception among some Christians that Muslim target for harassment women who do not cover their hair and 
who bare their necks, arms and ankles in public, as most Christian women, and some Muslim women, do. 
George’s second comment about the presidency, refers to the perception among Christians that a Christian 
president is highly unlikely. According to the Palestinian Constitution, Article 4, Item 1, Islam is considered the 
official religion of the State of Palestine, with respect and considerations for other religions maintained; and 
according to Article 4, Item 2, the principles of Islamic Shari’a are considered the main source of legislation. To 
Christians, these edicts signal they are a tolerated minority, rather than an integral part of its fabric. 
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cultural and economic foothold in Bethlehem, and the feeling that Bethlehem was starting to 

become unrecognizable as a one-time Christian-majority city was salient. This concern was 

reinforced by ongoing Muslim immigration to Bethlehem alongside Christian emigration, as well 

as a growing concern over the rise of political Islam in the region.  News about how Christians 

were faring in Iraq, Syria, and Egypt haunted Palestinian Christians—the letter “nun” painted over 

Christian homes by Daesh12 in Iraq as a threat of conversion or death; the 2017 Islamic State Palm 

Sunday bombings of Coptic Christian Churches in Tanta and Alexandria, Egypt; the persecution 

and mass exodus of Christians in Syria, and even events in more distant places, like the 2019 Easter 

bombings of Christians in Sri Lanka have all kindled a quiet fear among Palestinian Christians. “I 

know you foreigners love Muslims,” George would say to me, “but if you think Daesh isn’t 

operating in Palestine and growing stronger, you’re crazy. Things are changing here.13”  

Other Palestinian Christians harbored a more internal criticism—that neoliberal forces had 

taken too strong a hold on the Palestinian Christian community, making them power hungry, 

overly focused on accumulating personal wealth, and too individualistic. They, like Issa, blamed 

a loss of “Christian values”—namely the lack of investment in the well-being of the community 

over and above the individual, as well as a lack of commitment to the Holy Land—as the primary 

reason for a numerically smaller and less culturally powerful Christian population. If Christians 

were more committed to their faith, Issa believed, they would be more invested in the project of 

preserving their presence in the Holy Land, whatever hardship may come, instead of emigrating 

to more comfortable and secure destinations abroad. As a devout Roman Catholic, and as one who 

 

12 The term Daesh is used my many Arabic speakers to refer to the jihadist militant group,  لدول  نإلسالمي  في نلعرنق

 also commonly known as ISIS (The Islamic State of Iraq and Syria, ISIL (The Islamic State of Iraq and the , نونلشام

Levant) and most recently, IS (The Islamic State). Daesh has a negative connotation. 
13 George’s idea that foreigners “love Muslims” comes from his interaction with people from the U.S. who are 
sympathetic to the Muslim experience of discrimination in their home countries, and who express these 
sentiments as a way of showing solidarity with Palestinians, who they typically assume are Muslim. 
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people often referred to as “very religious,” a thinly veiled way of saying ‘self-righteous,’ Issa told 

me on numerous occasions that he had had dozens of opportunities to emigrate to the U.S., but he 

had refused them all. “What will happen if all the Christians leave Bethlehem? The Church will 

be just a museum.” 

“Christians are not as organized as Muslims,” was another criticism that I often heard 

among Palestinian Christians, where “organized” typically referred to the perception that Muslims 

had extensive financial networks with Muslims in other, wealthier Arab countries, namely the 

Gulf, which helped them to consolidate power over local industries. The Muslim umma14 was cited 

as a strength of Islam that Christianity lacked. Conflicts among local Christian denominations were 

often used to highlight this point.15 In the absence of an organized front, many thought individual 

Christians were left to fend for themselves, often resulting in emigration abroad in search of more 

robust livelihoods. For Issa, this was a moral failing, for others, it was a practicality. 

These criticisms, whether directed toward the Muslim community, toward the Christian 

community, or both, were usually withheld from the public arena. The public persona that most 

Palestinians preferred to show the outside world—foreign journalists, media, pilgrims, NGO 

workers, and the like—was that Christians and Muslims were “one hand,” a shared Palestinian 

populace united against the Israeli Occupation. “We shouldn’t air our dirty laundry” was Issa’s, 

and most Christians’ stance on the matter.  

 

14  The term Umma means “community” in Arabic. It is often used as a synonym for نإلسااااااالم  meaning ,أمااا  

'the Islamic community.’ It refers to the unity and collective community of Muslims worldwide, without regard for 

ancestry or geography.  
15 There are several Christian denominations in Bethlehem, including: Greek Orthodox, Roman Catholics, Greek 
Catholics, Protestants, Syrian Orthodox, Armenians, Copts, Ethiopians, and Maronites. The largest 
representation of these are Greek Orthodox and Roman Catholic. While there are no major disputes between 
the denominations civically, a legacy of rivalry still exists which creates tension from time to time. Syriac 
Orthodox Christians for example, prefer to marry within their own denomination despite their small numbers.  
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A story that was often invoked to demonstrate the good relations between Christians and 

Muslims to foreigners was that of the Church of the Nativity16 and Omar Mosque, which stand 

opposite each other in Bethlehem’s main square. The Mosque was built in 1860 in honor of Caliph 

Omar Ibn Al-Khattab, who in the 7th century conquered the Byzantine Empire. In the Pact of Omar, 

he decreed that the Church of the Nativity would remain a Christian place of worship, stipulating 

that Muslims would be allowed to pray there only individually and prohibited the call to prayer 

(al-Adhan) from being made from the church walls. He further decreed that the Church would be 

always under the protection of the Caliph and that no harm would come to the Christian community 

in the newly conquered territories. Rather than turn the Church of the Nativity into a mosque, as 

was the custom, Omar built a prayer site elsewhere nearby, and later, the mosque was built in his 

honor. This story often served as a sort of founding myth for Christian-Muslim relations in 

Bethlehem, which highlighted religious coexistence—a sort of “live and let live” attitude—as a 

central tenet. In recent years, however, this story had begun to be marred by other, less amicable 

stories involving Omar mosque. One such story was that when Pope Francis visited Bethlehem in 

2014, the mosque’s call to prayer interrupted his mass, drowning out the Pope’s homily, which 

Christians thought to be not only disrespectful, but intentional. Christians also took issue with the 

fact that, from time to time, the sermon disseminated from the mosque’s loud speakers publicly 

admonished Christians as infidels. These stories were typically whispered about intra-communally 

among Christians as proof of Muslims’ growing disdain for them, but also revealed a growing 

resentment of Muslims among Christians, especially among the younger generation who had 

grown up during the Second Intifada (2000-2005).17  

 
16 The site of Jesus’ birthplace 

17 During the Second Intifada, there were 141 martyrdom operations (commonly referred to as “suicide attacks” and/or 

“suicide bombings,” but referred to as “martyrdom operations” and/or “martyrdom weapons” by Hamas), carried out 

across Israel, Jerusalem, Gaza and the West Bank, the vast majority of which were claimed by either Hamas or the 
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Among Christians who were politically active during the First Intifada (1987 – 1993), more 

nationalist inflected stories provided evidence of a historical brotherhood among Christians and 

Muslims.  For instance, when Yasser Arafat, a Muslim, took the Palestinian presidential seat after 

the Oslo Accords, he issued a presidential decree that six of the 88 seats on the Palestinian 

Legislative Council would always be held for “our Christian brothers” (Presidential Decree no. (2) 

for the year 1995, On Elections). In another presidential decree, he further specified that the mayors 

of ten historically Christian towns throughout Palestine, including Bethlehem, would always be 

Christian so as to protect the religious, historical and cultural legacy of these cities. Arafat also 

made a point to annually attend Christmas Eve services (both the Catholic and the Orthodox 

masses) at the Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem, as an act of nationalist solidarity. In 2001, 

during the Second Intifada, when the Israeli Government barred Yasser Arafat from attending 

Christmas Eve services in Bethlehem, he famously stated that he, at age 72, would walk there from 

Ramallah if he had to (Benn, 2001; Greenberg, 2001). These and other stories were often cited by 

Palestinians who had lived through the First Intifada, both Christian and Muslim, to draw attention 

to the ways in which national identity trumped religious identity. And indeed, for some time, the 

struggle for national autonomy, at the very least, obscured concerns over religious difference. 

 
Islamic Jihad Movement, with occasional involvement from Al Aqsa Martyrs’ Brigade (Fatah), the Popular Front for 

the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP), and the Democratic Front for the Liberation of Palestine (DFLP). Comparatively, 

during the First Intifada, there were only 3 such operations. In 2002, also during the Second Intifada, the Israeli 

Occupation Forces laid siege to the Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem for 39 days. By the end of the siege, Israeli 

forces had killed 8 Palestinians inside the church, wounded an Armenian monk, and caused millions of dollars in 

damage to the Church structure. Although Christians were quick to emphasize the context of Israeli State brutality 

against Palestine as a driving force behind suicide operations, they also condemned the use of suicide operations as a 

weapon against civilians (Ateek, 2002). Because these operations tended to incite retaliation against Palestinians, 

Palestinian Christians often resented the Islamist movements that were organizing such operations. Thus, for those 

Palestinian Christians who came of age during the Second Intifada, but who did not experience the First, it was not a 

time of collective, grassroots organizing among Muslims and Christians side-by-side, but a time of fractured political 

action in which they felt largely misrepresented on the global stage.  
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From the turn of the 20th century to the 1980s, Palestinian Christians were at the forefront of the 

secular nationalist liberation movement for Palestine alongside their Muslim counterparts 

(Bowman 2001; Lybarger 2007; Radai 2007; Shomali, 1995). For most of the twentieth century, 

both Christians and Muslims were committed to the secular-nationalist project, taking up leftist 

expressions. However, after the victory of the Iranian Revolution in the late 1970s, the defeat of 

the PLO in Lebanon in 1982, and the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, the National Movement 

for the Liberation of Palestine (Fatah)—the secular-nationalist organization that once led the 

radical struggle for Palestinian liberation—began its slow decline, and political Islam began to 

ascend as a contender for Palestinian governance vis-à-vis two key organizations (Bowman, 2001). 

The first, was the Palestinian Muslim Brotherhood which had by the 1980s established chapters in 

every major Palestinian city and by 1987 had established the Islamic Resistance Movement 

(Hamas). The second was the Islamic Jihad Movement, established in the early 1980s, at least five 

years before Hamas, and which was responsible for many of the suicide operations throughout the 

1990s and early 2000s. The Islamic Jihad Movement is often cited as having played a key role in 

sparking the First Intifada, although this remains debated (Hroub, 2006)18. As secular nationalism 

waned, and political Islam waxed at the closing of the 20th century, the character of nationalism in 

 
18 It should be noted that there were two other movements of political Islam. The first, was Hizb al-Tahrir (The 
Liberation Party), founded in 1952 as a splinter group of the Muslim Brotherhood. Over time, they proved 
rather ineffective and not particularly influential. The second was Al-Mujamma’ al-Islami (The Islamic 
Collective), founded in 1973. The Islamic collective is often considered as the pre-cursor to Hamas. The 
Collective is also regarded to have intensified competition Islamist and secular nationalist forces, producing 
political solidarities that ranged from “secular Islamist hybrids to neo-revolutionary and neo-fundamentalist 
orientations” (Lybarger 2005, pp. 143). Israeli polices contributed to these dynamics. Beginning in the late 
1970s, Israel encouraged the growth of Islamist movements in order to counter mass support for secular-
nationalist factions connected to the PLO. Israel approved mosque-building permits, allowed access to funding 
sources in the Gulf states, and issued approvals for charities associated with the Collective. Meanwhile, it 
outlawed PLO-related activities and organizations, as well as arrested PLO-related activists. Rather than risk 
the maneuvering space that Israel had extended, the Collective avoided direct confrontation with Israel by 
steering clear of PLO-led anti occupation activities. Instead, the Collective targeted secular nationalism and its 
spread of perceived ‘foreign’ ideologies. By focusing on the cultural realm while the secular nationalist parties 
battled in the political realm, the Collective was able to spread practices and orientations that they labeled as 
Islamic and native.  
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Palestine, and the ways in which elements of national identities, such as religion, were expressed 

began to shift. 

I most often heard such stories of Muslim-Christian comradery recited to journalists, 

media, tourists and missionaries (typically Western Christians) who would arrive in Bethlehem 

seeking to report on (or testify to)19 the Muslim persecution of Christians in Palestine. In these 

moments of reportage, Palestinian Christians insisted that their problems were not with Muslim 

Palestinians, but rather, with the Israeli occupation at large. Because of his involvement in his 

church community, Issa has been the subject of many such articles and is interviewed at least once 

a year, typically at Christmas or Easter, about his experience as a Christian in the Holy Land. As 

he explains, the routine is more or less the same—reporters come to his home for a Palestinian 

meal, they interview him and his wife, and they shadow him during his church responsibilities 

over the course of a day. The goal of these reports is typically to show that Palestinian Christians 

are a hardworking, God fearing and humble people—an unintended casualty of the Israeli-

Palestinian conflict that must be shielded from Muslim persecution. Although Palestinian 

Christians rarely characterize themselves in this way, their contestations usually fall on deaf ears. 

After one such media visit, I asked Issa how his time with the reporter had gone, to which he 

replied, “You know, they were trying to catch me speaking against Muslims. They kept asking me 

the same question in different ways. I know what they want to hear, and even though we have 

problems with Muslims, it’s not good to say such things in public. It could create problems for 

me.”  

 
19  Evangelical Christians, particularly in the U.S, have strong tradition of offering ‘testimony,’ whereby a 
professed Christian testifies to the presence of God in their lives, often via a ‘born again’ narrative, or through 
the recounting of a time they witnessed the power of God in and through Christian resilience in a world that 
they perceive as becoming increasingly hostile to Christians. The latter form of testimony was often related to 
witnessing Christian resilience in the face of Muslim persecution.    



 

 64 

Indeed, one walks a fine line in saying such things in public. On the one hand, Christians 

remained aware that their survival as a religious minority largely depended on keeping good 

relations with the Muslim majority. This led them to be careful about how they publicly framed 

their relations. Although some were willing to draw international attention to the difficulties they 

faced as a minority community, most preferred to understate it (Kårtveit, 2014). Alienation from 

the present national project was a major concern. At the same time, the possibility of articulating 

a national project that Christians could see themselves in was becoming less and less likely. In 

what follows, I give a brief sociocultural history of Christians in the Bethlehem area, as well as a 

short overview of the ascension of political Islam, which will serve as important context for 

exploring the question of how Palestinian Christians, in particular, understand their present 

sociopolitical circumstances as well as their prospects for the future. 

Christianity in Bethlehem 

Recognized as a central node in the “Birthplace of Christianity,” Bethlehem is home to the 

oldest Christian community in the world. Understanding themselves as “the living stones”—the 

human counterpart to the ancient stones of historical churches and holy sites, Palestinian Christians 

consider themselves the stewards of a Christian heritage that has been maintained in Palestine 

since the ministry of Jesus. Despite this distinction, however, Palestinian Christians have struggled 

to calibrate a sense of identity among the region’s often shifting local and national realities. During 

the 400-year Ottoman (Muslim) rule of Palestine, the 25-year secular (de facto Christian) British 

Mandate, the 19-year (Muslim-ruled) annexation of the West Bank to Jordan, and the now 70-

year20 (Jewish-ruled) Israeli occupation coupled with the 20-year (de facto Muslim) “rule” vis-a-

 
20 Some consider the Israeli occupation to have begun at the time of the 1948 war, when land Palestine was taken by 

Zionists and approximately 700,000 Palestinians were forcibly removed or killed. Others argue the 1948 war was 

legitimate, and believe the Israeli occupation began during the Six Day War in 1967, when the Israeli state invaded 
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vis the Palestinian National Authority (PNA), Palestinian Christians have found themselves caught 

between political policies that have both favored and disempowered them at various points in 

history.21 

Throughout most of Ottoman rule, Christians, along with Jews, were classified under the 

judicial status of dhimmi (indigenous non-Muslim minorities), granting them considerable 

religious and social autonomy despite also labeling them as secondary subjects (Campos, 2010).  

As a region relatively remote from the Ottoman Empire’s nucleus of Istanbul, Christians, Muslims 

and Jews in Palestine experienced comparatively little interference from the empire in local affairs 

(Campos, 2010). So long as Ottoman financial claims on Palestine were honored, local Palestinian 

society was left to develop itself according to its own devices for much of the era of Ottoman rule. 

Although Christians’ dhimmi status limited their property rights, made them vulnerable to 

extortion taxes, and prohibited them from bearing arms or serving in the Ottoman army (at least 

initially), there were also benefits to being classified as such (Kårtveit, 2014).  Christians and Jews, 

for example, were not banned from dealing in interest-bearing loans as Muslims were, which 

allowed Christians and Jews not only to monopolize the banking industry throughout the region, 

but also to establish a profitable network of professional contacts in trading centers across the 

Levant and into Egypt (González 1992; Kårtveit, 2014). Because there were limitations on 

property ownership, many Christians turned to non-agricultural industries for their livelihoods. 

Stone masonry, in particular was a major source of income, with stone masons in Bethlehem, Beit 

 
and took control of the West Bank and East Jerusalem (from Jordan), the Gaza strip and Sinai Peninsula (from Egypt) 

and the Golan Heights (from Syria). It largely depends on one’s politics when the count begins.  
21 The religious persuasions of each period of rule have been loosely outlined here for the sake of offering an 
overview. It should be acknowledged that neither Christianity nor Islam have offered the same expressions 
across time nor across ruler. 
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Jala and Beit Sahour22 famed throughout the region for their handiwork (González 1992). Christian 

entrepreneurs leveraged their location in a major pilgrimage destination to develop industries mass 

producing olivewood and mother-of-pearl religious crafts, trades which had been developed and 

honed by the Franciscan Order beginning as early as the fifteenth century (Tushiyeh 1999). With 

the support of Church-based institutions such as religious orders and missionary groups, Christians 

began trading with Christian Europe, deepening and broadening personal and professional contacts 

(Kårtveit, 2014). As Western pilgrims, missionaries, diplomats and visitors poured into Christian 

guesthouses, ties with the West were consolidated vis-à-vis a shared Christian confession and 

through Palestinian Christians’ special status as the “original” Christians. These informal trading 

circuits were further institutionalized through the Capitulations, an Ottoman system by which 

European states were granted commercial privileges throughout the empire. In order to manage 

the Capitulations from afar, European states typically appointed Palestinian Christians to represent 

them locally, which afforded local Christians with tax exemptions, commercial privileges, and in 

some cases, impunity from Ottoman law (González 1992, p. 49).  

Relative local autonomy during the majority of the Ottoman era also meant that Christians 

and Jews living in Palestine were not beholden to Ottoman education. Christians attended private 

schools run in large part by the Orthodox and Latin Churches. Later, Protestant schools, run namely 

 

22  Bethlehem, Beit Sahour and Beit Jala are three historically Christian towns in what is now the Bethlehem 

Governorate, sometimes also referred to as the Bethlehem District, located south of Jerusalem. Although Bethlehem, 

Beit Sahour and Beit Jala are distinct in their local cultures and experience friendly rivalries from time to time, they 

are typically taken together when speaking of the “Bethlehem area.” Before being separated by Israel’s separation 

wall, Bethlehem (Beit Sahour, Beit Jala and Bethlehem city collectively) and Jerusalem were considered twin cities. 

Other territories that fall under the Bethlehem Governorate’s jurisdiction are the municipalities of Battir, Beit Fajjar, 

Al Dawha, Husan, Al-Khader, Nahalin, Tuqu’, Al-Ubeidiya, Za’atara; the Local & Village Councils of ‘Arab Al-

Rashayida, Artas, Al-Asakra, Beit Sakariya, Beit Ta’mir, Dar Salah, Hindaza, Al-‘Iqab, Jab’a, Juhdum, Jurat ash 

Sham’a, Marah Rabah, Rakhme, Umm Salamuna, Ash Shawawra, Wasi Al-Arayis, Wadi Fukin, Al-Walaja; and the 

Refugee Camps of Aida, ‘Azza, and Dheisheh. 
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by the Lutheran (German) and Anglican (UK) Churches focused their attention on education as a 

means to attract converts from the Latin and Orthodox traditions. At these schools, Christian 

Palestinian students mastered European languages in addition to Arabic, as well as European 

history and society, amassing cultural and social capital that would later bode well for Christian 

families in the lead up to, as well as beyond, the Ottoman Empire’s collapse (Kårtveit, 2014). Thus, 

when, in 1858, the Ottoman Land Reforms finally lifted restrictions on Christian land ownership, 

Christians were well positioned to begin purchasing land in and around Bethlehem that they had 

historically tilled (Kårtveit, 2014). This burgeoning era of Christian prominence, however, took a 

hit in the 20th Century, when many Christian Palestinians began emigrating to Latin America.  

Historically a Christian majority town, over the last 70 years, Bethlehem’s indigenous 

Christian population has dwindled from 85% in 1947 to 46% in 1967 and finally, to under 12% in 

2018, now making Bethlehem a Muslim majority city (Lidman, 2016).23 Various factors have 

contributed to this decline in the Christian population, the most prominent of which, is Christian 

emigration. In 1909, the Ottoman Empire reformed their military laws, ordering for the first time, 

the mandatory recruitment of conscripts irrespective of religion. This led many well-to-do 

Christian families to send their sons abroad at the same time that Latin American countries were 

actively recruiting workers (Baeza, 2014). It is estimated that thousands of Palestinian Christians 

emigrated abroad from the Bethlehem area during this time to destinations in Chile, El Salvador, 

Honduras and Peru (Baeza, 2014; González, 1992; Pacini, 1998). Later, when the British Mandate 

posed legal obstacles that prohibited Palestinian emigrants from returning to Palestine after a few 

years spent abroad, many Palestinian Christians found it impossible to return. Meanwhile, the 

British Mandate was facilitating immigration among European Jews to Palestine (González, 1992; 

 
23 Christians now comprise less than 1.5% of the general Palestinian population. 
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Musallam, 2012).  While Christian emigration to Latin America continues to this day, in the last 

50 years, emigration has tended toward the U.S., Canada, Australia, and various countries in 

Western and Northern Europe. 

Another factor that has contributed to the dwindling Christian population has been the loss 

of Christian land. Amidst the whirlwind of emigration to Latin America in the early 20th century, 

many Christian Palestinians sold their land titles to Muslim families from other parts of Palestine, 

namely Hebron. Between the sale of land to Palestinian Muslims, and the confiscation of 

Palestinian lands by the British Mandate that were subsequently re-distributed to European 

Zionists, many Palestinian Christians remained abroad with an ever-weakening legal claim to 

Palestinian (territorial) ascendancy.  

Thus, as the mid-20th century approached, demographic shifts intensified. After the 1948 

war,24 the Bethlehem area absorbed tens of thousands of refugees fleeing from other parts of 

Palestine, most of whom were Muslim families (Arab Educational Institute 1999). The Bethlehem 

Governorate is now home to three refugee camps comprising over 16,000 inhabitants (State of 

Palestine PLO Negotiations Affairs Department, 2017). Combined with the influx of elite Hebron 

Muslim families that continued at the time of writing, as well as with a significantly greater birth 

rate among Palestinian Muslims than among Palestinian Christians, demographics have tipped the 

balance toward Muslim Bethlehemites over Christian ones.  

It is important to note also that a looming demographic in and around the Bethlehem area 

are Israeli settlers. There are 18 illegal Israeli settlements across the Bethlehem Governorate, 

comprising over 130,000 settlers (Israel Central Bureau of Statistic, Population Statistics, 2015). 

Illegal settlements surround the city of Bethlehem from its four sides, among them, eight separate 

 
24 Palestinians refer to this in Arabic as the nakbe, which means the catastrophe. 
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Bethlehem City from the rest of the occupied West Bank: Gilo (31,600 settlers) and Har Homa 

(19,000 settlers) to the north; Har Gilo (1,500 settlers), Beitar Illit (52,000 settlers) and Neve 

Daniel (2,500 settlers) to the West, Efrat (10,000 settlers) to the south as well as Nokdim (1,800 

settlers) and Tekoa (3,700 settlers) to the East (Israel Central Bureau of Statistic, Population 

Statistics, 2015). Although the Israeli state often publicly casts Israeli settlers as political 

renegades, the Israeli state is known to provide extensive protection, funding, and infrastructure to 

settlements. In fact, several senior Israeli officials are settlers in the Bethlehem Area, including 

Soviet-born25 former minister, Avigdor Lieberman (Nokdim), Soviet-born26 minister Ze’ev Elkin 

(kfar Eldad), as well as the Soviet-born27 Knesset Speaker Yuli Edelstein, who owns a house in 

the illegal settlement of Neve Daniel (State of Palestine PLO Negotiations Affairs Department, 

2017). As a direct result of these settlements, many Christian landowners have had their lands 

confiscated by the Israeli state, either to expand settlement territory, build private settler roads 

between them, or for the all-encompassing purpose of “ensuring Israel’s security.” These land 

grabs have especially affected the Makhrour and Cremisan areas near Beit Jala lying between 

Bethlehem and Jerusalem (Society of St. Ives, 2015). 

Although a numerical minority, Christians, and especially Roman Catholic Christians, 

remain at the top of the social heap in Bethlehem, largely due to opportunities facilitated via 

Western Christian institutions,28 as described above. Most belong to the middle or upper economic 

classes, most are university educated, most are at least proficient in English (and often proficient 

 
25 Now Republic of Moldova 
26 Now Ukraine 
27 Now Ukraine 
28 There were also many opportunities offered afforded through the Soviet Union’s support of the Palestinian 
cause throughout the 1970s and 80s. The KGB was responsible for arming and training many of the 
Palestinian militant groups, most of which towed a Marxist-Leninist line. There were also scholarship 
programs in place for Palestinians to study in Soviet universities. To this day, there are Palestinians who 
speak Russian and many mixed Palestinian-Russian families living in the Occupied Territories. The 
relationship was always complicated however, by the fact that many Zionists were also Soviet.  
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in an additional European language), most are land holding, and, as a whole, the Christian 

community still controls the most profitable slice of the commerce pie: tourism. Although they 

consider their Christian identity as an important social marker, this identity says little about their 

religious practice or piety. Many Christians describe themselves as secular, atheist, agnostic or 

“not very religious,” meaning they may believe in a particular expression of God, such as in the 

Roman Catholic, Eastern Orthodox, Syriac Orthodox traditions, but do not closely observe 

religious practices.29 The empty pews in Church on Sundays were becoming a growing concern 

among clergy, who felt they were losing the younger generation of Palestinian Christians to a 

thinly shrouded secularism.  

George, for example, a Roman Catholic in his late twenties, was not explicitly religious. 

Once a Catholic youth group leader who would wrangle teenagers and university students on faith-

based trips to Jerusalem on Palm Sunday or on beach excursions in the summer, he no longer 

attended church on Sundays and he seldom prayed. When asked why he was no longer interested 

in attending church, he remarked, “It’s just a show now. People don’t go there to experience God 

anymore, it’s just a place they go to be seen and to socialize, so they can get married or help their 

public image.” Nevertheless, he retained a deep faith in God and a commitment to Roman 

Catholicism. George wore a gold crucifix around his neck at all times and considered his Christian 

identity as very important. For him, it connoted a sense of not only belonging to Bethlehem 

specifically, and to the Holy Land, generally, but also to laying a special claim to Bethlehem as a 

key historical site in the Christian imaginary, with the Christian community serving as privileged 

stewards of that claim. There was also a social element to his pride—a sense that Christians were 

more “open-minded” than Muslims, and therefore somehow part of the modern world in ways that 

 
29 These categories are not particular to Christians, but many Bethlehem Muslims shared these sentiments as well. 
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Muslims were not. George often commented that he was proud to have been born in the city of 

Jesus’ birth, and disagreed with Issa about Palestinian Christians losing sight of their values. 

Although he admitted that Christians were perhaps less overtly pious as they once may have been, 

he regarded Christian values as remaining intact, and as distinct from Muslim values. “Muslims 

see life as all about dress codes and rules about what you can and can’t do or what you can and 

can’t say—about what’s eib.30 But religion is about more than just rules, it’s about how you live 

in community, with your family, with your neighbors. Muslims can learn something from us. The 

world can learn something from us [Palestinian Christians].”  

What it meant to be Palestinian was often a question hanging in the balance. Ibrahim, 

another colleague, told me on several occasions, that Palestinian Christians were not, in fact, Arab 

at all. Whenever I asked him to elaborate, I would often get caught in a convoluted and elusive 

genealogy that I was never fully able to tease out. Ibrahim was one of many who made this 

assertion, citing the historical record to show that Christians were Caananite, Phoenician, or 

possibly Greek, but most absolutely definitely not Arab. Ibrahim, a chef in his 30s who worked at 

a local hotel, had attended college in Greece and would work year-round to save up enough money 

to travel to the Greek islands during the slow tourist season when he didn’t have work. He would 

remain there for one or two months then return when the tourist season picked up again. He 

resented the increasingly “closed” culture that he was experiencing in Bethlehem and longed for 

days when the city was more “open.” Ibrahim described his trips to Greece as a safety valve to 

alleviate his feelings of being trapped in a cultural world in which he didn’t feel comfortable. For 

him, belonging to the “Arab world” was coincidental, but not a major component of his personal 

identity. It wasn’t uncommon for Christians to use “Arab” as a pejorative term to refer to certain 

 
30 Eib is an Arabic term meaning forbidden, prohibited, immoral.  
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kinds of Palestinians, typically conservative Muslims from small villages, and others in the Arab 

world who they considered to be “backwards,” where “backwards” was typically defined by one’s 

level of Islamic fundamentalism, and “close-mindedness.”  The ethnic heritages Christians claimed 

were always shifting, revealing the desire among some Christians to distinguish themselves from 

a changing Palestinian culture presently defined by Israel and others as “Arab.” Although some 

Christians did not consider themselves to be Arab, there was, however, no question that they were 

Palestinian, and this identity in particular, was very important to them. 

The tensions that manifested between Christians and Muslims were rarely explicitly about 

religion, but more so about what identifications religion suggested. The idea that Christians were 

the rightful heirs to Bethlehem was a strong current among many. Christians seemed to have no 

problem with Muslims so long as they did not set the religious or cultural tone of the city. Largely, 

Christians’ suspicion of, and at times disdain for Muslims, was more about the cultural elements 

that neo-fundamentalist and politicized forms of Islam brought, rather than about Islam itself, or 

Muslims at large. George and Ibrahim both had Muslim friends, Muslim neighbors, and Muslim 

colleagues who they deeply cared for and respected. They would always be careful to draw a 

distinction between Muslims who they considered to be from long-standing Bethlehemite families 

and Muslims who were considered “strangers,” outsiders to Bethlehem’s culture. I recall once, 

George getting into a heated debate on a Facebook group page, where a Palestinian Christian 

member had shared an article about Pope Francis’ recent call to fraternity among people of 

different faiths. George recalled that this particular member had previously made inflammatory 

comments when Muslims had been killed while praying in a mosque in New Zealand. At that time, 

posts by Muslims were circulating, honoring the victims of the attack as martyrs, and Christians 

in Bethlehem were also circulating posts lamenting the loss, affirming solidarity with their fellow 
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Muslim community members, and denouncing the attacker. This particular member, however, had, 

at the time of the attack, circulated a series of posts implying that the Muslim families in the 

mosque were not martyrs since they followed a false faith. Remembering this post, George replied 

to the member’s new post about the Pope, suggesting that he take his own advice about fraternity 

and examine his own prejudices and inflammatory comments made against their Muslim neighbors 

before offering spiritual advice to others. George was especially angry about the exchange, 

considering the member to be one who contributed to a prejudiced view that George believed had 

no place in Bethlehem.  

What was at issue in Bethlehem, was not necessarily Christianity and Islam as innately 

opposing forces, but a transformation in the social and cultural expressions of these faith traditions 

that many Bethlehem Christians and Muslims perceived as negatively influencing their quality of 

life. Christians like George and Issa and Ibrahim believed that Muslims from “outside” had brought 

the ideas of political Islam with them, and were eroding the good relations that had existed prior. 

Ironically, this was also working to drive a minority of Christians deep into a fundamentalism that 

inspired prejudice against Muslims. One neighbor, who had decided not to marry, shared with me 

that she planned to live at home with her mother until her mother passed. Once that happened, she 

would join the local convent, since she believed that otherwise, as a woman living alone, she might 

be “raped by Muslims.” Comments such as these were becoming more prevalent among people 

who Palestinian Christians described as “very religious”— who believed that Muslim men were 

hypersexual, hedonistic and “without limits.” Fundamentalist Christians argued that because 

Muslims considered Christian women to be morally loose, as evinced by their not covering, they 

were fair game to be harassed and exploited in ways that virtuous Muslim women could not be. 
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This terrified “very religious” Christian men and women who regarded Muslim men with 

suspicion, and Muslim women with contempt. 

Despite these beliefs among the “very religious,” a large majority of Palestinian Christians 

remained committed to fostering good relations between the two faith communities. Every year, 

during Ramadan, the Catholic Church in Bethlehem would participate in Tkyeh, the tradition of 

pooling money among Christian families to offer iftar meals to poor Muslim families. Christians 

involved in this program took pride in making sure that the food served was of high quality, lamb 

instead of chicken, seasoned rice instead of plain rice. Also during Ramadan, many Christian youth 

groups and scout troops would distribute water and dates on the street to Muslim drivers who found 

themselves stuck in traffic at sundown, unable to reach home and exhausted by a long day of 

fasting. Christians also volunteered to serve as msaharati, the person who, at dawn, bangs a drum 

and sings to awaken his Muslim neighbors for the suhoor. These actions were cited as ways in 

which Christians’ open-mindedness was extended to their Muslim friends and neighbors as a sign 

of goodwill. George characterized these deeds as a Christian value of caring for community 

members as people, regardless of their religious confession. This was a virtue that he felt was not 

reciprocated by Muslims, “When Christians were killed in the Sri Lanka attacks, the Muslims were 

silent, there were no posts of solidarity, no comments [of good will]. Nothing.” 

Religion and National Identity 

The Palestinian-Israeli conflict has deeply impacted the conditions under which the 

Palestinian national consciousness has taken shape. Pitted against an ever-expanding Israeli State, 

Palestinians have often found commonality in the experience of living under occupation,31 which, 

 
31 The concept of ‘occupation’ here is broadly conceived, including those who lost their homes and lands 
during the British Mandate’s confiscation and redistribution of land to European Zionists, those who lost their 
lands and homes during the Nakba, the Six Day War, and ongoing displacement. 
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on a national stage, has served to temper Palestinian Christians’ frustrations as members of a 

religious minority (Khalidi, 2010). The experience of occupation has likewise had an impact on 

how political Islam has taken shape in Palestine. Most modern political Islamic movements in the 

Middle East and North Africa (MENA) have been primarily concerned with either confronting 

what is perceived as a corrupt indigenous regime, or with furthering pan-Islamic desires that reject 

the concept of individual nation states, and cling to the concept of the umma. The most powerful 

of the political Islam movements in Palestine, The Islamic Resistance Movement (Hamas) is 

distinct from the aforementioned movements in that it retains its identity as a struggle for national 

liberation that is fighting not a local regime, but a foreign occupier—a distinction that is often lost 

on Western audiences (Hroub, 2006). Among its supporters, Hamas is seen as picking up where 

the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) left off, before the PLO laid down their arms and took 

up negotiations with Israel vis-à-vis the Oslo Accords. Hamas’ community-based programs, 

commitment to armed struggle, and staunch position against Israel is attractive to Palestinians who 

feel that the Oslo Accords has only served to further disenfranchise them. For others, the elements 

of religious piety folded into Hamas’ political posturing are seen as dangerous, replacing the reach 

for secular pluralism with a theocratic vision for Palestine’s political future. Indeed, Hamas was 

explicitly dedicated to “rais[ing] the banner of God over every inch of Palestine” (Baconi, 2018). 

Whereas many Christians and Muslims once struggled side by side in political organizations under 

the banner of secular nationalism and under the canopy of the PLO, religion had started to become 

a more overtly salient factor in determining one’s national and political loyalties32 (Lybarger, 

2005).  

 
32 It’s important to note that the political revivification of religio-communal frameworks of identity that Islam is 

currently experiencing is not, in fact limited to Islam. Rather, there is a global phenomenon of such movements taking 

shape across various religious confessions, including neo-fundamentalist Christians in the U.S. and neo-

fundamentalist Judaism in Israel. These movements are posing a significant challenge to the capacity of nationalism 
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The time of the First Intifada (1987 – 1993) is typically described as a time of intensive 

national unity and grassroots organizing among the Palestinian populace (Allen, 2013). However, 

it was also a time in which secular nationalism and Islamic-nationalism began to be articulated as 

opposing political tendencies offering different pathways to Palestinian nation-building (Baconi, 

2018; Lybarger, 2005).  Christian intellectuals, primarily the Orthodox Christian commercial class, 

were especially active in early pan-Arabist and pan-Syrian secularist movements, with the initial 

goal of transforming their subordinate status in Ottoman society. After the collapse of the Ottoman 

Empire, and the subsequent installation of French and British mandates in former Ottoman Arab 

territories, pan-nationalism became a pivotal force in anti-colonial movements. In Palestine, this 

took expression in resisting European Zionist colonization, and later, after the wars of 1948 and 

1967, its focus intensified on liberating territories annexed or occupied by Israel.33 It was during 

this time that The Palestinian National Liberation Movement (later known as Fatah), founded in 

1959 by a group of Diaspora Palestinians, key among them, Yasser Arafat, began to rise to 

prominence. The group became a dominant force in Palestinian politics after the Six-Day War in 

1967,34 when they joined the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO). A major turning point in 

galvanizing Palestinian nationalism was Fatah’s shift away from depending on external Arab 

entities and insisting instead on Palestinian self-reliance—that Palestinians must lead the military 

movement to liberate Palestine.  

 
and the nation-state form to accommodate cultural and religious diversity (Lybarger, 2007). Bethlehem provides a 

situated case for considering how collective belonging is changing under these conditions. 

 
33 It is important to acknowledge that in the late 1800s and early 1900s, Orthodox Christians were simultaneously 

fighting against the Greek hierarchy in their churches, which they considered to be another layer of colonialism. In 

addition to struggling against European Zionists, they were also trying to increase Palestinian representation in the 

local Greek Orthodox Church (Radai, 2007). 

34 Referred to as the nakseh by Palestinians, meaning ‘the relapse’ 



 

 77 

Palestinian Christian leadership was key in forming organizations and efforts that would 

lead the Palestinian struggle at different points in history against Zionist colonization.  The 

Muslim-Christian Association, founded in 1918 after the British defeat of the Ottoman Empire 

was considered to be one of the first manifestations of a broad-based Palestinian nationalist 

movement, and the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP), a secular Marxist-

Leninist and revolutionary socialist organization founded in 1967 by George Habash, an Orthodox 

Christian from Lydda.35 The Christian and Muslim activists involved in these organizations were 

committed to trans-ethnic, trans-religious nationalist ideals. This commitment distinguished 

Palestinian Christians from Arab Christians elsewhere, such as in Lebanon, where religio-ethnic 

sectarianism served to deepen Christian-Muslim segmentation (Faour 2007; Lybarger, 2007; 

McCullen). Thus, secular-nationalism was the rule of the day in the Palestinian struggle until the 

PLO, an umbrella organization for many others, the largest of which was Fatah, laid down their 

arms and went to the negotiation table. 36  There were three subsequent events that led to 

Palestinians experiencing a sense of betrayal by their would-be liberators. The first was Israel’s 

acknowledgment of the PLO as the sole representative of the Palestinian people capable of 

negotiating on their behalf. Many Palestinians resented that the PLO took up this role without 

explicit and broad-based consent (Baconi, 2018; Haddad, 2018). The second, was the PLO’s 

recognition of the State of Israel; and the final, was the deferment of “final status” negotiations on 

central issues such as refugees, Jerusalem, settlements and sovereignty (Hilal, 1993). The 

formation of Hamas in 1987 challenged the PLO’s particular secularist formations at a time when 

the major secular nationalist political parties were beginning to draw suspicion. 

 
35 Now, Lod 
36 It should be noted that the PLFP were against the Oslo Accord negotiations. 
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It should be noted that this moment of political reckoning was not necessarily between two 

distinct political nation state forms—secularist and Islamist. It is not my intention to paint secular 

nationalism and Islamist nationalism as dichotomous. On the contrary, Saba Mahmood (2015) and 

Talal Asad (2003) have written extensively about the ways in which the secular and the religious 

are mutually constituting. Nor is it my intention to imply that secular (Arab) nationalism was 

somehow “religion-free.” Indeed, the Pan-Syrian, Pan-Arabist, and later, Palestinian nationalist 

movements, all of which were described as secular, were always inflected with Islam. Even among 

Christians in the early 20th century at the height of enthusiasm about Pan-Arabism in Palestine, 

there was skepticism about whether a secular, albeit Arab, project in a Muslim majority context 

would bring Christians the status they desired. In a letter to his son in 1932, Khalil Sakakini, a 

prominent Christian intellectual and a forerunner of Pan-Arabism, expressed concerns about his 

family’s future in Jerusalem, “As long as I am not a Muslim, I am naught” (Radai, 2007, p. 964-

5). On the one hand, Christians sought to challenge colonialism in the form of the British Mandate 

and European Zionism by investing in a collective Arab identity with their Muslim counterparts, 

and on the other, they were skeptical about whether their Arab identity was enough to afford them 

equal status under a Muslim majority state. Similarly, Palestinians now question whether their 

identity as Palestinian is enough to afford them equal status in an overtly Islamic state. 

The Rise of Political Islam and a Changing Bethlehem 

The Palestinian Muslim Brotherhood is largely regarded as the earliest major influence of 

modern political Islam in Palestine. Their general religio-political logic is that the failures of 

Muslims against the British and the Zionists are due to their having strayed from Islamic piety. 

Thus, the way in which one can correct such failures, is to maintain closer adherence to Islam by 

“preparing the generations;” that is, to build a devoted and religiously committed society of people. 
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Because “preparing the generations” did not have a fixed timeline, this principle initially led the 

Muslim Brotherhood to a policy of non-confrontation with the Israeli state up until the 1980s, 

much to the criticism of secular-nationalist organizations (such as Fatah) who were already 

engaged militarily on several fronts in the struggle for liberation and who were trying to enlist the 

Muslim Brotherhood’s support.  When the First Intifada broke out in 1987, largely due to the 

actions of members of the Islamic Jihad Movement, who took up armed struggle as their rallying 

cry, members of the Muslim Brotherhood in Palestine decided it was time to take a more militarily 

active role, and in December 1987, created The Islamic Resistance Movement (Hamas), which 

would carry forth the tenets of the Muslim Brotherhood, while adding the element of armed 

resistance for a liberated Palestine. Hamas articulates its ideological framework as follows: 

…Hamas considers itself to be an extension of an old tradition that goes back to the early 

twentieth century struggle against British and Zionist colonialism in Palestine. The 

fundamentals from which it derives its legitimacy are mirrored in the very name it chose 

for itself. Hamas, in the Islamic language, means that it derives its guiding principles from 

the doctrines and values of Islam. Islam is completely Hamas’ ideological frame of 

reference. It is from the values of Islam that the movement seeks its inspiration in its 

mobilisation effort, and particularly in seeking to address the huge difference in material 

resources between the Palestinian people and their supporters on the one hand and Israel 

and its supporters on the other. … (as cited in Hroub, 2006, 18) 

 

Hamas’ professed goals are bifocal: the liberation of Palestine and the institution of Islam as a 

constituting element of society. While more rigid Palestinian Islamists would argue that these goals 

could not be achieved simultaneously, and that the institution of Islam across society is a necessary 

precursor to the liberation of Palestine, Hamas insisted that they could be sought out in parallel. In 

doing so, Hamas succeeded in attracting the loyalties of two major camps of Palestinians: those 

who want to liberate Palestine as a primary goal, as well as those who want to spread political 

Islam first and foremost (Hroub, 2006).  
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Hamas’ popularity came to a head in the 2006 elections for the second Palestinian 

Legislative Council when they won 74 of the 132 seats, overtaking Fatah’s 12-year reign. 

Considered a terrorist organization by both Israel and the U.S., Hamas’ victory was short lived, 

and after a struggle for power that ended in economic sanctions and considerable violence, Hamas 

was restrained to Gaza, and the Palestinian National Authority in the West Bank remained under 

the leadership of Fatah, who continue to cooperate with the Israeli and U.S. governments to keep 

Hamas at bay. Despite various attempts at unity over the years, Fatah and Hamas have not yet been 

able to find common ground, and although Hamas is now largely confined to Gaza, they continue 

to rally supporters and operatives throughout the West Bank. It is important to note that, while 

Fatah has been successful at maintaining power on the ground, in large part due to their cooperation 

with the Israeli Government, they have not necessarily maintained the hearts and minds of the 

Palestinian populace. “Although we don’t agree with Hamas, at least they are doing something” 

was a comment I often heard among both Christian and Muslim Palestinians in Bethlehem. This 

comment, meant more as a slight on Fatah than a praise of Hamas, reveals the disillusionment 

among Palestinians about those who are vying to represent them on the national stage (Allen, 

2013).   

Thus, Hamas’ present expression of nation is reframing the meaning of Palestinian struggle 

as well as the meaning of Palestinian nationalism. On the ground, these changes in national tone 

were being experienced in visceral ways among both Christians and Muslims. Muslims considered 

not native,37 and therefore, not sufficiently assimilated to Bethlehem society often became suspect 

 
37  Notions of who is considered “native” to Bethlehem relies partly on collective memory and partly on 
genealogy. A family could have multiple generations born and raised in Palestine, but if there exists popular 
recollection of that family having migrated to Bethlehem from Jenin, for example, that family would be 
considered Jenini. Being a “native” is often also qualified by whether one’s family belongs to one of the  eight 
“original” clans of Bethlehem.  
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for their assumed political leanings. As a city known to have a socially conservative interpretation 

of Islam, Hebron has figured especially large in the imaginations of Palestinians living in 

Bethlehem. The fact that Hebron is considered one of the wealthiest and most important industrial 

centers in Palestine has made Hebronites all the more threatening, not only socially and culturally, 

but also economically.  

Among Christians, the concerns over changing demographics seemed to be over a looming 

loss of economic power as well as the cultural and social power that such economic power 

facilitates in setting the tone of life in the city. Palestinian Christians eat pork38, drink alcohol, go 

to night clubs, and dress less conservatively than most Palestinian Muslims. In general, Christians 

have less scruples about the mixing of the genders in schools, youth groups and places of work. 

These details of life provided a cultural atmosphere that Christians were not yet willing to let go 

of. Thus, with the continued influx of Hebron families to the Bethlehem area, setting up home and 

shop, and influencing local practices of Islam, as well as the spread of Political Islam via Hamas 

and other Islamic movements, have also come new sociocultural mores. Many Christian and 

Muslim families with long-standing ties to Bethlehem resent the stake of their Hebronite 

neighbors, who are seen as more religiously and socially conservative than “native” Christian and 

Muslim Bethlehemites.39 Indeed, friends who self-identified as Muslim, both secular and religious, 

often complained that it had become more difficult for them to go without hijab or to wear less 

conservative clothing due to an increasingly socially conservative and culturally powerful Muslim 

 
38 A local Christian butcher shop had in the last few years come under scrutiny by more conservative Palestinian 
Muslims who took issue with pork being available for purchase there. 
39 According to local history, Bethlehem’s long-standing families belong to seven clans and a Syriac community, each 

encompassing dozens of families. Of these clans (Anatreh [17 famlies], Farahiyeh [62 families], Fawaghreh [19 

families], Hreizat [22 families], Najajreh [35 families], Qawawseh [14 families], Tarajmeh [27 families], and the 

Syriac Community [91 families], only one (Fawaghreh) is Muslim (Arab Women’s Union, 1993; The Bethlehem 

Chronicle, 2006)  
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gaze. In a context where non-conformity can have serious repercussions socially, many socially 

liberal Muslim families have opted to play it safe and follow the norms being set by more socially 

conservative Muslims. Christian women experienced similar patterns. Where they were once 

largely exempt from Muslim dress codes, they have in the last two decades, experienced more 

pressure to cover their skin and conceal their body shape when on the street. Harassment has been 

the primary form of policing, and many young Christian women have begun to feel uncomfortable 

walking alone in the street for this reason.  

Official enforcement of conformity has also become increasingly apparent. During 

Ramadan in 2018, there was controversy over Palestinian police arresting fast-breakers in 

restaurants in Ramallah. Considered to be a comparatively socially liberal city, there was intense 

division among community members when 30 Muslims and a restaurant owner were arrested for 

sitting in a restaurant before sundown (Raya News, 2018). This incident incited heated debate over 

whether adherence to Ramadan fasting can or should be enforced by local authorities. This debate 

brought up issues surrounding the growing prevalence and power of political Islam, which was 

creating closer ties between religious doctrine and state bodies, that for some was a welcome 

social, cultural and political influence, and for others, signaled a changing and undesirable national 

character. In Bethlehem, the debates that ensued where whether this kind of policing would find 

its way to the city. During Ramadan in Bethlehem, Christians generally refrain from eating, 

drinking or smoking outdoors out of respect for their Muslim neighbors, colleagues and friends 

who are fasting, but take issue with the idea of this being enforced by the local authorities. 

Bethlehemite Muslims as well professed concern over whether Bethlehem was to become more 

like other Palestinian cities who were experiencing intensification of political Islam such as 

Hebron and Nablus.  
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While there were subjects in which Christians and Muslims held similar sentiments about 

the rise of Political Islam, there were also subjects in which their opinions diverged. One such 

instance was with the question of national martyrs. When a person was martyred in the West Bank, 

a strike was often called by one of the major political parties. These strikes required businesses to 

close in acknowledgment of the martyr’s sacrifice—in the name of God and nation. While the 

practice of strikes were not necessarily new, the element of forced observance was. More recently, 

when a strike was called, typically to honor a Muslim martyr, strongmen from the political party 

who had called the strike would patrol the streets to ensure that everyone complied. If a place of 

business was found to be open, they would be forced to close, and if the business owner refused, 

there would often be violent consequences, either to person or property or both. Feelings ran 

particularly high during these moments. On the one hand, Christians did not necessarily have the 

same definition of martyrdom as Muslims. For political Islam, a Muslim who sacrificed their life 

for the national cause was considered a martyr to be honored, since God and nation were closely 

intertwined. For Christians, they considered this a loose application of the term. They also resented 

that someone who had died for one of any number of non-occupation related reasons might be 

considered a martyr so as to garner community respect and/or to collect the party benefits 

associated with martyrdom (benefits which have, as of late, become less common). Secondly, 

Christians tended to have a different view of coping with the violence of occupation. Christians 

would argue that closing businesses didn’t help anyone, least of all Palestinians, since they were 

losing money as well as the time they needed to move their projects forward. They saw the strikes 

as bringing life to a disruptive halt, compounding the initial loss of life by the martyr. They argued 

that closing down the city neither hurt Israel nor did it alleviate the occupation, so why comply? 

Another criticism was that the strikes were a “show” for the benefit of the political parties—to 



 

 84 

publicly show which party was the most pious, the most nationalist, the strongest; that is, who had 

the power to shut down Bethlehem. The final, and perhaps most condemning critique was the 

belief that political demonstrations at the separation wall and subversive political activities against 

the Israeli state were largely responsible for inciting violence in Bethlehem. That teenagers from 

the (largely Muslim) refugee camps would protest near the wall, engage the Israeli soldiers 

patrolling there and violence would ensue. Later, raids would be carried out to search for the 

protestors, the so-called “instigators,” with Israeli soldiers leaving a trail of destruction and horror 

in their wake as a warning to any burgeoning agitators. While Muslims tended to see the 

demonstrations at the wall as a rite of passage in the struggle against the occupation, Christians 

tended to see them as reckless play at the expense of the larger community. Thus, when Christians 

challenged the political strikes nestled in the above political critiques, many Muslims considered 

this as an affront to the nationalist project, which gave Christians a reputation for being less 

patriotic than their Muslim counterparts, which also made them less Palestinian.  

While Palestinian Muslims tended to practice a sort of national asceticism in times of 

national crisis, opting out of normal day-to-day dealings, Christians tended to take a “lean in” 

approach. At the NGO, whenever there was a strike, staff were instructed to park their cars in the 

back of the building and to close all the street facing windows and doors so as to give the 

impression of being on strike. “Business as usual” was what the (Christian) CEO of the 

organization insisted upon in moments such as these. These kinds of actions were interpreted by 

Muslims as a sign of westernization, which was part and parcel to being outside of the national 

cause.  Adherence to a particular brand of Islam was becoming synonymous with being 

Palestinian, and this brand of Islam had little tolerance for what they considered to be Western 

influence. When, during a friendly argument with a (secular) Muslim colleague over perceived 



 

 85 

Christian (non)participation in the national struggle, the CEO was asked rhetorically why there 

were no Christian martyrs. He joked it off, saying “when you kill in the name of God, you 

[Muslims] go straight to heaven and receive 72 virgins. When we [Christians] kill we go straight 

to hell, so there’s no incentive.”  

Palestinian Christians were aware that some Palestinian Muslims saw them as westernized 

and not “truly” Palestinian; and took great issue with this accusation. While, as described earlier, 

many Palestinian Christians tended to identify themselves less and less as ethnically part of the 

“Arab world” they still very much considered themselves to be Palestinians who were committed 

to the national cause and had a valid claim to Palestine as a geographical place in the Levant. 

However, as the contours of that national cause took on new shape and meanings, they were 

starting to feel edged out—that they were afterthoughts in the Islamic state that political Islamists 

imagined. This growing rift was often strategically exploited by Israeli policies.  

In 2014, a senior Israeli government lawmaker, Yariv Leven, proposed to give Palestinian 

Christian citizens of Israel special privileges that would grant them separate representation and 

treatment distinct from Palestinian Muslim citizens of Israel. Regarding the legislation, Leven 

commented: 

This is an important historical move that could balance the State of Israel and connect us 

[Israelis] and the Christians, and I am careful not to call them Arabs, because they are not 

Arabs…The goal is to give Christians a system of benefits….They are not Muslims or 

Arabs, they are Christians, they have a different character, they can identify with the state 

and accept exactly what the Druze receive. We have a lot in common with the 

Christians…They are our natural allies, a counterweight to the Muslims who want to 

destroy the state from the inside. The Christians are also concerned about extreme Islam, 

which excludes them. If we know how to give select, appropriate treatment to this 

population, they’ll also join up with the [Israeli] army. (Yerushalim, 2014) 

 

Although in this excerpt, Leven refers to Palestinian Christians who are citizens of Israel, this 

philosophy of dealing with Christians differently than with Muslims has been applied in the West 
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Bank as well. For example, while it is very difficult for Palestinian Muslims to gain entry permits 

into Jerusalem and Israel, many (although not all) Palestinian Christians receive permits easily for 

6 to 8 months out of the year. Typically, Christians receive permission to enter Jerusalem and 

Israel from March – May for the Easter holiday, then usually receive an unexplained extension 

from May to July, and then again from November through January for Christmas.40 These permits 

are requested on behalf of Palestinian Christians by their respective church affiliations, meaning 

that if one’s name was registered in a church, that church would send a list to the al-Irtibat, the 

office that deals with such requests, to issue that individual a permit. This was done by churches 

largely as a way to demonstrate an ongoing Christian presence to Israel. Muslims, on the other 

hand, were limited to applying for permits on an individual basis for reasons such as a medical 

necessity or to pray at Al Aqsa, but were granted permission with varying frequency, and when 

granted, for only hours or days at a time. Many argue that in enacting such policies, the Israeli 

state is trying to fold Christians into the same “divide and conquer” strategies that it has employed 

in Israel with the Druze—a process of de-Arabization alongside the promise of material gain 

through Judaization (Kanaaneh, 2009). By promising Christians second-class citizen status, they 

would enjoy rights over and against their third-class citizen Muslim counterparts. 

Levin’s attitude toward Palestinian Christians serves as one expression of the Israeli state’s 

vested interest in pandering to the Christian West. Israel receives considerable support from the 

U.S. Evangelical Christian Zionist lobby, and Christian tourism is one of Israel’s major sources of 

income. The Israeli state has much to gain in demonstrating to these constituencies that Palestinian 

Christians enjoy a preferred status under their watch. Israel’s tourism ministry, for example, not 

 
40 At the time of writing there was a rumor that Christians would now have permission electronically applied to their 

PNA issued ID cards rather than be issued paper permits, and that these electronic permits would allow them year-

round access to Jerusalem and Israel. This is yet undetermined, however. 
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coincidentally led by Yariv Leven, has policies in place to facilitate bureaucratic processes for 

large tour groups of U.S. Evangelical Christians—one of its fastest growing pilgrim 

demographics—to visit the Holy Land. These policies not only serve as a means of attracting U.S. 

Evangelical Christian pilgrims to Israel, but also of controlling what these pilgrims do and see 

while visiting. Many of the Christian pilgrimages who visit the Church of the Nativity in 

Bethlehem or the Mount of Temptation in Jericho, for example, have no idea that they are in the 

West Bank. Moreover, ties with U.S. Evangelical Christians run in both directions, with each 

courting the other. In 2018, it was reported that the Israeli Army’s Education Corps was sending 

Israeli Forces to tour The Friends of Zion Museum as part of their national education programming. 

The Friends of Zion Museum, located in Jerusalem’s city center and founded in 2015 by U.S. 

Citizen and evangelical Christian, Mike Evans, honors the role of U.S. Christian Zionism in 

buttressing the Israeli State (Times of Israel, 2018).  At the conclusion of the museum’s exhibit, 

soldiers don 3D goggles to watch a video in which Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu claims, 

“I don’t believe the Jewish state would have been possible without Christian Zionism” (Times of 

Israel, 2018).  

Moreover, Bethlehem Christians are a particular demographic of interest for the Israeli 

government due largely to the fact that Bethlehem contains one of the most important Christian 

sites in the world—the site of Jesus’ birth. Strategically speaking, to control Bethlehem would 

mean to control a highly lucrative node in the Holy Land’s tourist circuit. Many believe that 

annexing Bethlehem is one of the Israeli state’s strategic objectives, evinced by the ways in which 

it is coordinating the placement and growth of illegal Israeli settlements surrounding Bethlehem, 

with the apparent goal of eventually syphoning the city off from the rest of the West Bank and 

annexing it to Israel. Because Christians control the tourism industry in and around Bethlehem, 
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they are considered a strategic stakeholder. As it stands, there are extensive ties and networks 

between Israeli and Palestinian tour companies. When asked about these networks, both 

Palestinians and Israelis say that their main objective in working together is the bottom line. 

Nevertheless, although Palestinian tour companies are strategic in their business relations with 

Israeli tour companies, most still tend to find ways to support the Palestinian economy over and 

against the Israeli economy, even when they otherwise stand to benefit financially. Scholars have 

argued that Palestinian Christians and Muslims have enjoyed a sense of national unity distinct in 

the Arab world due to their having a common antagonist (Bowman, 2001). However, recent trends 

in Israeli policies toward Christians tend to suggest that the Israeli state seeks to make closer allies 

with Palestinian Christians so as to shift the source of antagonism to Palestinian Muslims, coded 

as “Arabs.” Nevertheless, at least for now, Christian loyalty remains with their Muslim compatriots 

in their shared, albeit strained national project. 

Exploiting the Christian identity was not limited to the Israeli state, but was also often used 

by Christian organizations working in Palestine to attract donors and supporters in the Christian 

West. For instance, the NGO where I was based used the narrative of “Christians suffering in the 

Holy Land” to attract Western Christian support. While the organization refused to pit Christians 

and Muslims against each other—they had an explicit policy that they would not feed the narrative 

of “Christian persecution at the hands of Muslims”—they did frame Palestinian Christians as 

having a special role to play in reconciling Israeli Jews and Palestinian Muslims, and that this role 

was threatened by a disappearing indigenous Christian community in “the Holy Land.”41 The 

NGO, among other such organizations, often engaged in political posturing that played into 

humanist coexistence narratives that they believed would be attractive to potential supporters, 

 
41 The term “the Holy Land” was often used by Christian NGOs to avoid using the term “Palestine” or “Israel,” 
both of which connoted certain politics. 
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describing Palestinian Christians as a “bridge” between Israeli Jews and Palestinian Muslims in 

brokering peace. This position emphasized the liminal place of Palestinian Christians in the 

national imaginary—implying that the conflict was between Israeli Jews and Palestinian Muslims, 

with Palestinian Christians caught in the crossfire. It also suggested that Palestinian Christians 

were more akin to Western culture in and through their Christianity, and thus more compatible 

with the presumably secular-democratic project42 that the U.S. and Israel were brokering. In the 

context of the logic of a secular democracy, this positioned Palestinian Christians as “rational” 

subjects, capable of using reason to bring their “unreasonable” and “irrational” Palestinian Muslim 

counterparts to the negotiation table. Just as Palestine was conceptualized as neither “inside” nor 

“outside” of the geographical imagination (see introduction), Palestinian Christians were 

conceptualized as neither inside nor outside the national project. When I asked George how he felt 

about the way Israel deals with Christians and Muslims differently, he said he had mixed feelings.  

When I walk through the checkpoint, and they [Israeli Soldiers] know I’m a Christian, they 

call out to me and let me pass the entire line of Muslims to enter. It feels terrible to bypass 

that line, to walk by all those people, but it’s also convenient not to have to wait hours in 

line. I know what they’re [Israeli soldiers] doing. I know that they’re trying to create 

problems and differences between us [Christians and Muslims]. But what can we do? I just 

feel sick every time that happens, so I try to avoid crossing. When I come out the other side 

[of the checkpoint] I feel angry at them, at myself. It’s just a feeling of hopelessness. 

 

Looking Forward 

Questions of ethno-religious loyalties impacted the ways in which Palestinian Christians 

experienced “nation” as well as prospects for the future. When Palestinian Christians surveyed 

these prospects, they typically envisioned three possibilities. The first, was the prospect of being 

part of a sovereign Palestinian State. They understood this option to mean being part of a Christian 

 
42 Although the Israeli  state describes their nation as a secular democracy which privileges Judaism, Judaism 
has come to form a more central tenant in recent times. One must also consider that the secular democracy in 
the US has Christian inflections.  
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minority in an Islamic State. When Palestinian Christians evaluated the sociocultural and political 

transformations they had lately been experiencing vis-à-vis political Islam, this option was not 

considered a desirable one.  Still committed to a secular, even if Islam-inflected, democratic state, 

Palestinian Christians found it difficult to overlook the intensification of political Islam in society 

for the sake of a liberated Palestine. Although Hamas has been careful to acknowledge that 

Muslims, Christians and Pre-Zionist Jews had always co-existed peacefully in Palestine, and that 

they would continue to do so in a Hamas-led Islamic state, many Palestinian Christians (and secular 

Muslims) remained uncomfortable with the social atmosphere that has accompanied Hamas’ rise. 

This has raised doubts that they would experience the quality of life that they desired in such a 

state.  

A second prospect, was that of belonging to a foreign state. This was understood as 

becoming part of an ethnic minority in a Western-Secular State through emigration. Indeed, many 

Christians had already chosen this path, emigrating to places like the U.S, Canada, Australia, 

Sweden, France, Chile—anywhere where they had opportunities open to them. Since most 

Palestinian Christians spoke a foreign language, were college educated, and often had established 

relatives and extensive social networks abroad, this was a technically easy option to undertake. 

Although the prospect of experiencing discrimination and violence in their host countries on 

account of their perceived Arabness were qualified fears, this option offered the most immediate 

relief from the occupation. Nevertheless, it was not an emotionally easy decision to make.  

Anton, who had made the decision to emigrate to the U.S. and, as he initially declared to 

all those left behind, would “never return to this hell,” moved back and forth between the U.S. and 

Bethlehem three times before finally committing to seek asylum43 in the U.S. He expressed that 

 
43 Seeking asylim in Anton’s context mean declaring that, as a Christian minority, he was being persecuted by 
Muslims in his native homeland. Although he considered this to be untrue, it offered a ticket out. 
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while the U.S. provided him with opportunities for financial gain and self-realization, he didn’t 

like that work was the structuring element of life there. He felt lonely and alienated, even though 

he had many friends and acquaintances. And although he experienced freedom of movement, as 

well as a type of privacy and social indifference he had never had before, he longed for the kind 

of freedom and care that came with being part of a close-knit community. Although it also has its 

constraints, there’s a comfort and freedom in the bonds of family and friendships that have stood 

the test of small town living.  For example, in Bethlehem, when students enter school, they 

typically transfer from grade to grade in the same cohort until they have completed university. 

Thus, the term “classmate” takes on a special meaning with a forever sort of inflection. A 

“classmate” is someone you’ve grown up with, someone you’ve seen nearly every day for the past 

sixteen or more years. After university, these cohorts enter the professional arena, and their 

relations become wasta,44 creating a deep sense of camaraderie, or otherwise a deep sense of 

competition—and sometimes both. Each person has a sense of the other’s history. A narrative of 

how that person came into his or her own. In the U.S, Anton felt that he was free-floating with no 

deep social roots, sitting with the feeling that he wasn’t truly known. Migration comes with gains 

and losses that some Palestinian Christians are not yet willing to endure. 

The third and final prospect, was that of eventually belonging to the Israeli State. This was 

understood as becoming part of a Christian minority in a Jewish State, either as the result of war 

or political agreement.45 For many Palestinian Christians, this was becoming the most desirable 

option of the three for several reasons. The first, was that Palestinian Christians numbered 172,000 

inside of Israel and Jerusalem. This meant that they would undergo a numerical renaissance, 

 
44 Wastaa is an Arabic word meaning intermediary. It refers to favors that can be kindled from long-standing 

relationships with people in positions of power. 

45 At the time of writing, Political Judaism was becoming more and more prevalent, just as Political Islam was 

becoming more prevalent in the Occupied Territories and Political Christianity in the United States. 
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jumping from being less than 1.5 percent of the population in the Occupied Territories to being 

3% percent of the population overall. There was power in numbers. Another reason was that, 

although they understood Israel as a Zionist-Jewish state, much like Hamas’ Islamic State, they 

also perceived it to contain a considerable lobby of anti-zionist Israelis that were in open contention 

with their Zionist counterparts. This gave Palestinian Christians cause to believe that there would 

at least be some civil recourse to dealing with discrimination. A third reason is that they were 

attracted to the idea of being part of a stronger economy, in which they might be able to have more 

maneuvering power and less restrictions on their business growth potential. And lastly, that they 

would finally have freedom of movement, both internally as well as in traveling abroad without 

permanently having to leave behind their ancestral home.  

This prospect was coming to be seen as a political inevitability rather than as a remote 

possibility. When Palestinian Christians watched, on the anniversary of the Nakbe, the dedication 

ceremony of the U.S. embassy in Occupied Jerusalem live on televisions, computers and 

smartphones across the Occupied Territories, it quietly confirmed something they had believed for 

some time. As George and I watched the embassy celebrations unfold in real time, each from our 

respective homes, we messaged back and forth about the events at hand, recalling the heated 

debates about President Donald Trump’s announcement on December 6, 2017 that he would move 

the U.S. Embassy from Tel Aviv to Occupied Jerusalem. At that time, the question on everyone’s 

mind was whether he would actually be able to do it. The process that had led from that moment 

in 2017 to this one, in May 2018 seemed mind bogglingly fast and uncomplicated. But here we 

were, watching images of Ivanka Trump flitting across the hall in her white spring skirt, 

interspersed with images of the Palestinian and Israeli protesters picketing outside, and with scenes 
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of Israeli soldiers raining sniper fire down on unarmed Gazans at Israel’s perimeter fence.46 With 

diplomats from 33 countries holding their breath, Steven Mnuchin, then US Secretary of the 

Treasury, giddily unveiled the dedication plaque, as if he were turning over a winning letter on the 

Wheel of Fortune. This was, however, a spin on a much graver wheel. Ivanka Trump took the 

microphone and announced, “On behalf of the 45th President of the United States on [sic] America, 

we welcome you officially, and for the first time, to the embassy of the United States here in 

Jerusalem, the capital of Israel.” After ten minutes of radio silence, George sent a message that 

was direct and to the point, “We’re gonna be Israelis.” Immediately after, he went to work on 

creating a social media post depicting Ivanka Trump unveiling not the dedication plaque, but a 

photoshopped portrait of massacred Gazans with blood stains superimposed onto Ivanka Trump’s 

creamy white skirt, as the diplomats surrounding her applauded and cheered (See figures 1 and 

figure 2). What in one moment seemed a resignation to greater political forces, in the next was an 

incitement to protest. 

Conclusion 

I do not explore the relations between Muslims and Christians in order to pit one against 

the other, nor to dichotomize their worldviews, which in any case, would be historically inaccurate. 

Nor is it my desire to reinforce the imagined dichotomy between secularism and religion. Rather, 

what is important here is not a comparative analysis of two religions nor of their origin or 

expression (Western or Eastern or some such other colonial fixation) but rather to explore “the 

forms of life that articulate them, the powers they release or disable” in the context of nation-

 
46 The Great March of Return is a series of demonstrations held along the fence separating the besieged Gaza Strip 

and Israel. The demonstrations, which are held every Friday, began on March 30, 2018 in Gaza and have continued 

to the time of writing (summer 2019) despite the deadly response from the Israeli state. The demonstrators are 

demanding the right of return to their ancestors’ homes, which they were expelled from in 1948, as well as an end to 

the 12-year Israeli blockade of Gaza. 
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building and national belonging (Asad, 2003, p. 17).  What an exploration of Palestinian Christian 

experiences enables is an additional point of departure for reckoning with colonial or quasi-

colonial pressures visited upon future-building in the Palestinian context. The pressures 

surrounding the possibility of living under an Israeli settler colonial state; of living under a 

strengthening Islamist political faction that could turn into a theocratic state; and of emigrating to 

an assimilationist western state, all pose some form of (quasi)colonial problematic that moves 

beyond the oft internationally debated “one state vs. two state” solution. In each of these scenarios, 

Palestinian Christians are asked to set aside an aspect of their identities for the sake of reinforcing 

“empty homogenous time”—the illusion of a unified nation marching toward certain progress 

(Anderson, 1983; Benjamin, 1940; Chakrabarty, 2000). In exchange was the promise of legal 

protection, although precarious, either under the wing of Political Islam, Zionism or “Secular”-

Christianity. For Palestinian Christians, all three of these scenarios had colonial elements that made 

their respective temporalities undesirable. In Political Islam, the pressure to conform to the 

Political Islamist project, which saw itself as continuing the legacy of the caliphs, asked Palestinian 

Christians to negate their Christian identities and the particular temporalities contained therein. In 

a Western state, the pressure to conform to a western project that absorbs them into the narrative 

of an expanding and victorious West (the end of history), negated their Eastern identities and 

discounted their Eastern temporalities; and in an Israeli state, the pressure to conform to the Zionist 

project, which saw itself as the fulfillment of God’s promise to the Jews (both religiously and 

ethnically, a different interpretation of the end of history), negated both their Palestinian identities 

and their Christian identities (Massad, 2006).  Stepping into any of one of these projects threatened 

foreclosure. However, for Palestinian Christians, these would-be foreclosures remained 

maneuverable. 
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Scholars of pre-1948 Palestinian society and history often describe Palestinian attachment 

to locality as having been a more salient source of identity than a national identity (Campos 2010; 

Rubenstein 1991). These scholars argue that, from the perspective of Palestinians and their 

predecessors, political regimes were ephemeral. A legacy of life lived on a particular land, in a 

particular region, as part of a particular geographic community was a more compelling source of 

loyalty than shifting political regimes. If the point of departure for understanding the present 

circumstances of Palestinian Christians is premised on historical relations, rather than on 

‘Palestinian’ as a fixed ethnic category and ‘Palestine’ as a fixed, natural ground for that ethnic 

history, new aspects of summud, survivance and resilience can be perceived. Palestinian Christians 

have extensive historical relations, not only with Israelis and Zionists, but also with pre-1948 Jews, 

Muslims, Turks, Europeans, Arabs, Latin Americans, and beyond, all of which have influenced 

their social identities over time. The impression that emerges from this point of departure is not 

Palestine in its finite sense, but Palestine in its ever-evolving sense that accounts for the historical 

relationships among social actors that have also inhabited that space (as well as other spaces) over 

time (Coronil, 1996; Laclau, 1990). When Palestinian Christians are considered in this sort of 

social and historical longview, what becomes visible is a temporality that offers a challenge to 

colonial time. For Palestinian Christians, at least in practice, there is no ‘end of history’—no 

hurtling toward a divinely inspired Christian conquest or Muslim conquest or Jewish conquest, nor 

the “God is dead” hurtling toward a secular eventuality.  

Although all of the prospective scenarios for the future demand some sort of recognition 

of a victor, Palestinian Christians retain, as part of their communal memory, the experience of 

political regimes coming and going, and have all the while, sought to hold fast to their social and 

cultural spaces in their varied expressions over time, with geography and community as their 
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common denominator. For Palestinian Christians, the most important aim is the survival of these 

elements, which has often necessitated negotiating less than desirable obstacles and conditions 

(Sandoval, 2000). Whether they yield to an Israeli state or to an Islamic state, they remain in the 

land of their ancestors, committed to a region in which they understand themselves to have an 

ongoing celestial duty, as guardians and stewards, rather than as conquerors. This duty has often 

called for them to historically cooperate with people from other religions and ethnicities sharing a 

space. Much like the various denominations which have learned to share sacred space under the 

status quo,47 they have learned to survive amidst change, which has often also entailed risk. For 

the Christians still living in the Occupied Territories, there remains a kind of hope kindled by an 

investment in a temporal geography that challenges the homogenization of histories that obscures 

their gains, and in doing so, engages but is not subsumed by colonial time (Edward Said, 1986). 

I will share now two vignettes, that although they differ in tone, I argue share a similar 

inflection. One evening, while sitting with a friend on the veranda of her home in Beit Jala, taking 

in the incredible view from the top of the mountain, she described how the terrain had changed 

surrounding her home. She described the positions of Israeli soldiers during the Second Intifada, 

how they had briefly confiscated her home and used it as a stronghold. She described the building 

of the annexation wall—of what she used to be able to see, but now couldn’t. About the 

breathtaking view of Jerusalem, which was now only partial, about the hilltops which had been 

deforested to make room for illegal Israeli settlements. After a while, our discussion turned to the 

question of refugees living in Jordan and Lebanon, and she reflected, “I really feel bad for their 

situation. They thought they would be able to come back to their homes, but they never did. Their 

 

47 The Status Quo is an understanding among religious communities with respect to how the nine shared religious 

sites in Jerusalem and Bethlehem are to be maintained and governed.  
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jerusalem
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bethlehem
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homes are only memories now, all that’s left is keys in their hands that won’t unlock anything. 

Although we are also in a bad situation, at least we’re still on our lands, at least we are still in 

Palestine. We are not lost.”   

On another occasion, I had gone to a restaurant to meet a group of friends. Ramzi and I 

were the first to arrive. We found a table big enough for the group to sit at that overlooked the 

valley, just as the sun was beginning to set. As we waited for the others, Ramzi asked me about 

how I was finding Palestine, now that I had been here quite a while. I told him that all was well 

and that I was enjoying getting to know my neighbors and colleagues more deeply, and making 

close friends. He gestured to the valley with his hand, al Makhrour—which lay between Beit Jala 

and Jerusalem, and asked me, “And now for the real question. After all this time you’ve spent here, 

what do you think will become of all this?” “What do you mean?” I asked. “Do you think this will 

be liberated, as Hamas promises?” he asked, sarcastically. Unsure of what to say, I settled on 

sincerity. “This will all belong to Israel,” I told him. He paused, looking over the valley, took a 

drag of his cigarette, and replied, “finally, you are a real Palestinian.”    

Both of these comments suggest a deep and foreboding reckoning with reality. Beyond the 

liberal fetishization of Palestinian “liberation or death,” resistance, in this case, was rooted in a 

temporality that contended with and maneuvered the practical. As Palestinian Christians weighed 

their various prospects, they often undertook planning that opened up possibilities for them in each 

one. In doing so, they employed a sort of survivance that pushed back on the potential foreclosures 

that these three scenarios presented. In the next chapter, I argue that this maneuvering of the 

practical can be seen as a type of Palestinian survivance particular to the Christian experience. 

One, that, although perhaps not as palatable to the western liberal imaginary of Palestinian 

resistance, is nonetheless, an example of it. 
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Figure 1: Photo of Ivanka Trump at the Wailing Wall superimposed to appear that she is comforting a Palestinian 

mother who has just received word that her son was killed by Israeli Occupation Forces at the Great March of 

Return in Gaza. May 2018.  

 

 

Figure 2: Photo of Ivanka Trump, unveiling a plaque at the dedication of the U.S. Embassy in Jerusalem, 

superimposed with young Palestinian killed by Israeli Occupation Forces at the Great March of Return in Gaza. 

May 2018. 
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Figure 3: Augusto Pinochet, former President of Chile,  

saluting crowd in Santiago, Chile. Photo from Fundación 

Presidente Augusto Pinochet Ugarte website. 
 

  

Figure 4: Ad published in a Chilean newspaper by 

Comunidad Palestina de Chile in acknowledgment of 

50 years of Israel’s Occupation of Palestine. 

Figure 5: Ad published by the World Jewish Congress 

in response to the ad published by Comunidad 

Palestina de Chile in the same newspaper. 

CHAPTER 3 
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LA VÍA CHILENA AL NEOLIBERALISMO 

 

 

Chapter Introduction 

With multiple political factions contending for power in Palestine, Palestinian Christians 

have continued to seek avenues for achieving their community objectives despite who might next 

take political reign. Recognizing the economy as key to asserting more social, cultural and political 

power in Bethlehem, their primary target has centered on mounting development projects that 

would allow them to assert increased control over their local industries, land holdings and 

ultimately, their collective social welfare. However, the question of how to increase access to the 

means by which to undertake such development projects has been an ongoing concern. One 

potentially lucrative avenue has been to deepen ties with the affluent, and largely Christian, 

Palestinian Diaspora in Latin America as a way to expand opportunities for local development. 

Originally hailing from the greater Bethlehem area, this diaspora represents a potential lifeline in 

the scramble to navigate the many issues that Palestinian Christians confront. Bethlehem, as seen 

from the perspective of Palestinian Christians, is facing several key issues that require attention: a 

shrinking territory due to Israeli expansionism, continuing entrenchment in Israel’s occupation 

system vis-à-vis development and humanitarian aid mechanisms, the broadening reach of Political 

Islam, and demographic changes that are beginning to tip the balance from Christian affluence to 

Muslim affluence. Many Palestinian Christians believe their concerns could be mitigated with 

support from the diaspora in Latin America, the vast majority of whom are Christian and affluent. 

Over the last several decades, Palestinian Christians have watched as Bethlehem has 

become surrounded by expanding Israeli settlements. With Israeli courts as their only recourse to 
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land disputes, rulings have unsurprisingly tended to favor the Israeli State and its citizens under 

the guise of “security” (Shehadeh, 2008). As a result, thousands of dunams of historically 

Palestinian lands have been confiscated under “legal” pretenses, most recently, large portions of 

the Cremisan Valley which separates Bethlehem from Jerusalem, leaving 58 Christian landowners 

without access to their lands and without any compensation in exchange for land confiscated 

(Society of St. Ives, 2015). Moreover, U.S. President Donald Trump’s “Deal of the Century,” 

proposes to besiege Bethlehem by expanding illegal Israeli settlements further, restricting 

movement between Bethlehem and neighboring Palestinian towns on three sides by a bridge and 

a tunnel. Although this deal has been wholeheartedly rejected by Palestinians, the plan gestures 

toward the kinds of designs the Israeli State and its allies are making on the Bethlehem area and 

beyond.  

In terms of international support, Palestinian Christians (and Palestinians, in general) have 

largely experienced foreign aid as further entrenching Israel’s political power rather than fostering 

Palestinian autonomy. On the one hand, the kinds of development projects able to be taken up are 

severely limited by Israeli occupation policies and can hardly be called “development” (Roy, 

1999). On the other, international aid has so far deepened Palestinian dependency on Israel’s 

economy, creating a scenario in which Palestinians are inadvertently subsidizing their own 

occupation (Zureik, 2018).48 As the Israeli state builds and develops strategically and unabated, 

the Occupied Palestinian Territories languish in policies meant to keep them as such.  

Internally, Palestinian Christians express concerns about the rise of Political Islam as a 

constituting cultural, political, and economic force. Although Christians remain in economic and 

political power in Bethlehem, this power has been steadily diminishing with noticeable shifts in 

 
48 See Chapter 4 for a detailed overview of the aid landscape in Palestine. 
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the social and cultural character of the city. Political Islam is seen by Bethlehem Christians and 

many Bethlehem Muslims as ideologically foreign to the region, and its gain in influence has been 

cause for alarm. 

In the context of these various social, political and cultural forces, many Palestinian 

Christians living in Bethlehem see support from Christian Palestinians in Latin America as a 

welcome opportunity to side-step foreign aid on the one hand,49 and to re-assert Christian affluence 

in Bethlehem on the other. In what follows, I give background information on the Palestinian 

diaspora in Latin America, outline some of the key reasons for which Palestinians on both sides 

seek deepened relations with one another and explore some of the failures they experience as they 

reach for and undertake collaborative projects. 

The Palestinian Diaspora in Latin America 

Although not commonly regarded as a major center of the Palestinian diaspora, Chile has 

the largest number of Palestinians and their descendants outside of the Middle East and North 

Africa, numbering between 350,000 and 500,000 (Baeza, 2014). In fact, Chile hosts either the 

second or third largest Palestinian diaspora community in the world50, the vast majority of whom 

are Christian.51 Since the late 19th century, a significant migratory circuit has flourished between 

the Bethlehem district (Bethlehem, Beit Sahour, and Beit Jala) and several cities in Chile, most 

prominent among them, Santiago, La Calera, Concepción, and San Felipe. Because Palestinian 

migration to Chile began toward the end of the Ottoman Empire as economic opportunities became 

scarce and as forced conscription of Christians into the Ottoman army spread, exploration of this 

 
49 Here, foreign aid is conceptualized as aid dispersed through official channels such as the UN, the World Bank, the 

IMF or other such institutions. 

50 Jordan contains the largest Palestinian Diaspora in the world. According to different estimates, Chile and Syria 

contend for second place. 

51 Primarily Eastern Orthodox or Roman Catholic. 
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diaspora community has been largely under-researched, having been seen as unrelated to socio-

political tensions in Palestine/Israel, the main focus of research in Palestine over the last half 

century (Baeza, 2014; Arancibia Clavel et al, 2010). However, migration and transnational pursuits 

between Palestine and Latin America (Chile in particular) has continued beyond this limited time 

frame, and has much to reveal about contemporary Palestinian and, I argue, Chilean sociopolitics. 

Large numbers of Palestinians continue to join relatives and friends in Chile and other Latin 

American countries, some establishing transnational enterprises, moving back and forth between 

the two locales. The owners of Fufu Bakery in Beit Jala, Palestine, for example, also run a bakery 

in Santiago, and the family who owns Jumbo Supermarket in Beit Jala, also have a string of 

supermarkets in Honduras.  As members of the upper echelon of Chilean society, many 

Palestinian-Chileans are well-educated, well-connected and have access to considerable wealth 

and resources, with bank accounts often reaching into the millions. At the time of writing, there 

were two mayors of Chilean cities who are of Palestinian descent—Daniel Jadue, the mayor of 

Recoleta, and Sergio Zarzar Andonie, mayor of Chillán, alongside several Palestinian-ancestry 

city council members.  

Political success among Palestinians has not only been the case for Chile, but also for many 

other countries in Latin America (Foroohar, 2011). The last two presidents of El Salvador were of 

Palestinian descent. The current president, Nayib Bukele’s father is from Jerusalem and his mother 

is from Bethlehem. His predecessor, Antonio Saca, also has family roots in Bethlehem, and won 

his 2004 presidential bid over Schafik Handal, another Salvadoran with family roots in Bethlehem. 

Schafik Handal’s son, Jorge Shafik Handal, is currently a parliament member in El Salvador. 

Carlos Roberto Flores Facussé, whose mother was Palestinian, was president of Honduras from 
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1998 to 2002, and Salvador Nasralla, whose parents were both Palestinian, recently lost the 

presidential election in 2017 to his incumbent.  

The narrative that Palestinians throughout Latin America, and in particular, in Chile, have 

of their sociopolitical success can be largely characterized through the migration story of Salma, 

whom I interviewed in Santiago, Chile in 2016 at the Palestino Club, a gated country club 

established for the most well-to-do Palestinian families.52  

Salma 

Salma says she was living in Jordan when she met her husband, Ignacio. Although she was 

born in Jerusalem, her family fled shortly afterward (during the nakbe in 1948) to Birzeit, a small, 

predominately Christian town just outside of Ramallah. In 1967, during the Six Day War, her 

family fled again, this time to Amman, Jordan where her father’s siblings had settled before them. 

It was shortly after this move that she met her future husband. When she first saw Ignacio, she said 

she was struck by his looks. Tall, handsome and with thick shiny black hair. Laughing, she joked 

that since then, his height had migrated to his belly and that the hair on his head had migrated to 

his nose and ears. “We all meet the same end,” she smirked, as she smoothed over a worn wedding 

photograph with her thumb. Ignacio’s grandparents had emigrated to Santiago, Chile in the early 

1900s. He was born in Santiago de Chile, but still spoke Arabic, alongside Spanish, and was 

determined to marry a Palestinian woman. Having gone to Amman for this express purpose, he 

was introduced to Salma, and they agreed to build a life together. Because of the political 

uncertainty of the times, they married quickly and Salma moved with her new husband to Santiago 

de Chile.  

 
52 It should be noted that this is not the only community of Palestinians in Santiago de Chile. There are also more 

recently arrived Palestinians that occupy less affluent sectors of the city in the downtown area. These two groups of 

Palestinians rarely socialize with each other. 
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She describes the move to Chile as a move between planets. In Jordan, her family had been 

devoted to the then recently established The Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP), 

a well-known Palestinian socialist party. She said that growing up, her family lived and died by 

communist principles. It was an easy ideology to keep, she said, when you had nothing. But in 

Santiago de Chile, her life changed dramatically. Ignacio’s family had done well in the capitalist 

context of Santiago. They operated a string of booming textile plants and were more than 

financially comfortable. Salma settled into her new life easily and describes living a rather idyllic 

existence. Her experience shifted, however, after 1970, when Salvador Allende, a democratic 

socialist, was elected president. “He nearly ruined us,” she says,  

In Jordan, I thought communism was the way, the only answer to the Palestinian problem. 

But when I really saw communism, when I saw how it almost destroyed everything my 

husband had worked for, I felt sick for ever believing in it. I was blind. Allende’s 

government took our factories and left us with nothing. Everything we had worked for was 

gone…But it didn’t last. We got them [the factories] back, thank God. 

 

The personal crisis that Salma describes largely resulted from a period of land redistribution that 

had begun in 1964 under the Christian Democratic government of Eduardo Frei53, but had peaked 

during President Salvador Allende’s campaign, La Vía Chilena al Socialismo (The Chilean Road 

to Socialism), which had sought to provide recourse to the country’s poor through a variety of 

socialist programs and policies. When Allende took office in 1970, Chile was experiencing a 

severe economic crisis. Unemployment was at an all-time high and half of the country’s children 

under the age of 15 were suffering from malnutrition (Larraín & Meller, 1991). In order to alleviate 

the economic gap between rich and poor, Allende intensified the land reforms of the previous 

 
53 The Christian Democrats sought to revitalize the capitalist economy with state-led reformist policies as a way to 

modernize agriculture in capitalist terms. In doing so, they were able to mobilize campesinos to support agrarian 

reform, but with slow moving change. This ultimately fueled discontent among the majority of campesinos, who felt 

that real change was far off. 
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decade, but with more socialist aims, and began to nationalize many large-scale industries and to 

redistribute territories previously confiscated from indigenous Chileans.54 One of the affected 

industries was the textile industry, from which Salma’s husband had built their fortune. For a few 

fleeting years, the country’s bourgeoisie was thrown into a panic, unsure of what was to come, and 

organizing behind closed doors against Allende’s cabinet. The Nixon administration supported 

right-wing forces to organize a coup d’état in order to ‘topple communism,’ and on September 11, 

1973, Allende was ousted, and later, Augusto Pinochet was installed as the U.S.’s puppet president. 

Pinochet immediately began an agrarian counter-reform that resulted in the dispossession of those 

who had initially benefitted from the socialist land reforms. Reformed lands owned by 

cooperatives were segmented into individual properties, and as the U.S.’s neoliberal economic 

policies took hold via the Pinochet dictatorship, Pinochet ordered that the military aggressively 

pursue dissidents. What followed were 15 years of extra-judicial executions, imprisonment, 

disappearances and torture of campesinos and other revolutionaries who had been a part of the 

struggle for reform. From 1973 – 1989, Chile experienced a sweeping neoliberal program of 

economic restructuring that led to a free-market economy based on private capitalism rather than 

statist-driven development (Bellisaro, 2007). It was during this time that many members of the 

Palestinian community in Chile, largely supporters of Pinochet, soared to wealth. 

Salma and her husband’s migration stories are rather common among Chileans of 

Palestinian descent, as well as that of many other Palestinians who settled in Latin America around 

the same time. The way they tell their personal family histories of migration typically conform to 

the “bootstrap” migrant narrative told by those who have been able to fold into the recesses of 

 
54 Allende’s socialist program sought to politically empower and involve campesinos in nationalist change. He 

succeeded in doing so at a level that had never been achieved in Chile before, which significantly impacted the landed 

class. 
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economic privilege. They tell “rags to riches” stories—of fleeing religious persecution, of leaving 

their homes to seek refuge in unknown countries; of landing in their host countries with not more 

than a few coins in their pockets and of striking it big through hard work, and despite initial 

discrimination. In many cases, however, this narrative erases the economic capital that allowed 

many to migrate to Latin America in the first place, as well as the social capital that supported 

their eventual integration into Latin American societies, and, in the case of Chile, it most certainly 

erases the many years of privilege that Palestinian-Chileans amassed through their support of the 

Pinochet dictatorship.55 Today, Palestinian-Chileans, as will be described later in this chapter, 

maintain an ambivalent relation to the national memory of the dictatorship (Schwabe, 2018). At 

once sympathetic to the leftist claims of the Palestinian cause in their ancestral country, they retain 

conservative commitments to the present day right-wing Chilean political sphere, holding these 

two in a careful and often oblivious tension.  

Revolutionary Struggle and Neoliberalism 

Nowhere is this strange nether land between support for populist struggle and the 

exploitation of capitalism and neoliberalism better mirrored than in the events that unfolded as part 

of Bethlehem Municipality’s first ever Diaspora Conference. Held in 2016, the conference was 

meant to be the first of many that would serve to deepen ties between the Bethlehem area and the 

city’s diaspora living in Latin America. While the conference courted Palestinian-heritage 

 

55 Chile is not the only Latin American country in which Palestinians have taken a neoliberal turn. Throughout the 

civil war in El Salvador, for example, the majority of well-to-do families of Palestinian descent supported the pro-

business, pro-American, and pro-Israeli Salvadoran government and military. Although some Palestinians, such as 

Shafik Handal, one of the five commanders of the Farabundo Martí para la Liberación Nacional (FMLN) supported 

the communist guerrillas, El Salvador as a country eventually turned away from communism and moved toward a 

neoliberal economic model. After the Civil War ended, most of the old Salvadoran elite lost their power and influence. 

Seeing a gap that needed to be filled, Palestinian descendants began to take advantage of the neoliberal policies being 

championed by the Alianza Republicana Nacionalista (ARENA) party. This culminated in the 2004 presidential 

election between Antonio Saca and Schafik Handal, both of Palestinian descent, with Antonio Saca winning the vote 

on behalf of the ARENA (Dellios, 2004). 
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delegates from around Latin America, a special effort was made to build a bridge with Chile. 

Among the delegation were politicians, businesspeople and other economic players who were 

thought able to play a role in Bethlehem’s economic future. This was largely the purpose behind 

bestowing the Chilean business tycoon, Alberto Kassis Sabag, with a Diaspora award during the 

opening ceremony. For West Bank Palestinians, this honor seemed fitting—Alberto Kassis Sabag 

was seen as a humble Bethlehemite whose family had made it big in Chile through cunning and 

hard work. Kassis Sabag was the fourth child of a Bethlehem family with a modest fortune. His 

parents and three siblings had emigrated to Chile from Bethlehem in the 1930s at the 

encouragement of relatives who were already living there. When Kassis Sabag was born in Chile, 

his older brothers had already begun working in the textile and cured meats industries, paving the 

way for their eventual and multiple family businesses. Once he came of age, Kassis Sabag turned 

his family’s modest fortune into a multimillion-dollar conglomerate, and in turn, co-founded 

several initiatives in support of Palestine. Along with fellow Palestinian-origin multi-millionaires, 

José Said and Mario Nazal Momares, Kassis Sabag founded Fundación Belén 2000, a private 

foundation dedicated to providing humanitarian aid to Palestinian children and their families in the 

areas of education, health and recreation, and also co-founded Revista Al Damir, a bi-monthly 

magazine that seeks to foster ties among the Palestinian diaspora in Chile in particular and the 

broader Arab community in general. According to its website mission statement, the magazine 

seeks to reflect in its pages, the community’s spiritual commitment to the Holy Land, as the site 

where their Palestinian identity was forged, highlighting leaders, business executives and 

businesspeople from the Arab community in Chile (Revista Al Damir, 2020). For Bethlehem 

Christians, this was precisely the kind of mission statement that heartened their cause. 
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However, anyone possessing a closer familiarity with Chilean history and society would 

find Kassis Sabag a somewhat curious choice for this award. Watching him stride across the stage, 

one would hardly believe that this was the same man who, in addition to his incredible wealth56, 

had also been, and remains, a loyal supporter of the Augusto Pinochet regime. Kassis Sabag not 

only currently serves on the board of Augutso Pinochet’s private foundation (Fundación 

Presidente Augusto Pinochet Ugarte), having contributed millions of dollars to its cause of  

“preserving and fomenting the values that Augusto Pinochet Ugarte defended throughout his entire 

life and that guided his vocation as a soldier, politician and ruler” (Fundación Presidente Augusto 

Pinochet Ugarte, 2020), but has also been under a criminal investigation for money laundering via 

the same foundation.57  

The Fundación Presidente Augusto Pinochet Ugarte website’s homepage features a 

photograph of the late president saluting an unknown crowd (see figure 3), with a message 

inscribed underneath from just before his death: 

Mi nombre generará divisiones incluso después de mi muerte y sé que mi apellido dividirá 

al país, pero hoy, desde aquí, a punto de despedirme, quiero decirles a todos, a los que me 

siguen y a los que me odian, que mi legado perdurará por la eternidad, y a pesar de lo que 

se diga, no me arrepiento de nada. 

 

Tomé la bandera de lucha en un momento díficil, pero sin ese acto mi país se hubiera 

hundido en la miseria. Las acciones realizadas fueron necesarias para sacar adelante a 

Chile y salvarlo de la perdición. 

 

Con ustedes, ayer, hoy, mañana y siempre, su General Augusto Pinochet 

 
56 Alberto Kassis Sabag owns Consorcio Industrial de Alimentos, a conglomerate of brands also known as CIAL S.A., 

managing 40% of the cured meat market in Chile. He controls 16.66% of Gurpo Copesa, one of the most important 

Chilean media outlets. He owns a private beach off the coast of Caburgua, Araucani, and a vacation home in the same 

neighborhood as Michelle Bachelet, the former president of Chile. All this in addition to his multimillion dollar cash 

reserves (Autor De Old Kaos, 2014). 

57 According to a US senate report (2005), The Pinochet Foundation opened a Banco de Chile account in New York 

on January 8, 1999. The reports states that persons with signatory authority for the New York account, and power of 

attorney to direct transactions involving the account included members of “Mr. Pinochet’s immediate family and 

former members of his regime,” which, the report states, included Alberto Kassis Sabag (U.S. Senate, 2005). 
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My name shall generate division, including after my death, and I know that my family 

name shall divide the country, but today, from this moment upon which I am about to take 

my leave, I want to tell you all, those of you who follow me and also those of you who 

despise me, that my legacy will endure for all eternity, and despite what may be said about 

me, I don’t regret a single thing. 

 

I took up the flag of struggle in a difficult moment, but without this act, my country would 

have drowned in misery. The actions that I took were necessary to move Chile forward and 

to save it from destruction. 

 

With all of you, yesterday, today, tomorrow, and always, your General Augusto Pinochet 

 

 (Translated from the Spanish. Fundación Presidente Augusto Pinochet Ugarte, 2020) 

 

President Augusto Pinochet’s parting words could not have been more accurate. Today, Chile 

confronts a crisis of memory and forgetting (Mignolo, 2011; Schwabe, 2018). The country is 

indeed divided on how to reconcile with the tumultuous history of the dictatorship. In a country of 

only 10 million, conservative estimates of impact indicate that Pinochet’s state terror campaign 

resulted in 3,500 – 4,500 deaths and disappearances by state agents, 150,000 – 200,000 political 

detentions, over 100,000 people tortured, and almost 400,000 people exiled (Stern, 2006). The 

majority of families in Chile have experienced a relative, a friend or an acquaintance touched by 

Pinochet’s repression (Stern, 2006). Even Michelle Bachelet, who served as President of Chile 

from 2006 to 2010 and again from 2014 to 2018, and now serves as the UN High Commissioner 

for Human Rights, was detained along with her mother at the notorious Villa Grimaldi torture 

center before being exiled to Australia.58  

While many, such as Kassis Sabag, continue to praise President Pinochet for his 

unwavering neoliberal reforms that, they believe, rescued the country from total despair, many 

 

58 Her father was tortured not long before she and her mother were detained and exiled, however he did not survive.  
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others mourn the loss of a socialist Chile whose becoming was cut short, and still others continue 

to search for their disappeared and live with the scars and trauma of state-sanctioned violence. 

Throughout Chile, some of the over 1,168 Centros de Detención y Tortura (Detention and Torture 

Centers) have begun to be converted into museums and human rights centers, with the aim of 

maintaining a historical memory of the terror wrought by Pinochet’s military regime and fostering 

a “never again” narrative.59 In other theaters of memory, Chileans seek to preserve Augusto 

Pinochet’s legacy by dedicating museums and foundations in  his name. The Palestinian Chileans 

who Bethlehem Christians now court, tend to fall into the latter category, although, Bethlehem 

Christians are not typically aware of this history. Rather, their main attraction has been the 

potential projects that successful diaspora in Chile and in other Latin American countries might 

support, as Palestinian and Christian brethren. And in some cases, they have been successful. 

In the years following the conference, Kassis Sabag contributed toward the restoration of 

the Church of the Nativity, alongside his Palestinian-Chilean colleague, José Said,60 and also 

dedicated his large ancestral home on Star Street to house the Dar Al Sabagh Diaspora Studies 

and Research Center, established in 2018 to build “bridges of cooperation with the Diaspora to 

exchange cultural and historic information” (https://www.facebook.com/DarAlSabaghCentre). 

Although Alberto Kassis Sabag was primarily recognized during the Diaspora conference for his 

support of Palestinians in Bethlehem through his establishment, with José Said and Mario Nazal 

Momares,61 of Fundación Belén 2000, the award elided the complex history that undergirds his 

financial success, which is also, unequivocally caught up in a dark period of Chilean  history.  

 

59 A list of the centers can be found at https://www.ecured.cu/Centros_de_Detenci%C3%B3n_y_Tortura_en_Chile 
60 The founder and CEO of Parque Arauco S.A., one of the largest real estate developers and operators of shopping 

malls in Chile, Argentina, Peru and Columbia 

61 President of the Chilean Textile Industries and Counsellor of “Sociedad de Fomento Fabril”, the most important 

Chilean industrial businessmen’s group in the country. He is also the founder of Al Damir, the only Chilean magazine 

directed towards the Arab community. 
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Misconnections 

While my research in Palestine and Chile was initially an attempt to learn about the 

collaborative projects between Palestinians in the West Bank (Bethlehem) and Diaspora 

Palestinians in Latin America in service of increased Palestinian autonomy, I realized soon after 

commencing that what was occurring was not so much a struggle for collective Palestinian 

liberation, but rather, a struggle for maintaining the Christian presence in the city of Bethlehem. 

As described in Chapter Two, seen from the temporal landscape of Christian Palestinians, 

remaining in their ancestral lands requires them to prepare for what they consider to be the most 

plausible scenarios of either Israeli (Jewish/Zionist) or Palestinian (Islamic) rule. In their fidelity 

to place, and as they look toward the future, their preoccupation becomes less about Palestinian 

autonomy in general, and more about Palestinian Christian autonomy and futurity, in particular, 

with the central question being how to preserve the Christian presence, eminence and character of 

Bethlehem moving forward. Thus, while it is their wealth and status that has attracted Bethlehem 

Christians to reach out to the Palestinian diaspora in Chile, it is largely their ethno-religious identity 

that has generated the most hope for meaningful collaboration. As Palestinian Muslims reach out 

to Muslim Arabs in the Gulf and in the U.S. for targeted support under the banner of the umma, 

Christians have begun to look toward the Palestinian Diaspora in Latin America as a potential 

source of ethno-religiously influenced socio-economic support. However, the effort among 

Bethlehem Christian elites to court the Palestinian Diaspora in Latin America, has not been without 

its turmoil. On the one hand, there are significant discrepancies between how Bethlehem Christians 

and Diaspora Palestinians in Latin America see the problems and solutions at hand.  
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This difference of perception is perhaps best captured by a meeting I attended between a 

Bethlehem-based non-profit organization, which I will call Palestine Rising, and a delegation of 

businessmen and lawyers from Chile, most of whom had Palestinian heritage and one of whom 

self-identified as an ally. Over the course of the week, the Chilean delegation had been touring the 

Bethlehem area, meeting with non-profit organizations, businesspeople and municipality officials, 

seeking to find common cause as an opening for further collaboration. This particular meeting had 

been set at the request of the Chilean delegation, who were hoping to find synergy with Palestine 

Rising around the issue of land confiscation.  One of the businessmen, Andrés, and his colleague, 

Antonio, a human rights lawyer, were particularly keen on developing a partnership.  For some 

time, they had been devising a way for Chile to bring Israel to the International Criminal Court 

(ICC) for war crimes and were searching for a partner to help them do so.62 Antonio had clearly 

done a good deal of research on the topic and offered an extensive background as to how it could 

be done. As Antonio spoke, Andrés eagerly scanned the faces of the Palestine Rising staff, 

searching for signs of a reaction.  

Antonio and Andrés were especially animated by the prospect of holding Israel accountable 

for its crimes against Palestinians. They sat at the edge of their seats, leaning into the group and 

spoke with excitement, the grandeur of the prospect hanging in the air. However, looking around 

the room, it could be seen that this energy was wholly one-sided. Once Antonio had finished his 

presentation, Firas, one of the Palestine Rising administrators, seemingly unimpressed, suggested 

an alternative idea. Firas stated that Palestine Rising had long been ruminating over a diaspora 

land initiative. He said that due to Christian emigration and forced exile throughout the early 20th 

 
62 Although a war crimes suit was eventually filed in Chilean courts in 2016 against three Israeli Supreme Court 

justices for authorizing the construction of the West Bank annexation wall in the Bethlehem area, Andrés and Antonio 

were not involved in the suit. Although the stated suit eventually failed, the most recent news was that the Chilean 

lawyers were planning to appeal the decision (Hass, 2016). 
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century, there remained many unclaimed or absentee Christian lands in the Bethlehem area and 

beyond that were being confiscated by the Palestinian National Authority (PNA). He described 

that because absentee landholders now living in Latin America had either forgotten about their 

lands, or their descendants were unaware of their family’s land holdings, these lands were being 

systematically confiscated by the PNA and redistributed to Muslim government officials. Their 

initiative thus, sought to restore Palestinian Christian lands to their rightful owners by looking over 

municipality records, systematically identifying absentee landlords, and funding lawsuits that 

would keep Bethlehem’s Christian-owned lands in the hands of Christians. Firas suggested that, 

with support from Palestinians in Chile, local Palestinian Christians could even buy the land off 

of absentee landlords who were willing to claim their titles, but who had no interest in keeping or 

maintaining them. All they needed, was for Palestinians in Chile who held land titles in Palestine 

to be willing to fight for them. This, Firas, noted, would force local officials to respect Christian 

property holdings and would go a long way in preserving the Christian presence in Bethlehem. 

Firas, who had also done extensive research on Palestine Rising’s proposed initiative, said that 

local law in Chile allowed for Diaspora Palestinians to claim their Palestinian land holdings in the 

Chilean court system, which would significantly empower their aims.  

As Firas spoke, Palestine Rising staff members nodded their heads in agreement with an 

air that they had perhaps pitched this idea half a dozen times before.  Andrés and Antonio, however, 

seemed slightly irritated. Antonio was insistent that their conversation return to how to bring Israel 

to the ICC, arguing that Firas’ idea would only serve as a band-aid and was not ultimately the most 

effective way to protect Palestinian land from Israel. Firas, in turn, argued that many of the land 

confiscations happening in and around Bethlehem were by the PNA and that this was the support 
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that Bethlehem Christians needed the most from their Chilean counterparts.63 In response to this, 

Antonio and Andrés launched into a lecture, explaining to Firas—a Palestinian in his 60s who had 

lived his entire life in Bethlehem and who had worked on issues of land disputes for the better part 

of thirty years—the process by which Israel was confiscating Palestinian lands. Firas, now visibly 

frustrated with Antonio and Andrés, exclaimed, “I don’t care about Israel. Right now, our most 

pressing issue is protecting our lands from PA land grabs. We’ll fight Israel in another way on 

other fronts, but this is how we need your help right now.”  

This scene was one that I witnessed many times in different incarnations during my time 

facilitating between Bethlehem Christians and diaspora Palestinians from Latin America. 

Although the context and the subject would shift, the tenor rarely did. Moments such as these 

reinforced the divisions between Bethlehem Christians and Palestinian-Chileans. All parties 

involved imagined the needs and their potential solutions in significantly different ways. Diaspora 

Palestinians, informed first and foremost by international rhetoric about Palestine, saw Israel as 

the problem that Palestinians faced. In the case of Andrés and Antonio, they had long ago identified 

Israel as the primary problem to be solved and sought high profile humanitarian and human rights 

interventions as a potential solution to the problem of land confiscation. Firas, on the other hand, 

a Palestinian Christian whose understanding of the conflicts were informed by the complex 

sociopolitical issues unfolding in Bethlehem in particular, included both Israel and the PNA as 

primary problems. The corruption of the PNA and their misconduct vis-a-vis fellow Palestinians 

was not legible to Andrés and Antonio, since the PNA was seen as benevolent bureaucrats whose 

hands were tied by the Israeli occupation. Moreover, Andrés and Antonio retained a faith in human 

rights processes that many Palestinians now considered naïve. Firas’ concern about the social, 

 
63 This has been yet unverified. Although Firas makes this claim, I have not yet been able to locate information. 
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political and economic well-being of Bethlehem Christians first and foremost was not on Antonio’s 

radar. In his capacity as a human rights lawyer, he had been trained to see Palestinians as a 

monolith, without variation in how they experienced the occupation and its related impacts. In the 

end, Antonio and Firas were not able to see eye to eye. Hidden somewhere in this conversation 

was also Andrés and Antonio’s desire to serve as savior—they were so focused on the potential of 

taking up a high-profile case on the international stage, that they were unable to listen to what the 

Palestinians in front of them were actually asking for. At the end of the meeting, both parties left 

disappointed, with no means or recourse for collaboration.  

Misunderstandings 

Aside from the question of land and property, the main intervention that Bethlehem 

Christians have sought from Palestinian-Chileans, as well as other Palestinians from Latin 

America, have been economic—to generate social, political, and business partnerships that would 

chart alternative itineraries of development in Bethlehem, with an aim to preserve the Christian 

character of the city. A key assumption underlying this aim was that Palestinian-Chileans, due to 

their common ancestry and religion, were more pre-disposed than other international agents to 

support Palestinian institutions without, or at least with less, reservation or condition. Although 

Palestinian-Chileans have so far responded to this call, their engagement has not been without its 

challenges—many differences in history, culture, class, language, religion, values and politics 

complicate the ethnic similarities these groups perceive themselves to share.  

These differences, predicated not only on geographical separation, but also characterized 

by their respective local/regional contexts have compounded the difficulty of establishing the kinds 

of diasporic networks they seek. For example, tensions between Christians and Muslims in 

Palestine regarding the distribution of development resources from the Muslim Arab world 
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coupled with a historically Christian link between Palestine and Chile, serves to complicate notions 

of a unified Palestinian struggle. Because “Palestinianness” itself is contested in Palestine along 

religious lines (recall the accusations described in Chapter Two that Christian Palestinians are not 

really Palestinian), finding a moral framework within which a Palestinian future can be readily 

imagined and collaboratively worked toward is a feat in and of itself. This has led Bethlehem 

Christians to imagine their own national project, localized to suit the Bethlehem area. Likewise, 

migration from Palestine to Chile has continued beyond its initiation at the end of the Ottoman 

Empire, and each wave has brought with it different demographics. More recent arrivals have been 

working class or poor, largely monolingual Arabic speakers, leftist and predominately Muslim. 

These dynamics are already causing rifts in the Palestinian movement in Chile (predominately 

Christian, wealthy, Spanish-speaking and neoliberally inclined), raising questions as to who is or 

should be included in decision-making processes and what types of interventions these processes 

generate. For many established Palestinian-Chileans, the ethical and moral lifeworlds of these new 

migrants are too great to traverse. These problems are then amplified by their couching in 

Palestine’s long and complicated history with development and humanitarian aid.  

 Though the majority of Palestinian Chileans are fourth generation, having left Palestine 

prior to the founding of Israel, many continue to identify with Palestine and have kept a vibrant, 

albeit, complicated ethnic identity alive. It is, in part, this identification that has bolstered a 

deepening relationship between Bethlehem Christians and Palestinian-Chilean institutions. 

Palestinian Chileans have made a concerted effort to preserve and cultivate their Palestinian 

identity in Chile. As was described to me by countless Palestinian diaspora youth, in the context 

of Chile, the identity of being a Palestino is synonymous with power.  At the time of my first 

research visit to Chile, roughly 10 percent of the country’s senators and 11 percent of the lower 
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house deputies were of Palestinian descent, as were many mayors and city council members. 

Nevertheless, the majority of Chileans of Palestinian origin have never been to Palestine, and no 

longer speak Arabic.  

 During one of my early research trips to Santiago, I had rented an apartment near the 

neighborhood of Patronato in the borough of Recoleta, where I had learned the Palestinian 

community was primarily located. Walking around the largely immigrant neighborhood,64 the 

Arab thumbprint was everywhere—the first orthodox church in the country, Catedral Ortodoxa 

San Jorge, was there, named for the patron saint of Palestine, Saint George, and nearby was Beit 

Jala Café, named for the ancestral city of the neighborhoods’ inhabitants. There was Arabic writing 

on storefronts, the Palestinian flag in store windows, and a variety of Middle Eastern restaurants 

and sweet shops. Among other research activities, I had planned to conduct interviews with 

diaspora youth, ranging in age from 20 years to 30 years, who had just returned from a youth 

heritage tour in Palestine. However, when I began scheduling interviews with the youth diaspora 

participants, I kept having to get on public transportation to Las Condes, a wealthy suburb of 

Santiago that was about 45 minutes away from where I was staying. Once there, we would 

inevitably meet at either Parque Arauco, a luxury mall, which I later learned, was established by 

José Said, one of Alberto Kassis Sabag’s associates, or at the Palestino Club, the private, 27-acre 

gated club where I had met Salma, and which I was told on several occasions by proud 

interviewees, had been visited by every Chilean president since its establishment. The one 

exception to this rule, was a 21 year-old woman, Ivania, who had agreed to meet me in Patronato 

 

64 Although largely Arab (Palestinian, Lebanese, Syrian) in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, the neighborhood 

has more recently welcomed Koreans, Chinese, Taiwanese, and Peruvians, who have also begun to establish 

businesses and contribute to the local character of Patronato. 
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for our interview. Upon her arrival at the café, she told me that it was the first time she had ever 

set foot in the neighborhood.  

 During the interviews, the majority of the youth expressed similar values to those of their 

parents. Raised in the shadow cast by the dictatorship, they said that while they disapproved of the 

state repression that Pinochet had unleashed, taken retrospectively, they believed he had made 

Chile a stronger country. Other youth retained a more ambivalent relationship to the dictatorship. 

Natalia, a woman in her early 30s who had been on a previous youth trip described a falling out 

she had had with her father regarding his company. Her father’s work had come under scrutiny 

when it was caught up in disputes over Mapuche land.65 During a heated family discussion, she 

had made an allusion to her father’s work and the Israeli governments’ land grabs in Palestine, 

which further escalated their argument. Natalia expressed her frustration at her father being unable 

to see any resemblance between the Chilean governments’ dealings with the Mapuche and Israel’s 

dealing with Palestinians. After the argument, Natalia decided that the topic was better left at the 

wayside so as to avoid future family disputes. 

The Past Cast as Debt 

Clara Han’s (2012) theorization of the “past cast as debt” is especially instructive in 

considering how Chileans might understand the various pasts that inform their identity as 

Palestinian. She argues that because economic liberalization during Augusto Pinochet’s 

dictatorship concentrated the country’s wealth into the hands of a few while disenfranchising the 

rest of the population, many of those who benefited from such policies now understand themselves 

as owing a social debt to those who did not. While the Chilean state has sought to make reparations 

 
65 The Mapuche is Chile’s largest indigenous group, and among the poorest in the country. They accuse state and 

private companies of taking their ancestral lands and are in ongoing actions to retake possession of them  
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for physical and structural violence during Pinochet’s regime via social welfare programs, many 

wealthy citizens have likewise sought to participate in this philanthropic effort. Indeed, many of 

the young Palestinian-Chileans who had participated in heritage programming in the West Bank 

cited their parents’ lack of political involvement during the dictatorship as a motivating factor for 

their own activism, although this was often expressed through charity and humanitarian aid rather 

than through seeking to fundamentally restructure social systems. For the most part, these young 

people’s parents were among the elite that had benefited from Pinochet’s economic policies. My 

research suggests that these young Palestinian-Chileans see their investments in the West Bank as 

a way by which they can disidentify with their complex Chilean pasts while at the same time repay 

a social (and perhaps moral) debt. Caught in complex histories that span two countries, two 

continents, two cultures, and two languages, navigating collaboration between the Palestinian 

diaspora in Chile and Bethlehem Christians has been fraught, and marked by misrepresentations 

and misinterpretations among these two communities. 

One such misrepresentation, involved Andres and Antonio, the same businessperson and 

lawyer who wanted to take Israel to the ICC. After a long day of touring, Andrés, Antonio and I 

sat down with one of the directors of a local NGO, Christians Unite, that focused on preserving 

the Christian presence in Bethlehem. This particular NGO was looking for opportunities to garner 

investment in Bethlehem-based business initiatives, hoping to spark the Bethlehem economy. This 

was, indeed, the main interest of most organizations, foundations and companies who met with 

diaspora delegations. Over dinner, the group reflected on the day, discussing the many meetings 

they had attended and people they had met.  The conversation had an apparent push and pull to 

it—Antonio wanted to talk law, Andrés wanted to talk politics, and Zaid clearly wanted to talk 
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business. However, eager to satiate, Zaid steered the conversation toward Andrés’ experience in 

Palestine.  

Andrés described how physically sick he had become after visiting Palestine for the first 

time and seeing the suffering there firsthand. He noted that the trip had had such a profound impact 

on him that it eventually became the impetus for the many initiatives he had been discussing with 

locals throughout his visit. Andrés was affected in particular by something that he had heard an 

Israeli official say—"that Palestinians were not worth even a pinky nail, and that whatever 

Palestinians do to Israel should be done twice over to them.” As he said this, Andrés raised his 

pinky nail for emphasis, and kept his eyes focused on Zaid’s, his lips pursed in an intensely closed 

fist. Andrés’ response to the comment was that in fact, it was the opposite, that “it’s the judios66 

who are not worth a pinky nail.” Zaid, looking uncomfortable, poured Andrés more wine and 

quickly changed the subject leaving Andrés, who had been looking for camaraderie, unsatisfied. 

In Palestine, Palestinians rarely talk about “Jews.” The most common ways to name their occupiers 

is by using the epithets of “Israel,” “Israelis,” “Zionists” or “Settlers.” Palestinians have a historical 

memory of living alongside Jews before Zionism took hold. They respect religion and understand 

the power that it holds over people’s social worlds. It is for this very reason, that despite moments 

of strain between Christians and Muslims, the desire is to respect each other’s socialities, with 

severe consequences for transgressing such respect. This courtesy is extended to Jews as well. 

There is a distinction made between those who follow Judaism and those who enact Zionism. 

Although the two sometimes converge, Palestinians live in the theoretical exception to this rule, 

and tend to give people the benefit of the doubt. This is especially true in Bethlehem, where Jewish 

activists often come from abroad professing solidarity with Palestinians.  

 
66 Spanish for “Jews.” 
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In Chile, however, tensions between Jewish-Chileans and Palestinian-Chileans is ever-

present. For example, in 2017, The Jewish Community of Chile filed a legal compliant over alleged 

antisemitism at a soccer match between the Estadio Israelita Maccabi team (an amateur Jewish 

club soccer team) and Club Palestino team (an amateur Palestinian club soccer team). Club 

Palestino was accused of “aggressive and unsportsmanlike conduct, as well as for racist and 

antisemitic insults against players of Jewish origin”67 (Zieve, 2017). According to the complaint 

filed, “a group of some 200 people came to the game seeking to assault Maccabi players” Zeive, 

2017). Club Palestino, in turn, accused the Jewish community of exploiting the situation for 

political reasons and exaggerating the incident (Zieve, 2017). Several days later, the phrases “Arab 

terrorists,” “Palestine doesn’t exist” and “Am Ysisrael Chai” next to a Star of David were graffitied 

on the walls of Club Palestino. Other such incidents abound. Also in 2017, the Palestinian 

Community of Chile published an ad page in El Mercurio, a major Chilean Newspaper, 

denouncing “50 years of occupation and apartheid in Palestine.” The Jewish Community 

responded the following week with another ad that said “for peace it takes two” followed by a 

timeline listing “peace” proposals that Palestinians had rejected. Palestinian-Chileans and Jewish-

Chileans have also argued over Israel’s travel ban on supporters of the BDS movement after the 

executive director of Palestino Federación de Chile, Anwar Makhouf, and Federation member, 

Omar Salamé were denied entry to Palestine by the Israel state.  

For Andrés, the distinction between religion, culture and nationalism was tenuous at best.  

In an attempt to bring the conversation back to the subject of law, Antonio highlighted that Israel 

was now describing itself as a “Jewish State,” which was against international law since the UN 

prohibits confessional states. He argued that Israel had had great success in galvanizing support 

 
67 Not all players on the Maccabi team are Jewish and not all players on Palestino Club have Palestinian heritage. 
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throughout the world based on this identification, to which Andrés then proposed that if Israel 

could galvanize a nation on the spirit of Judaism, why not build the nation of Palestine around 

Christianity? Zaid, looking defeated at this suggestion, turned the conversation to routine 

pleasantries, asking Andrés and Antonio about their families. For Zaid, this exchange connoted a 

deep misunderstanding of the concerns and desires at hand. Although Palestinian Christians in 

Bethlehem do not see an Israeli state or an Islamic state as ideal scenarios, nor do they aspire to a 

Christian state.  

For as many Palestinian-Chileans who identified the Palestine-Israel “problem” as a 

problem between Jews and Palestinians, there were also Palestinian-Chileans who saw the problem 

between Muslims and Christians. Several months later, I found myself at breakfast with a 

Palestinian-Chilean family who was visiting Palestine for the first time. Adelia, a woman in her 

mid-60s was asking me questions about the political situation in Palestine and whether there was 

anything that Palestinian-Chileans could do to show their support. I told her about Firas’ idea for 

Chileans and other Latin Americans of Palestinian descent to legally reclaim land that belongs to 

them so as to preserve Palestinian Christian land. She asked me why they wanted to preserve 

Christian land in particular and I related to her what Firas had said during our meeting about the 

PNA. Adelia’s candor completely changed, and she began to express her disdain for Muslims. “It’s 

the Turks [Turcos]!” She exclaimed, “They’re the reason we left! They ran us out with their 

discriminatory laws. They were persecuting us Christians!” Adelia went on to tell the history of 

her family and how they had fled Ottoman persecution of Christians—a story that many similarly 

situated Palestinian-Chileans had told me several times before. Aware that the story was not as 

clear cut as it has been portrayed, it became evident that there was a significant disconnect between 

how Bethlehem Christians and Palestinian-Chileans understood the situation of Palestinian 
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Christians in Palestine. At times, the situation was characterized in religious terms—Palestinians 

were a monolith persecuted by Jews, and at other times, Palestinians were Christians persecuted 

by Muslims. Often at a loss for how to respond, Bethlehem Christians were forced into silence by 

what Palestinian-Chileans believed about the occupation. For Palestinian-Chileans, Israelis were 

all Jews and all Jews were Zionists. For the most part, Bethlehem Christians, keeping their eye on 

the prize, would try to balance criticism with encouragement to invest during these kinds of 

conversations. However, this silence often played into the Islamophobic attitudes and persecution-

oriented migration narratives of Palestinian Diaspora living in Latin America, especially in Chile.  

Misrecognitions 

In addition to humanitarian work and business incubation, the Christian organization for 

which Zaid works, Christians Unite, also has a diaspora wing that handles several diaspora 

initiatives. The flagship initiative is a youth diaspora program which brings about 25-30 young 

people aged 18-30 years to Palestine every summer for a heritage tour.  The tour is explicitly 

modeled after the Israeli “birthright” tour and aims to galvanize young Palestinian diaspora in 

support of Palestine. However, one significant difference is that the organization does not have the 

funding to pay for Diaspora Palestinians to visit en masse. Instead, the program is funded by 

businesses, foundations and institutions with an interest in courting young diaspora. The Bank of 

Palestine, for example, who recently opened bank locations in Chile, was a long time donor. 

During the tour, the young people meet with diplomats, such as Hanan Ashrawi—the first woman 

to hold  a seat in the highest executive body in Palestine (the Executive Committee of the 

Palestinian Liberation Organization), as well as with delegates from local ministries; they tour 

local businesses; visit donor institutions; have lunch with local families; reconnect with estranged 
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family; visit refugee camps; and spray paint on the annexation wall in addition to tourism-based 

excursions such as floating in the Dead Sea.  

Each year, Christians Unite assembles each cohort with an eye toward building a roster of 

the most elite and promising candidates—young people from wealthy families, young people with 

well-connected parents, young people with career trajectories in business. According to the 

organization’s CEO, the idea is to capture their hearts while they are young, with the expectation 

that they will grow into their own wealth and success and desire to support Palestine, and in the 

meantime, convince their parents to invest. Over the course of my time in Palestine, I directly 

observed three tours, from 2016 - 2018, and also interviewed participants from the 2015 tour. 

Although the heritage tour only lasted two weeks, the organization’s staff would spend 

months in preparation for the delegation’s arrival. While the staff enjoyed the buzz that was created 

around the tour, with events, lectures and excursions breaking the otherwise monotonous work of 

office life, there was always significant dread surrounding actually meeting and hosting the 

delegation. Tasked with keeping 25-30 young people in check—there were countless moments of 

having to contain drunkenness, to police clothing, to keep male participants and female participants 

in their respective sleeping quarters, and keeping them from sneaking out at night to search for 

pot. The delegation was typically considered by the organization’s staff as spoiled at best and self-

centered at worst, and overall, undeniably western. One evening, when the staff and I had taken 

the group for dinner at a local restaurant, the youth gathered in the restaurant terrace after ordering 

a round of drinks and argile (aka “hookahs”). As I followed the group to get to know them a bit 

more, my colleague, Zaid called out to me, “Laura, give the research a rest for a bit. Let’s relax.” 

It had been a long day and we were all tired from shuffling the group around in the summer heat. 

I and the rest of the staff sat at our own table, away from, but within ear shot of the youth.  As we 
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talked and waited for our food to arrive, we heard the group leader, a past youth participant from 

Australia, who had volunteered to help shepherd this year’s cohort, begin the group’s call and 

response chant, “Filistin, Filistin…ana bahebik Filistin…” (“Palestine, Palestine…I love you 

Palestine…”). Zaid, frustrated from having to manage the group’s various daily demands, 

murmured to me, “They’re not Palestinian. They come here and they think because they take a 

dabkeh lesson and eat maklubeh and they spray paint on the wall, that they are Palestinian. They 

have no idea what it means to be Palestinian. How can they love Palestine? They don’t even 

understand what it is.” Despite Zaid’s comments, this was indeed the main reason for the heritage 

tour. To make them feel Palestinian.  There were many instances in my several years in Palestine 

in which I watched Diaspora Palestinian delegations dance the night away to Arabic pop, with 

intermittent moments of smoking argile and drinking too much arak. Whether they were mayors, 

diplomats or business executives, they could be found on the dance floor, their hair dampened with 

sweat from dancing and drinking and eating too much. For them, Palestine was an ancestral 

paradise. Meanwhile, Bethlehem Christians remained sober and composed, sitting at the edges of 

the dancefloors at neatly organized banquet tables, waiting in anticipation for the opportunity to 

talk business, a moment that rarely ever came in earnest.  

During the 2015 youth heritage tour, in particular, the organization also piloted an initiative 

funded by a local development agency, who at the time, were very keen to foster relations with the 

Palestinian diaspora. The initiative, called “Executives of the Future” (EoF) was meant to bring 

young business professionals from the Diaspora (mostly from the U.S. and Latin America) to 

Palestine to encourage them to invest in the local economy. They were particularly focused on 

creating business relations that would allow for the marketing and export of Palestinian products 

in international markets. Since it was a pilot project, the EoF initiative was embedded into the 
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regular heritage tour programming, but had an additional focus on business. This meant that, in 

addition to the regular heritage tour itinerary, they also toured Palestinian companies and factories, 

met with local business executives and visited with officials from the Bank of Palestine’s (BoP) 

Diaspora Unit. One highlight of their visit was that, during their meeting with BoP, each “delegate” 

was given a share in the company. Later that year, at the organization’s annual conference, the 

Head of BoP’s Diaspora unit reflected on the prospects of this community, stating, “Soon, the 

Diaspora’s BoP credit card will be their passport,” neatly summing up the designs that Palestinians 

in the West Bank have on the Palestinian Diaspora writ large. 

While the Bank of Palestine seeks broad based investment by the Palestinian Diaspora, the 

Christians United’s project, was more limited in scope, seeking to raise support for Bethlehem-

based projects in particular. Despite this limited scope, Christians United was constantly applying 

to grants to further the EoF initiative, however, getting grant funding for this sort of work was 

difficult. Because many of the grants originated from Western donors (often tied to Western 

governments), these kinds of projects were often supported in theory, but not financially. The 

majority of grantors were looking to help Palestinians in a humanitarian capacity (i.e. keeping 

them alive and just above the poverty line), but were unwilling to support development because of 

its political complexities (i.e. negotiating Israeli diplomacy). Even writing such grants was 

complicated as terminology shifted significantly depending on who the grantor was. Something as 

simple as delineating the geographic space in which the project was proposed was rife with 

potential landmines, the nuance of when to use different references to the region such as 

“Palestine,” “The Occupied Palestinian Territories,” “The Palestinian Territories,” “the State of 

Palestine,” “Israel/Palestine,” “Palestine/Israel,” “The West Bank” was filled with meaning. Each 

term has its own politics that could make or break an opportunity. This is not to say, however, that 



 

 129 

grantors did not find ways to fund such work. USAID, for example, granted Christians United a 

small sum to support their initiative, however, they were unable to do it directly for political 

reasons. On paper, the grant was given to a local women’s union in support of women’s economic 

empowerment, but the funds were funneled to Christians United for the EoF initiative.  

Although Christians United had some success in attracting Diaspora investor interest in 

Palestine, there remained ambivalence about the involvement and motivations of Palestinian-

Chileans. Zaid shared with me that he felt the older generation of Palestinian-Chileans were more 

interested in a good deal than in supporting Palestine. At the end of the day, because Israel controls 

the mechanisms for import and export, he believed it was “hard to sell” Palestine as a secure or 

worthwhile investment. He said that in order for business people to be willing to invest in Palestine, 

there had to be an ideological and/or emotional commitment to the movement, whether it be to the 

idea of the nation or to the idea of Christian fellowship.  

Nevertheless, for every moment of licentiousness or failed connection, there were also 

moments of deep impact. Diaspora youth and business delegations were visibly transformed over 

the course of their visits, and almost always left Palestine with a desire to give back, to do 

something with what they had learned and seen. The difficulty was that few of them ever did. 

There was the instance of a young man who raised US$10,000 for educational activities at a 

refugee camp, and a woman who was mounting a campaign to build a recreational rock-climbing 

wall for kids. However, beyond these humanitarian gestures, the kinds of projects that the 

organization and others who courted the diaspora desired—investment in the local economy—

rarely played out. In interviews I conducted with heritage tour program participants, they 

emphasized the personal transformation that they had undergone as a result of participating in the 

program. They noted becoming more deeply tied to a Palestinian identity, of feeling closer to their 
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ancestors, and of being moved by the Palestinian experience of occupation. However, when asked 

how they might support the Palestinian cause, they typically expressed wanting to tell people about 

their experience and encourage others to take the heritage tour. When asked whether they might 

ever consider living in Palestine, their response was usually ‘absolutely not.’ For these young 

people, and largely also for their parents, Palestine was a place relegated to their past. It was an 

important cite of their ancestry, yes, but they saw their futures firmly grounded in the countries 

that their families now called home. Palestine was heritage, but nothing more. 

This concept was embodied in another of Andres’ ideas for how to deepen Chilean 

Palestinians’ engagement with Palestine. The idea was based on what he referred to as a “basic 

business principle”—that “you see a demand for a commodity, and, as a business person, you seek 

to fill that demand.” In the Diaspora, he argued, the “demand” was clearly “identity”—that 

Diaspora Palestinians long for a sense of belonging to their ancestral home of Palestine. They may 

not want to live there, work there, or build a life there, but there is a strong desire to connect 

Palestine, to feel a part of Palestine. His project, he said, was elementally built on this principle. 

The first step, he said was to gather information and data on as many diaspora Palestinians as 

possible. As a test run, Andres had spoken with a government official in Chile and asked whether 

he would be willing to provide data and records on Palestinian-descendent families in a few 

municipalities in Chile. The government official said that if Andres could provide him with a list 

of family names, he would be able to provide this information. Andres prepared a list of 

Palestinian-Chilean families, including the many multiple spellings that could have been used. He 

submitted this list to the government official, who then proceeded to give him all of data he had 

requested. Andres said that he had used this instance as a test, and had learned that it would be 

possible to collect such information about the Palestinian diaspora not only in Chile, but from 
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throughout Latin America. He argued that if they could find trusted government officials, or 

important, well-respected (and well-connected) community members in cities throughout Latin 

America with high concentrations of Palestinian descendants, they could build an extensive 

database of information regarding Palestinian diaspora families living in Latin America. With this 

information, they could develop a cedula (a Palestinian ID) that would satisfy the demand 

indicated earlier—that is, the demand for physical proof of connection to Palestine. Andres 

believed that Diaspora Palestinians would be willing to pay upwards of $500 for this ID card, 

because of the feeling of identity that it would bring. Andres’ ultimate goal in undertaking this ID 

project was to fund the aforementioned idea of taking Israel to the International Criminal Court, 

which he had ascertained would cost upwards of about US$8 million. In order to fund the court 

case, he had determined that he could use this other idea as a “business model.” 

However, Andres had an important caveat to his plan. While he was interested in having 

the support of Palestinian partners in the project, he envisioned this initiative as emerging from 

and being managed and propelled forward entirely by diaspora in Latin America. One of the 

reasons he gave for this is that he believed that Palestinians in the West Bank, Gaza and Israel 

were so deeply embedded in the logic of occupation, that they are unable to think “outside the 

box” to form creative solutions for the project’s execution. Diaspora on the other hand, because 

they were not bound to the logic of occupation, were more freed up to consider different options. 

He also stated that because the diaspora was so powerful, and so well-connected, they were able 

to access systems that Palestinians living in Palestine could not access. Andres’ idea, then, as he 

pitched it, was to find a well-respected, well connected individual in each country which had 

enough political pull to gather data on the diaspora. Once this was done, Andres would 

commission, in Chile, the creation of a diaspora Palestinian ID cards. This ID card would then be 
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sold to diaspora and the proceeds would help to take Israel to the ICC. The irony of this situation 

is two-fold. First, Andres recounted this idea only to me. I believe he did so because he perceived 

me to be a Latin American (we only ever spoke in Spanish and I often served as his social and 

cultural guide when we were in Palestine and as a facilitator between him and Palestinian 

delegations when we were in Chile), and as such, he perceived me as Western because I was from 

the U.S. Second, among the many ideas that Andres had pitched over the two years that he was in 

conversation with Palestinians in Bethlehem, this was the only idea that actually spoke to the kinds 

of goals Bethlehem Christians professed—the project stood to generate unrestricted funds that 

could be used for the development of Bethlehem. However, he never once in my presence pitched 

this idea to any of his Bethlehem-based colleagues. And third, he saw this project idea as useful 

only in that is served to fund his passion project of bringing Israel to the ICC, which Palestinians 

in Bethlehem had made clear was not high on the list of their priorities. Moreover, that Andres 

saw Palestinian identity as a commodity—something that could be literally bought and sold for its 

symbolic power, was telling of the Chilean neoliberal ethos that he and his fellow Palestinian-

Chileans brought with them. 

The Chileans as a Means to an End 

Jessica Cattalino (2008) has explored a trend among those commonly characterized as 

would-be aid recipients to “repurpose” or “redefine” the parameters of economic development. 

She argues that economic (in this case, neoliberal capitalist) development is often erroneously 

understood as something that “happens to” or “acts upon” would-be aid recipient communities 

rather than something such a community might attempt to direct or repurpose for their own benefit 

(p. 29). When would-be aid recipient communities do direct their own economic development, and 

do so successfully, they run into serious complications around questions of legibility.  
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In order to mitigate their dependency on foreign aid on the one hand and the government 

on the other, Bethlehem Christians have looked to places like Chile to help them overcome the 

particular sets of problems they face, and to assist them in directing development in service of their 

goals. Although Chileans cannot remove state-building barriers imposed by Israel, they can to 

some extent buttress small scale development of Bethlehem that would at the very least, foster 

increased wealth and political autonomy for the Christians living there. It seems, however, that 

despite the best of intentions on both sides, these projects continue to be riddled with 

misconnections, miscommunications and misinterpretations that leaves them largely dead in the 

water.  While Palestinian Chileans long to belong to the revolutionary struggle of Palestinians 

without losing the comforts of their Chilean homes, Palestinian Christians wanted to benefit from 

neoliberal economic development without having to leave behind their beloved homeland. 

Whether these communities can help each other reach their respective goals remains to be seen.  

Conclusion 

According to Stuart Hall (1990), identity is a “production, which is never complete, always 

in process, and always constituted within, not outside, representation” (p. 222). He contends that 

there are two ways in which one can think of cultural identity. The first is to focus on similarity 

across various fields of experience. Such similarities are seen as what fundamentally unite a given 

group that has been otherwise dispersed. The second, the one for which Hall (1990) advocates is 

one that recognizes that “there are also critical points of deep and significant difference which 

constitute ‘what we really are’; or rather—since history has intervened—‘what we have become’” 

(p. 225). Cultural identity, then, is not only about “being,” but also about “becoming.” This 

understanding of becoming is rooted in cultural identity as a historically situated positioning, 

elementally related to the social, political and economic concerns of the here and now. Hall (1990) 
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argues, “the diaspora experience…is defined, not by essence or purity, but by the recognition of a 

necessary heterogeneity and diversity; by a conception of ‘identity’ which lives with and through, 

not despite difference; by hybridity. Diaspora identities are those which are constantly producing 

and reproducing themselves anew, through transformation and difference” (Hall, 1990, p. 235).  

 Arguably, it is precisely such difference that has made Palestinian-Chileans so attractive to 

Bethlehem Christians. Because of their particular positionality vis-à-vis Israel, West Bank 

Palestinians have very little political power. Regardless of what their individual social status may 

be within the Occupied Palestinian Territories,68 Bethlehem Christians on the whole have few 

options for building a civic world capable of facilitating the kinds of lives they envision for 

themselves—neoliberal lives. This lack of power combined with the repeated failure of 

humanitarian aid to do anything beyond preserve the status quo has shifted the approaches by 

which many Bethlehem Christians strive for autonomy. Rather than continue to lobby for 

autonomy via the reach for a nation-state, many Palestinian Christians instead believe they may be 

able to sidestep the restrictive repercussions associated with their historical engagements with 

global hegemonic forces (primarily as recipients of international—read “Western”— aid) by 

participating more directly (as agents) in the global political economy—via international allies 

who have access to “Western” resources, but who do not require the kinds of conditions other 

“Western allies” have dictated. By delving into the economic development current, but with new, 

and presumably more sympathetic partners (Palestinian-Chileans), Bethlehem Christians seek to 

 

68 The West Bank Palestinians most involved in reaching out to Palestinian-Chileans can best be described as 

Palestinian elites. Although Muslims are also involved in the effort, the main players tend to be Christian, mainly 

hailing from Eastern Orthodox (Byzantine Orthodox), Latin Rite Catholic (Roman Catholic), Eastern Catholic 

(Byzantine Catholic) or Syriac Orthodox Christianity. Many are tied to non-profit organizations and have visas that 

allow them significant, albeit restricted movement regionally and globally. Theirs has been a career devoted to 

Palestinian politics via NGO structures that have afforded them a relatively comfortable lifestyle as well as a certain 

measure of cynicism about the potential of the Palestinian National Authority to establish any kind of Palestinian state 

(Allen, 2013). 
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repurpose such development to serve their needs and aspirations. For Bethlehem Christians, 

Palestinian-Chileans seem to strike precisely the right balance of similarity and difference. As 

members of the upper echelon of Chilean society—controlling 10% of the nation’s GDP—

Palestinian Chileans are well-educated, well-connected and have access to considerable wealth 

and resources not otherwise at the disposal of West Bank Palestinians, and belong to a nation-state 

widely considered to be among the most economically stable in Latin America. The prospect of 

partnering with Palestinian-Chileans offers Bethlehem Christians increased access to less 

restricted resources, markets and political power, not to mention access to neoliberal models of 

economic development. Nevertheless, Palestinian Christians, were often left wanting.  

 Understanding Palestinian Chileans’ Palestinian identity as historically situated in the 

social, political and economic concerns of the “here and now,” meant that Bethlehem Christians 

had to constantly confront the Chileanness of Palestinian-Chileans. Having expected difference to 

be more an issue of wealth and social status rather than culture, Bethlehem Christians came to find 

that Palestinian-Chileans expressed many of the behaviors and ideologies of the Western agents 

they were trying to rid themselves of. While Palestinian-Chileans were quick to profess their 

disdain for the oppression of the occupation, their solutions were most often humanitarian or 

diplomatic in nature. When Palestinian-Chileans were asked to invest in the Palestinian economy 

or to help them mitigate internal politics, their response was that it was simply too risky on the one 

hand, and that Palestinian institutions were not yet sophisticated enough to drive such efforts on 

the other. The Westernness of their “risk aversion” was in stark contrast to Palestinians’ 

willingness to engage risk head on.  

 For Palestinian-Chileans, Palestinians in the West Bank occupied a “savage slot” relegated 

to heritage (Trouillot, 1991). “Noble savages” that retained and stored Palestinianness for those 
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who had moved further along the linear trajectory of Western progress. For Palestinian-Chileans, 

Palestinians were on the one hand, another humanitarian case that they could contribute to in order 

to situate Chile as part of the global north (Gray, 2011), and on the other, they were a safety valve 

to come to terms with their own historical Chilean past. As James Clifford (1994) argues, diaspora 

consciousness often works to mitigate difficult situations in the host country by invoking memories 

of the homeland. Although he characterizes these difficulties as “experiences of loss, marginality 

and exile...reinforced by systematic exploitation and blocked advancement,” none of which 

Palestinian-Chileans expressly face in their host country, his description of a diaspora’s skills of 

survival resonates: “Diaspora consciousness lives loss and hope as a defining tension” (Clifford, 

1994, p. 312).  For Palestinian-Chileans, the defining tension between loss and hope may be most 

manifest in the ways in which an investment in Palestine distances them from the ethical 

ambiguities by which their success in Chile has been achieved. That is, for Palestinian-Chileans, 

they utilize the “world historical cultural/political force” of Palestinianness to cope with what it 

has meant for them to achieve and maintain their financial success as Chileans (Clifford, 1994, p. 

312; Schwabe 2018). This interchange may serve as a liberal safety valve by which they contend 

with their complex political entanglements under Pinochet’s dictatorship and “make right” or “put 

to good use” the fruits of this labor (Povinelli, 2002). The dynamics here are not unlike the 

“Western” or “White Savior” complex, but are mitigated by a sense of cultural belonging that 

works to legitimatize their involvement. Hence, in the Palestine-Chile context, diaspora is forged 

through a reckoning with both Chile and Palestine’s particular sociopolitical and historical 

contexts. Thus, to Palestinian-Chileans, it does not matter only that Palestinians are human and 

that their potential for (or their actual suffering) is enough to justify a humanitarian response, but 

it also matters that they are particular kinds of humans, humans that are culturally convergent—
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that pull Palestinian Chileans from their Chilean past and reinsert them, however momentarily, in 

a Palestinian past (Fassin, 2012).  

 For Palestinian Christians living in Bethlehem, the Palestinian diaspora in Latin America 

initially represented an opportunity to re-instate Christian affluence in Bethlehem, as well as to 

consolidate political prowess among the Christian elite as a way to maintain control over the social, 

cultural, economic and political character of the city. However, over time, they have begun to 

realize that this relationship has its limits. Bethlehem Christians realized that Palestinian-Chileans 

tended to be heritage-oriented when it came to engaging with Palestine (and happy to keep it as 

such), while Palestinians tended to be future oriented. Palestinian-Chileans more often than not, 

came to Palestine to remember their past—to better understand the plight of their ancestors and to 

culturally assess the migrant narratives that led to their present success in Chile. They had no desire 

to return to Palestine concretely or theoretically. Theirs, was a dalliance through the door of no 

return, a way to remember a future that they had escaped and to feel secure in the future they now 

inhabited.  While Bethlehem-Christians imagined Palestinian-Chileans as having everyday 

practices rooted in Palestinianness, which were expected to make them legible as culturally 

Palestinian first and foremost, they underestimated the Palestinian-Chilean entanglement with the 

Chilean past and present (their cultural Chileanness), which often served to exacerbate relations. 

This often led to discrepancies in how the two groups understood the problems at hand. Palestinian-

Chileans tended to believe that Palestinians’ primary focus should be on combatting Israel—that 

the very notion of Palestine is defined in and through its relationship to Israel, which, from a 

Bethlehem-Christian perspective, was rather incorrect. This misunderstanding often led to very 

different scopes of the “problem” at hand, and more importantly, to disagreements about potential 

solutions. These differences not only led to conflict in project design, but sometimes even stunted 
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projects altogether. 
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CHAPTER 4 

THE PEACE DIVIDEND 

 

 

 

In this light, capitalism appears not as a self-identical system that emanates from 

the West and expands to the periphery but as a changing ensemble of worldwide 

relations that assumes different forms in specific regional and national contexts. 

(Coronil, 1996, p. 78) 

 

Building the state is our responsibility as Palestinians—if we don’t build it, who 

will? – Salam Fayyad, Palestinian Prime Minister & Minister of Finance (Fayyad, 

2009, p. 58). 

 

Chapter Introduction 

Because many of the goals that Palestinian Christians reach for are economic in nature, and 

because their preferred business partners, the Palestinian Christian Diaspora in Chile, are an elite 

group that has flourished under neoliberal policies in their home country, Palestinian Christians 

have often engaged projects that seek to bend capitalist principles to  their cause.   Their efforts, 

however, are not an anomaly. Larger neoliberal frameworks have been shaping social and political 

life in Bethlehem for decades, as well as informing the possibilities (and limits) for achieving 

liberation, impacting the future aspirations among the Palestinian Christians living there. In this 

chapter, I examine the influence these neoliberal frameworks have had on future-building in 

Palestine, and what controversies and complexities emerge from such future-work on the ground. 

In doing so, I explore two main dynamics that condition the reach for future. First, the ways in 

which the Oslo Accords have institutionalized economy as a means to achieve Israeli sovereignty 

over and against Palestinian sovereignty, disguised as “peace and security.” I argue that this has 
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made meaningful liberation or autonomy for Palestinians through economic means unlikely. 

Second, I examine the complexities by which Palestinian Christians seek to exploit capitalism for 

material gain in the reach for increased personal and communal autonomy, but refuse the neoliberal 

ethos often associated with it. That is, rather than characterize Palestinian Christians of becoming 

further entrenched in neoliberal frameworks laid out by the occupation system, I explore their 

“motivation talk” as a refusal of the “facts on the ground” in order to subvert closure and maintain 

opening, however small.  I contextualize this refusal in the work of Third World scholars who 

offer maneuvers for maintaining opening and asserting sovereignty in the face of extreme 

constraint, repression, and hostility.  

Development and Palestine 

“Development” has often been examined in anthropological literature as a tool of 

governmentality that, while meant to be temporary, tends to intricately weave itself into the 

communities it purports to serve, creating an uncomfortable tension between the effort to subvert 

systems that maintain structural inequity and a community’s further entrenchment into such 

systems (Escobar, 1995; Ferguson, 1994). Indeed, statecraft, from its beginnings, has been 

wielding development to shape and condition the possibilities and limits for social and political 

change (Scott, 1999). Under the label of “development,” states have been able to simplify the 

“classic state functions of taxation, conscription, and prevention of rebellion” through large scale 

social engineering, where societies and their populations are made more legible to the state, and 

as a result, become easier to monitor and control (Scott, 1999, p. 2). Moreover, under the label of 

“humanitarian aid,” states have been able to largely export their responsibility for the social 

welfare to NGOs and other humanitarian institutions ready and willing to fill this void. Although 

development and humanitarian aid have often been kept ideologically separate from politics in the 
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popular imagination, seen largely as technical solutions to technical problems, there has been 

ample evidence of the ways in which the lines between them have blurred. That is, development 

and humanitarian goals have often been brought into the service of overarching political goals. 

This is particularly evident in places such as Israel-Palestine, where the “peace process” has been 

asymmetrically controlled by the Israeli state and its allies, largely vis-a-vis Foreign (largely 

Western) Aid in an effort to change geopolitical facts on the ground. 

Now considered the longest running occupation in modern history—the Israeli occupation 

of Palestine took a fateful turn in September of 1993 with the signing of the Declaration of 

Principles (hereafter referred to as the Oslo Accords). Indeed, the image of Israeli Prime Minister, 

Yitzhak Rabin, and the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) Chairman, Yasser Arafat, 

shaking hands on the White House lawn gestured for many around the world the promise of 

achieving a final resolution to a seemingly intransigent political conflict.  However, while the Oslo 

Accords did indeed change the character of the conflict, they did so by unleashing significant 

political violence and ushering in damaging economic, political and social realities on the ground. 

As Toufic Haddad (2018) has identified, these changes largely came “as a consequence of the 

explicit agreements and policies devised and implemented by the main actors empowered to 

formulate and realize [them], namely the Western donor community (led by  the United States 

(US) and European Union (EU)); the main International Financial Institutions (IFIs) – the World  

Bank and International Monetary Fund (IMF); Israel; and the Palestinian National Authority 

(PNA)” (p. 2). While the Oslo Accords further enshrined, rather than dismantled, the Israeli 

occupation on the one hand, they also paved the way for a neoliberal economic trajectory on the 

other, which has significantly impacted not only economic life in Palestine, but social life as well.  
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Under the cover of the Oslo Accords, the Israeli State has largely exported the daily 

operations of population control to the Palestinian National Authority (PNA), while delegating the 

social welfare of Palestinians to foreign donors (donor states, International Financial Institutions, 

INGOs and international humanitarian and development agencies). As a result, and with the 

diplomatic support of allied states, Israel has been able to consolidate control over the regional 

political economy as well as reap the benefits of relatively free and equal participation in the global 

political economy. Furthermore, the rhetoric surrounding Palestine/Israel has all but in name 

characterized Palestine as a “failed” state before even officially being considered one, attempting 

to foreclose any possible recognition of statehood. The U.S. and others’ characterizations of Israel 

as “the only democracy in the Middle East” serves to reinforce Israel’s self-characterization as a 

beacon of the democratic Global North otherwise surrounded by the dictatorial Global South, even 

when the leverage of democracy in this case is especially strained, and the presence of democracy 

across the Middle East and North Africa is obscured (Gray, 2011). 69  Utilizing such language 

disavows the influence of international politics and actors in fostering structural inequality and 

proliferating violent conflict in the Israel-Palestine context (Duffield, 2002). A case in point is 

when Jared Kushner, President Donald Trump’s son-in-law and political adviser reiterated Israeli 

Foreign Minister Abba Eban’s racist discourse that Palestinians “never miss an opportunity to miss 

an opportunity” for “peace.” What remains obscured by such comments is that Israel’s 

“opportunities for peace” rarely, if ever take into account Palestinians’ conceptualization of peace, 

 
69 These references continue to be made despite the fact that in July 19, 2018, the Israeli parliament passed the “Basic Law: 

Israel – The Nation-State of the Jewish People,” which reads: “The law determines, among other things, that the Land of 

Israel is the historical homeland of the Jewish people; the State of Israel is the nation state of the Jewish People, in 

which it realizes its natural, cultural, religious and historical right to self-determination; and that exercising the right 

to national self-determination in the State of Israel is unique to the Jewish People. The law also deals with the State’s 

symbols and official language, the status of Jerusalem, the State’s connection with the Jewish People and the 

Ingathering of Exiles.” (The Knesset, “Basic Laws”).  
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which has been clearly outlined for over two decades.70 Instead, they frame Palestine as immature 

and rejectionist (i.e. they don’t know what’s good for them) (Berlant, 2007). Designating Palestine 

as a “failed” or “insecure” political project and Israel as a politically “successful” and “secure” 

one engenders a “will to govern” among the state of Israel, its allies and its supporters. This “will 

to govern” serves to justify their economic and political interventions as valid—it compels them, 

and convinces others, to believe they have a role to play in “transforming” governance the Middle 

East in the name of “peace and security”— that Israel has the capacity to govern where Palestine 

is unfit to do so (Fayyad, 2009).  

Because, in the period following the Oslo Accords, development and humanitarian aid 

schemes were understood by the involved stakeholders as having the additional capacity for 

conflict resolution, where “security” had become a key deliverable that development and 

humanitarian aid sought to achieve, this further entrenched intervention and its propensity for 

governmentality in the OPT. In what follows, I offer an overview of the different elements 

comprising the Palestinian economy as a context for exploring emerging conceptualizations of 

autonomy and futurity among Bethlehem Christians, often framed in neoliberal terms. 

The Post-Oslo Aid Landscape  

The Occupied Palestinian Territories have been characterized as among the most aid-

dependent regions of the world. Since the Oslo Accords, the primary goal of foreign aid has been 

to cultivate economic development in order to stimulate the “peace process” (Keating et. Al, 2005). 

However, just six years after the signing of the DOP, the OPT’s GDP per capita declined by almost 

8 percent. More recent statistics show that this dip in the Palestinian economy has persisted over 

the years (Haddad, 2018). According to the Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics, one out of 

 
70 See The Palestinian Declaration of Independence of 1988 
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three individuals (29.2 percent) in the OPT in 2017 (West Bank, East Jerusalem and Gaza) were 

living below the poverty line. When focused in on Gaza, this statistic climbs to 53 percent, 

indicating a decline in standard of living when compared to before occupation (Haddad, 2018; 

Roy, 1999; Sayigh, Y.A., 1986). Now, twenty-seven years after signing, the goal of fashioning a 

stable and independent Palestinian economy through a foreign mitigated “peace process” has 

proven largely ineffective (Farsakh, 2016; Hanieh, 2016; Khalidi and Samour, 2011; Khalidi, 

2016; Le More, 2005; Roy, 1999; Wildeman & Tartir, 2014). Many scholars and practitioners 

point to this as further evidence of what Sara Roy (1999) has referred to as “de-development,” 

whereby Oslo-era policies worked to condition further dependence on Israel rather than mitigate 

it.  As such, much of the development theory on Palestine from the Oslo Accords until 2010, has 

largely focused on how Palestinians can, as Raja Khalidi (2016) puts it, “improve themselves, their 

institutions, and laws, and safeguard their quality of life without challenging the status quo of 

permanent occupation and ever-expanding settler colonialism” (p. 8). “The conventional wisdom,” 

Khalidi continues, “remains committed to the notion that the Palestinian Authority (PA) is part of 

the solution, rather than increasingly the problem…” (p. 8).  

Carved out of the neoliberal fervor of the 1990s, the establishment of the PNA was initially 

seen by its Western promoters “as a project of the international donor community itself—a 

necessary bureaucracy and institution capable of capturing the political, geostrategic, demographic 

and economic expectations” of its supporters (Haddad, 2018, p. 116). These economic 

expectations were seen as part and parcel to what the World Bank (2002) described as the “quick 

and tangible delivery of a ‘peace dividend’” (p. 66) meant to pressure Palestinians to forgo political 

rights in order to create enough stability for Israel to assert control over the regional economy.  In 

an interview with CBS News, Former US ambassador to Israel, Martin Indyk, disclosed the ways 



 

 145 

in which Israel often made US brokered back-door arrangements with the PNA in order to squelch 

the resistance to Oslo: 

The Israelis came to us and said, basically, ‘Arafat’s job is to clean up Gaza. It’s going to 

be a difficult job. He needs walking-around money,’ because the assumption was that he 

would use it to get control of all these terrorists who’d been operating in these areas for 

decades. (McDermott, 2003) 

 

Behind closed doors, the U.S., Israel and then PNA President, Yasser Arafat, were brokering off-

the-record funds to “clean up” the Palestinian resistance movement so as to institute “peace and 

security.” In fact, it was later found that among the many corruption scandals that surfaced, Arafat 

had possessed sole access to US$ 1 billion stored in an off-line bank account in Israel—money 

collected from sales taxes on goods purchased by Palestinians that, under the Oslo Accords, were 

meant to be transferred to the Palestinian treasury, but were instead, transferred to Arafat’s 

personal Israeli account (McDermott, 2003). These kinds of under-the-table political and economic 

arrangements illustrate the extent to which corruption was orchestrated to further Israel’s reach for 

“peace,” defined chiefly as an incapacitated Palestinian economy. 

These practices, however, cannot be explained away as corrupt networks in an otherwise 

well-intentioned system. Discursive explorations of the Oslo Accords era reveals the agility of 

international financial institutions in coordinating aid to the PNA for political purposes that were 

never capable of fostering independence in context—that is, the Oslo Accords ultimately 

privileged Israeli interests and foreclosed Palestinian economic independence in the name of 

peace. This was done through carefully crafted policies sourced from Western nations in 

collaboration with financial institutions such as the World Bank and the International Monetary 

Fund (Haddad, 2018). For instance, in a joint study commissioned by the Japanese government 

and the World Bank on the effectiveness of aid on the eve of the Camp David negotiations, the 

authors implore that stakeholders “recognize that development aid to the West Bank and Gaza is 
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part of an ongoing process of peacebuilding,” and as such, sets out to define relevant parameters 

for how such aid interventions would be conceptualized and evaluated (Secretariat of the Ad Hoc 

Liaison Committee, 1999, p. 10). In its assessment, the report pulls quotes from experts in the field 

to outline the theoretical framework used to evaluate aid to Palestine: 

The peace and conflict impact assessment of development projects differs from 

‘evaluation’ in the conventional sense because its scope extends far beyond the stated 

output, outcomes, goals and objectives of conventional development projects or programs. 

Rather, it attempts to discern a project’s impact on the peace and conflict environment—

an area it may not have been designed explicitly to affect. Thus it is quite possible that a 

project might fail according to limited development criteria…but succeed according to 

broader peacebuilding criteria. (Bush, 1998, p. 2 as cited in Secretariat of the Ad Hoc 

Liaison Committee, 1999, p. 11) 

 

The report further highlights: 

Many “conventional wisdoms” of development learned over the past several decades also 

apply in post-conflict settings. Among these are the importance of relevance, client 

ownership, beneficiary participation, the policy and institutional environments, including 

a positive enabling environment for the private sector, and cost-effectiveness. But some 

characteristics of post-conflict settings… make some “conventional wisdoms” not 

applicable, at least not in the short run (World Bank 1998e, p. 33 as cited in (Secretariat of 

the Ad Hoc Liaison Committee, 1999, p. 11).  

 

And lastly:  

Aid managers need to face up to the political nature of all aid. This involves recognizing 

that perceptions matter as much as facts in aid impacts; that who gets which piece of the 

cake is usually as important as the total size of the cake; that efficiency may sometimes 

need to be traded for stability and peace; that the development discourse can be used for 

many political purposes; and, broadly, that process is as important as product (Uvin 1999,  

para. 8, as cited in Secretariat of the Ad Hoc Liaison Committee, 1999, p. 11).  

 

The report again and again emphasizes its main take-away—that “perception matters” in the 

delivery of development aid—sometimes more than the actual economic results of such aid, 

making clear that economic gains are not necessarily indicative of success in the case of aid to the 

West Bank and Gaza.  
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In addition to the more theoretical and conceptual motivations behind development aid, the 

economic policies themselves leave little doubt as to the purpose of aid in Palestine. The Paris 

Protocol on Economic Relations (PER), for example, signed in April 1994 as part of Oslo I, 

introduced a “customs union” model, the primary objective of which was to preserve the economic 

relations between Israel and Palestine that had existed until its signing—a Palestinian economy 

integrated into, and dependent on, the Israeli economy. The protocol codified several policies and 

mechanisms that effectively hindered Palestine’s ability to develop autonomous economic 

relations, or for that matter, fully and independently participate in a neoliberal market. Instead, the 

protocol deepened reliance on Israel and foreign aid, turning Palestine into a pool of cheap labor 

for Israel. Namely, the PER outlined that: 

• Israel would collect the import taxes on goods and transfers entering the Occupied 

Palestinian Territories from other countries, reserving the right to unilaterally establish and 

change the taxes imposed on imported goods at any time, and retaining responsibility for 

transferring to the Palestinian National Authority any revenues collected for goods and 

services sold in Israel and intended for the consumption in the Occupied Palestinian 

Territories. 

• Israel would retain sole control over the external borders and collection of import taxes and 

VAT.71 

• Palestinian trade with other countries could only be carried out through Israeli sea and 

airports or through border crossings between the PNA, Jordan and Egypt (also controlled 

by Israel). On the ground, this means that the PNA must obtain Israeli approval to conduct 

 
71 Israel has often used this power to delay the transfer of taxes collected for the PNA, or to threaten to delay transfer 

as coercive pressure or collective punishment. 
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trade, leading to significant economic loss in the face of Israeli imposed closures or 

cancelation of permits.  

• Israel could prohibit Palestinian workers from entering its territory or to limit permits at 

any time for any reason.72  

(Paris Economic Protocol, 1994) 

Furthermore, although efforts to establish a Palestinian central bank have been underway for years, 

Palestine, for the present moment, continues to use Israeli currency, which leaves them beholden 

to Israel’s central bank, often causing severe inflation that benefits Israeli companies, but depletes 

wealth among the Palestinian population (Hever, 2016). The constraints placed on the Palestinian 

economy by the Oslo Accords and its related protocols have been so all encompassing, that they 

have fundamentally strangled the kind of free market economic development that the international 

community publicly supported for Palestine (Kanafani and Cobham (2007). Had a free and 

independent state of Palestine been the end goal, such restrictive policies would never have been 

put into place—that is, such policies were never meant to create peace in the form of liberation 

and autonomy, but rather, to create just enough political peace for just long enough to allow Israel 

to consolidate power and completely foreclose a two-state solution. As Haddad (2018) has 

observed: 

Instead of placing in Palestinian hands the tools of their own development, under 

conditions in which they could exercise these powers, the international community and 

Israel placed select powers and resources in select hands, and under select conditions that 

were intended to reap political and institutional results. (p. 116)  

 

 
72 Although the PLO was expressly against this point, Israel insisted on it at a time when the Palestinian National 

Authority was not able to provide employment within the autonomous areas to Palestinians. In order to place pressure 

on the PLO, Israel made acceptance of the PER a condition for Israel allowing Palestinians to continue to work in 

Israel. 
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Thus, the “quick and tangible delivery of a ‘peace dividend’” that the World Bank (2002, p. 66) 

promised as a result of its economic designs was not meant to develop Palestine, but to keep it 

dependent on Israel and foreign aid until Israel’s sovereignty was total.  These policies found their 

way not only into structuring economic relations with Israel, but also in the kinds of partnerships 

that could be taken up with other national units, limiting, in perpetuity, Palestine’s possibility for 

meaningful development. 

Foreign Aid  

Although numerous secular and faith-based development and humanitarian aid 

organizations have emerged in the OPT over the last few decades with the goal of alleviating 

Palestinian suffering through development projects, their assistance has often produced mediocre 

results. Because their interventions are often impeded by the aforementioned Oslo-induced 

policies, foreign, primarily Western-led projects have tended to generate interventions that not 

only fail, but often re-inscribe imbalanced power relations via the state and civil society 

organizations (Escobar, 1995; Ferguson, 1994; Mosse, 2005). This has resulted in slow moving 

sociopolitical change, hindered by aid with ambivalent international agendas (Fisher, 1997). Thus, 

the once hopeful expressions of aid that characterized the fanfare immediately following Oslo have 

since dissipated into a reckoning with reality. Today’s “Western” interventionism has come under 

significant critique, perceived as an imperialist project that disregards, and even undermines, 

Palestinian aspirations for social, economic and political self-determination (Allen, 2013). These 

sentiments have taken on new dimensions in the era of Trump, where Palestinians have seen a 

slash in USAID funding resulting in the majority of Palestinian USAID service workers being laid 

off, and programs such as UNRWRA completely defunded, leaving thousands with limited access 

to schools, health centers and emergency assistance programs (Loveday, 2018; Patel, 2019). While 
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Western aid is largely seen by Palestinians as a band aid in place of real development, even this 

band aid is now being slowly peeled off. 

However, even if foreign aid were free flowing, other caveats make the aid landscape 

difficult for fostering any meaningful Palestinian autonomy. Economic research has shown that 

the economy of the Palestinian Territories is dependent on Israel not only in the market, but also 

where international aid is concerned. Assessing the period between 2000 and 2013, Shir Hever 

(2015) and Nikki Tillekens (2010) found that 72 percent of the aid to Palestine primarily benefits 

Israeli companies, largely subsidizing Israel’s occupation of Palestine. According to Zeikel (2018), 

“Since 2008, the trade surplus between Israel and the occupied territories amounted to US$6.84 

billion, funding approximately 23-24% of the cost of occupation” (793).  Despite the success of 

the Boycott, Divestment, Sanctions (BDS) movement outside of Palestine, Palestinians living in 

the West Bank remain major consumers of Israeli products since alternatives are difficult to find 

due to lack of local production, impacted in the first place by discriminatory occupation policies. 

Mohammed Mustafa, Chairman and CEO of the Palestine Investment Fund (PIF) and economic 

adviser to PNA President Mahmoud Abbas, stated in a 2010 interview that despite best efforts to 

decrease trade with Israel, it still constitutes 90 percent of total Palestinian trade (Mustafa, 2010, 

p. 40). Hever (2015) additionally notes: 

As exports to the OPT account for approximately 5% of total Israeli exports … and 

the majority of these exports are financed by international aid, one can conclude 

that international aid to Palestinians contributes billions of dollars to the Israeli 

GDP and makes it possible for Israel to afford the continued military occupation. 

(p. 11) 

 

In the context of Bethlehem, many foreign Christian aid organizations73  have established 

themselves at the service of Palestinian Christians in particular, with the majority of their work 

 
73 Primarily based in Germany and Northern Europe (Denmark, Finland, and Norway), 
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focused on supporting vulnerable populations with small-scale social and health concerns such as 

providing rehabilitation for people with disabilities, providing health care opportunities for infants, 

children and elderly diagnosed with life-threatening illnesses, and funding local church activities 

and programs. While these efforts are appreciated by Bethlehem Christians, their sights are set on 

cultivating more long-term economic development rather than on temporary humanitarian 

programs. In some cases, where foreign institutions are interested in supporting more long-term 

development projects, the limitations of international diplomacy with Israel often prohibits them 

from doing so freely. In other cases, where foreign institutions do provide aid, such aid is often 

limited by colonialist views of what Palestinians are capable of. An example of this was the recent 

renovation of sharia al-nigme (Star Street), the historic path believed to have led the holy family 

to the eventual birthplace of Jesus. In 2017, the Russian government granted four million dollars 

in funds to completely renovate and restore the street, but required that Italian engineers be 

responsible for the design, planning, and implementation of the project, using Palestinians for 

manual labor. Thus, a large portion of the funds contributed to the project went to Italy, who then 

paid Palestinian laborers to physically undertake the renovation. A lack of confidence in 

Palestinian engineers on the one hand, and a mistrust of Palestinian officials’ money handling on 

the other ultimately led to wasteful spending, since the Italian engineers, on more than one 

occasion, had to dismantle and re-implement renovations because unfamiliarity with the city’s 

needs had rendered their plans useless. Instances such as these, where Palestinians are presumed 

corrupt at worst and incompetent at best are common, not only in the case of Bethlehem, but 

throughout Palestine.  

Moreover, foreign aid has come under significant criticism for the impacts it has had on 

grassroots social movements nationally. There has been increasing concern that the struggle 
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against occupation has been hijacked (and neoliberalized) by NGO culture (Allen, 2013; Hanieh 

2016). Indeed, NGO’s are considered a source of stable, high paying jobs in Palestine, and many 

former grassroots activists have taken up these positions with ambivalence. For students 

graduating from programs such as International Human Rights, Political Science, and other 

similarly situated majors, their best option is often to enter work in NGOs or government, both 

primarily funded by foreign aid, which feeds back into a docile liberation movement. While these 

would-be activists initially undertake this work with rigor and commitment, the excitement 

typically settles as people realize that their work, more often than not, is pushing paper without 

any concrete impact on national liberation. The common wisdom is that the best that recent 

graduates can hope for is a steady paycheck with some long-term job security. However, as foreign 

aid wears thin, these jobs have also begun to wane. 

Aid from Arab countries, however, has continued to wax. Saudi Arabia remains one of the 

largest providers of aid to Palestine, with Qatar coming in as a close second. Since 2004, Saudi 

Arabia has given more than US$500 million in monetary support to the PNA alone, and has 

additionally supported Palestinian refugees through UNRWA and the Palestinian people in general 

through the Arab League with amounts totaling in the billions. Unlike aid from Western nations, 

Saudi aid to Palestine was not disrupted by the election of Hamas in 2006 (Labott, 2006). Likewise, 

since 2010, Qatar has given almost US$800 million to Palestine, with the majority of this aid 

earmarked for Gaza74 (Zureik, 2018). Although aid from Arab countries has been relatively steady, 

it has been impacted by the same limitations as aid from the West, subject to occupation 

“diplomacy” and PNA corruption. Because support from Arab countries has been primarily 

funneled through the PNA, UNRWA, or the Arab League, there exists a perception among 

 
74 Most of this funding has been allocated to Gaza due to a close relationship between Qatar and Hamas, as well as 

with the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt, to which Hamas has an affinity (Zuerik, 2018). 
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Bethlehem Christians that the majority of such funds largely end up in Muslim communities, who 

make up the vast majority of Palestinian society. It should be noted also, however, that many 

Palestinians have long expressed suspicion of aid from Arab countries, especially more recently 

due to Arab support of Trump’s “Deal of the Century,” suggesting that, at best, wealthy Arab states 

have given up on the Palestinian cause altogether, and at worst, they are looking to exploit 

Palestine’s presumed certain failure (Wildeman & Tartir, 2014). Thus, more and more 

Palestinians—both Christian and Muslim—are beginning to perceive Arab aid as akin to Western 

Aid. 

The Fayyad Era 

As early as 1993, Harvard economists and the World Bank, along with several Palestinian 

economists, had already begun recommending neoliberal economic policy for the PNA. By the 

time that PNA Prime Minister, Salam Fayyad, introduced his Palestine: Ending the Occupation, 

Establishing the State statehood program plan in 2009, the push toward a neoliberal economy was 

more or less in full swing. According to the plan, achievement of Palestinian statehood required 

four interdependent and mutually supporting components: 1) Assuring public security and the rule 

of law; 2) Developing accountable institutions; 3) Providing effective service delivery as a way of 

obtaining legitimacy from citizens and investors; and 4) Private sector growth (Khalidi and 

Samour, 2011). Fayyad’s plan, as well as its sister plan, the 2008 Palestinian Reform and 

Development Plan (PRDP), more or less reflected the neoliberal policy agenda outlined in the 

“Post-Washington Consensus” (PWC) orthodoxy promoted since the late 1990s by the Bretton 

Woods Institutions (BWI), the World Bank Group, and the International Monetary Fund (IMF), 

suggesting that “good governance reforms, rule of law and policies ensuring a conducive climate 
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for investment were necessary preconditions for Palestinian independence” (Khalidi and Samour, 

2011, p. 12). 

Given Salam Fayyad’s influence on the current Palestinian economic goals, his biography 

is worthy of mention. Fayyad received his MBA and PhD in economics in the United States, after 

which he worked for the International Monetary Fund (IMF) from 1987 to 2001, including serving 

as IMF Resident Representative in the West Bank and Gaza Strip from 1996 to 2001. After leaving 

the World Bank, he served briefly as manager of the Arab Bank in Palestine, and in June 2002, 

was appointed PNA Minister of Finance, playing an instrumental role in introducing extensive 

financial reforms. In 2006, he was elected to the Palestinian Legislative Council (PLS) as 

Chairman of the Finance Committee, and in 2007 was appointed again as Minister of Finance in a 

national unity government. In June 2007, Fayyad was appointed Prime Minister during an 

emergency protocol after Hamas’ win of the 2006 Palestinian legislative election led to a split in 

government. He remained in this position until his resignation in June 2013 when he founded a 

short-lived non-profit development foundation, Future for Palestine. Thus, Salam Fayyad was 

involved in institutionally shaping the Palestinian economy in one form or another for at least 17 

years. As his biography reveals, Fayyad was deeply committed to, and extensively trained in, the 

project of fostering economic neoliberalism in Palestine and elsewhere. It is evident, however, 

from his many speeches and policy papers that Fayyad sincerely understood neoliberalism as a 

pathway to national liberation. The essence of his plan, after all, as he (2009) describes it, was to 

“build with the purpose of hastening the end of the occupation, to build despite the occupation in 

order to end the occupation” (p. 62).  
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Although this wholehearted expression of faith in free market principles may seem curious 

when considering the narrow policy space under which the PNA was actually able to maneuver, it 

cannot be dismissed as naïve. In assessing the plan, Khalidi and Samour (2011) observe: 

They [the PNA] understand that the type of institution building they pursue cannot provide 

stimulus for growth on its own, and they are fully aware of the ongoing pace of colonization 

and Israel’s control of most of their critical economic decisions. They even acknowledge 

that their strategy is not a substitute for politics; countless hours are spent negotiating with 

Israel to obtain the occupying power’s approval to build roads, import equipment, establish 

industrial zones, speed commercial clearance at borders, reduce transaction costs, what is 

less understandable is why, given such awareness, they continue to re-engage in processes 

defined by the very occupation parameters that assure futility. In the “can-do” thinking of 

today’s PA, such a program represents the best political choice for an otherwise 

emasculated [sic] national authority struggling to maintain its vital role as service provider 

of last resort. P. 10 

 

Today, Neoliberalism is the reigning economic theory of development discourse among global 

institutions. Its modus operandi is to attribute the “problems of development in the Global South 

to the supposed weakness of the private sector and the rent-seeking of state officials,” resulting in 

locating the “technical” causes of underdevelopment at the local level in societies of the Global 

South (Hanieh, 2016, p. 39; Mohan and Stokke, 2000). The technical solutions most typically 

offered to such development problems is to “empower” the private sector by liberalizing markets, 

doing away with investment restrictions in key economic sectors, deregulating labor markets, 

ending social welfare subsidies, liberalizing ownership laws, and increasing market competition, 

where the “empowerment” of the free market suggests the empowerment of civil society as well. 

As Aradhana Sharma’s (2008) work on development, empowerment and gender has shown,  

Tempered by current emphasis on dismantling welfare, exerting fiscal discipline, and 

privatizing state services, the neoliberally imagined empowerment logic seeks to enable 

grassroots actors, and especially women, to fulfill their own needs through market 

mechanisms instead of relying on state largesse.  (Sharma, 2008, p. xvi). 
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Sharma argues that empowerment logic becomes localized to particular communities and bodies 

as the state retreats from responsibility for the social welfare. Thus, the “emergence of ‘the local’ 

as the site of empowerment and hence as a locus of knowledge generation and development 

intervention” has become a key narrative of empowerment logic vis-à-vis development (Mohan 

and Stokke, 2000, p. 247). The focus on the local in the Palestinian context not only obscures 

Israeli power, effectively de-historicizing Israeli settler colonialism and downplaying the complex 

social relations in which Palestinian communities are couched, but also identifies development as 

a problem at the level of the individual and community.  

Locating the problem of development at the individual and community level rather than 

considering the larger power relations structuring the occupation, engenders the notion that the 

problem can be solved if only the individual and community are sufficiently empowered to “act.” 

In other words, by taking up initiative with a “can-do” attitude. Salam Fayyad, very much 

embodied this ideal. However earnest in his belief that neoliberal economic policy could have 

positive national consequences for Palestine, he was at the very least willing to admit that the 

occupation remained an incredible obstacle to surmount in achieving the kinds of policies that he 

put forth. Nevertheless, he maintained the belief that empowerment could come through individual 

and communal commitment to neoliberal reform, and that if this commitment were not taken up 

at the local level, the failure would be at least partly on the Palestinian people: “The occupation 

has been our greatest obstacle and is responsible for many of our problems, but this does not justify 

inaction or mismanagement. In my view, failure to perform well is a form of self-sabotage” 

(Fayyad, 2009, p. 62).  

The “can-do” thinking that laces empowerment logic is not only found at the root of 

neoliberal economic theory, but also formed a large part of the prevailing ideology and esprit de 
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corps among Bethlehem Christians. The desire to build “despite the occupation in order to end the 

occupation” was the cornerstone of how Bethlehem Christians considered their own situation, 

albeit in less nationalistic terms (Fayyad, 2009, p. 62). The belief that there were individual 

measures that could be taken to assure some form of liberation at the individual and community 

level was very attractive to Bethlehem Christians.  

Neoliberalism as the New Normal 

Despite the constraints imposed via the Israeli occupation, or perhaps precisely because of 

these constraints, Bethlehem Christians, like Fayyad, believed that a neoliberal economy, or at 

least a close approximation of it, could afford the resources necessary to enact some measure of 

personal liberation if not political liberation. Evidence of augmented personal liberties as a result 

of financial wealth was abundant. Families of means in Bethlehem experienced very few limits 

when it came to lifestyle, travel, and technology. Wealthy families often lived in gated villas, 

owned summer homes in Jericho (or traveled abroad for the summer months), employed 

housekeepers, had children who studied in European universities, possessed dual passports, drove 

luxury cars, and were able to secure life opportunities for their kin (enrollment in the best schools 

and universities, placement in the most lucrative jobs) vis-a-vis their high class wasta, all while 

remaining in their ancestral land.  

Although the Bethlehem families living under such circumstances were a minority, they 

served as an aspirational model for those in the lower and middle economic classes. Even when 

people did not possess such wealth, they often lived as though they did. According to the 

Palestinian Monetary Authority (2018), the amount of money dispersed via individual loans has 

steadily increased annually, with a good deal of this credit used to purchase residential real estate, 

automobiles or utilized as consumer loans. In Bethlehem, this has been most visible in the 
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significant increase in the number of cars on Bethlehem streets, the most desired of which is the 

“jeep” (SUVs) with blackened windows. It was also not uncommon to see a luxury car, such as 

Mercedes Benz or a BMW driving up the main Bethlehem throughway. Cars, however, are not the 

only evidence of increased consumerism in Bethlehem. Men and women on the streets could be 

seen wearing designer clothes and brandishing brand name accessories despite the fact that, as 

imported products, they were often triple the cost as in their country of patent. When I asked a 

friend why she thought people were so keen on using designer products when they were so 

expensive, and when knock offs were so readily available, she replied, “They just help us to feel 

like we’re living a normal life, like we’re anywhere else in the world. Why should we look poor 

just because we live under occupation?”  

Indeed, an emphasis on the perception of wealth, and on the enjoyment of wealth, even if 

on credit, had meant that even the most ordinary rites of passage, such as marriage, came with a 

colossal price tag. A young Christian man of 25 looking to get married would have to have, at the 

very least, built a fully furnished home for he and his wife, own a car, have raised upwards of 

US$30,000 to pay for the engagement party and wedding celebration, and still provide for a 

honeymoon in an exotic destination. And all this on a US$12,000 - US$15,000 annual salary. From 

the perspective of the daughter’s parents, providing a secure financial future for a bride required 

incredible resources at the outset. Nearly impossible to raise these sums of money in such a short 

time, young men often resorted to taking out personal loans to pay for such expenses. The wedding 

industry in Bethlehem and beyond were especially lucrative markets that exploited parents’ 

concerns over financial security.  For example, the standard engagement photo and/or video—a 

mandatory affair—would depict the bride in a bedazzled princess gown, her hair towering above 

her head in a regal bouffant with hair extensions cascading down her back as she dipped for a 



 

 159 

would-be kiss in the arms of her tuxedo-clad fiancé, who suspended her above the BMW they were 

presumed to have driven to the location—BMWs and Mercedes Benzes were routinely rented for 

the occasion of engagement photos. Another typical photo would depict the groom confidently 

standing in the foreground, his arms crossed, with his heavily made-up bride leaning on the car’s 

freshly waxed hood in the background, a grand staircase ascending to a villa in the distance (again, 

staged). Images such as these were routinely circulated to the couple’s community via Facebook 

which would result in brides and their families demanding the same opulence from their would-be 

groom. Not only did the ethos of these photos speak to the groom’s hyper masculinity in his ability 

or potential to “own” such wealth—a fancy villa, a luxury car, but it also played into misogynist 

ideas of a woman’s primary value as a trophy wife—that the more one’s groom was able to spend 

on her, the more valuable he and her community perceived her to be. This was evident in the fact 

that many young couples would delay their wedding for years out of fear that shortchanging the 

wedding banquet would result in harming their reputation—her worth in the eyes of the 

community, and his honor in devaluing his bride. Other such rites of passage were also increasingly 

being commercialized, with a major push in recent years to create a similar market for “baby’s 

first tooth” parties. While some bemoaned the fact that such expenses were now commonplace, 

highlighting that marriage was not practiced in such a way in “the old days,” most Christian 

families complied with these new expectations out of fear of being criticized and shamed by the 

society for not following suit. 

“Empowerment” in Popular Culture 

The possession of wealth, or, at least the perception that one possesses wealth, was often 

considered an important factor in publicly validating self-worth. The roles of provider and 

professional were often linked in the desire to garner respect from the larger community. This was 
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often manifest in the career choices in which young men professed an interest. Being a doctor, an 

engineer, or a lawyer was considered to secure one’s future prospects—not only as a step toward 

possessing financial security, but also as a step toward “marrying well,”75 which was usually in 

and of itself a step in garnering community respect. Most middle and upper class Christian 

families, for example, believed they would be hard-pressed to find a better match for their daughter 

than someone in one of the aforementioned professions, who was considered to be well-respected 

and have high earning potential. Indeed, I met many women who were unable to marry their partner 

of choice because he was not considered a good financial prospect, and many others who married 

solely because the partner was perceived as financially secure. Parents often described the desire 

for their daughter to have a “good life,” meaning a life that included “extras” such as travel, a car, 

and a modern, “western-style” home. When friends rationalized to me their decision to marry a 

man they didn’t otherwise feel compatible with, they would often repeat back the words of their 

parents, “I have to think of my future.”  

While opportunities for women to occupy positions such as doctor, lawyer, and engineer 

themselves were not closed off, they were, however limited by societal expectations—Christian 

women were typically expected to become engaged before age 26 after which one was considered 

in danger of becoming a “spinster.” For example, I had a friend who became engaged at 26 to a 

man she did not much care for out of fear that she would “age out” of the marriage pool altogether, 

diminishing her prospects of finding a financially secure partner. Another friend, after having 

refused several suitors for varying reasons, considered herself a spinster at age 28. I can still recall 

her mother pleading with me, tears welling up in her eyes, that I try to convince her daughter to 

 
75 “Marrying well” for men, usually meant marrying a light skinned, college-educated, beautiful woman from a well 

to do family. Marrying a woman from a “good family” was considered to double one’s professional “real estate” 

since it often opened up new avenues of wasta. 
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accept a wealthy suitor who was living and working in Dubai. Her mother told me that, with her 

daughter at age 27, he was likely the best option they would get for securing her daughter’s (and 

her own) financial future. Although there were certainly occasions in which women over the age 

of 30 would be married, in a social context where “polite” women had to wait to be approached 

and “selected” by eligible bachelors, men were much more likely to select younger brides when 

the time came. Issa (see Chapter Two), for instance, related to me that before he proposed 

engagement to his now wife of fifteen years, all his male family members tried to talk him out of 

the proposal since she was his same age—25, and would be likely to “lose her shape” faster than 

a younger woman would.  

The commitment of marriage for a woman was also, in most cases, the commitment to start 

a family. If a child did arrive right away, one would be expected to stay home and care for the 

child for at least the first few years of the child’s life. Thus, women who might have embarked on 

a career path toward becoming a doctor, which requires many years of schooling and residency, 

for example, might find themselves suddenly re-routed by the prospect of a “good marriage.”76 

Christian men, on the other hand, increasingly preferred to marry women who were college 

educated and who could bring home an additional paycheck from a job considered to be 

“respectable” and “appropriate” for women, such as a secretary or a bookkeeper, since it was 

becoming less and less possible to live a middle class lifestyle on a single salary, much less achieve 

the upper class lifestyle they desired. This economic fact often meant that when a proposal was 

made to a college student, the condition of allowing her to finish her college education before 

 
76 For women whose families supported post graduate education, many women extended their education as long as 

they could precisely in order to avoid marriage, hoping they would “age out.” 
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marriage was a fairly easy negotiation to make—men were willing to wait for increased financial 

security.77 

For Christian men who had no hopes of reaching such professions, due to either societal or 

educational barriers or both, they often aspired instead to be their own boss. Working as “an 

employee,”—meaning working for someone who was not a part of one’s family—was not 

considered lucrative or desirable. Although most Christian middle and upper class people did not 

necessarily look down upon those who took up these positions, the positions themselves were seen 

as a dead end, since it was well known that such businesses were not likely to promote someone 

who was not a member of their family. Even the Bank of Palestine, which employs over 1700 

people was established as a “family” business, with the CEO an inherited position. Thus, the 

aspiration to be an ‘isami (a self-made man) especially captured the imagination of those with less 

resources. For these young men, economics and futurity were often entangled. As Appadurai 

(2004) has written: 

…aspirations to the good life tend to quickly dissolve into more densely local ideas about 

marriage, work, leisure, convenience, respectability, friendship, health, and virtue. More 

narrow still, these intermediate norms often stay beneath the surface and emerge only as 

specific wants and choices: for this piece of land or that, for that marriage connection or 

another one, for this job in the bureaucracy as opposed to that job overseas, for this pair of 

shoes over that pair of trousers. (p. 68) 

 

Indeed, in the context of Palestine’s neoliberal gusto, future was often evidenced by a capacity for 

consumerism, and certainly, the public demonstration of having “made it” typically had a material 

aspect to it. However, this was not the only aspect of young people’s aspirations, or perhaps more 

precisely described, their act of aspiring.  In her study of everyday life in Lebanon’s Shatila refugee 

camp, Diana Allan (2014), describes the place of futurity and hope in what she calls “dream talk.” 

 
77 This was not necessarily the case among Muslims in Palestine. 
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She describes how the communal interpretation of dreams often directed dreamers toward the 

future, holding potentially transformative power for all involved. She writes:  

Not reducible to idle yearning or escapism, dream talk introduced possibility and 

intentionality in everyday relations, allowing desires and afflictions to be articulated and 

acted upon. In this respect, dream talk represents an intellectual and imaginative resource 

people can draw on in moments of adversity, allowing them to project themselves into the 

unknown and make it more tractable. (p. 138)  

 

While Appadurai’s observation in India—that futurity was often also entangled with economics—

was also somehow true among Palestinian Christians in Bethlehem, this did not capture the full 

imaginative power that the act of aspiring itself created in articulating future. More often than not, 

Palestinian youth seemed to aspire for something which was not yet present in their societies—

some measure of control over their own lives. While material wealth satisfied a certain measure of 

yearning for personal liberation, the act of aspiring in and of itself, gestured toward other, less 

material kinds of liberation—namely resisting internalized colonization and oppression. As a 

friend once said to me, “It’s easy to get consumed by the occupation. If you let yourself, you begin 

to feel that your life is not yours, that you are under total control. I’m not only talking about 

checkpoints, but also the mind and the soul. That feeling can crush you. I spend everyday fighting 

that feeling.”  

In many ways, resisting internalized colonization was about resisting Israel’s enduring 

narrative that Palestinians do not exist. While this battle has often been over geopolitics and fought 

with the tools and technologies of biopower, it has also been, and critically so, a battle over the 

very spirit. Partha Chatterjee (1991) refers to this, in the context of anti-colonial nationalism, as 

the battle fought in the “spiritual domain.” He argues that “anti-colonial nationalism creates its 

own domain of sovereignty within colonial society well before it begins its political battle with the 

imperial power (217), and that it does so by dividing social institutions and practices into two 
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domains—the material and the spiritual. The material, he argues, is the realm that has been largely 

fixed by the imperial power—the economy, statecraft, science and technology—those factors 

which seek to crush the eruption of contradicting forms of national sovereignty, and which are 

difficult to escape. However, the spiritual domain is an interiority that bears the essential marks of 

cultural identity, and fundamentally also, self-worth. He argues that the greater one’s success 

and/or entrenchment in the fixed matrix of the material, the “greater the need to preserve the 

distinctness of one’s spiritual culture,” where the spiritual domain itself becomes sovereign 

territory, and the refusal to allow the colonial power to intervene becomes crucial (217)—it is, 

elementally,  a battle of the will. To surrender this spiritual territory is to surrender existence 

wholesale.   

In similar form, Franz Fanon (1952) argues that autonomous forms of imagination come 

through the articulation of one’s existence outside the colonizer’s imagination. Resistance, he 

argues, is partly the recognition of self-worth. The colonized person does not exist until they 

establish for themselves their own self-identity. This demands the ability to understand the material 

and psychological apparatuses under which one is sought to be controlled, and to recognize that 

those who surrender to these controls are made to fit into a society that will never regard them as 

equal no matter how socially abiding they may become. Despite however much Levin assures 

Palestinian Christians that they are not like Muslims, not Arab, and that they are, instead, “friends 

of Israel,” and despite however much Hamas says that Christians will be integrated into Muslim 

society (see chapter two), Palestinian Christians understand that they will never be accepted as 

Israeli in an Israeli state nor as Palestinian in an Islamic state. Importantly, Fanon argues that, 

when enacted, this self-value-as-resistance is understood as being outside of reason—that is, it is 
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seen as rejecting the logic of the colonizer—in this case, the rejection of “peace and security,” is 

understood as irrational. Fanon (1952) reflects: 

I had rationalized the world and the world had rejected me on the basis of color 

prejudice. Since no agreement was possible on the level of reason, I threw myself 

back toward unreason. It was up to the white man to be more irrational than I. Out 

of the necessities of my struggle I had chosen the method of regression, but the fact 

remained that it was an unfamiliar weapon; here I am at home; I am made of the 

irrational; I wade in the irrational. Up to the neck in irrational. And now how my 

voice vibrates!78  (p. 123) 

 

If the Israeli occupation is considered a rational move toward peace, then the Palestinian must be 

irrational in order to be free; And the first step toward such irrationality is in defining an alternative 

form of existence by conceptualizing one’s self worth. Fanon argues that it is in the “zone of 

nonbeing, an extraordinarily sterile and arid region, an utterly naked declivity where an authentic 

upheaval can be born” (Fanon, 1952, p. xii). This zone of nonbeing is where one imagines oneself 

outside of the colonizer’s logic—where flickering illuminations of the then-and-there can take 

root.  

Motivation Talk 

In Bethlehem, the coalescing of the neoliberal “can do” attitude with a reach for defining 

and articulating self-worth as an act of resistance was apparent in the propensity for motivation 

talk79 among Bethlehem Christians. Despite their sometimes dire circumstances, many young 

people again and again professed a “can do” attitude that they seemed to hope would condition 

them into the right sort of mindset to work toward their future goals. As mentioned in Chapter 

One, this conditioning was not necessarily born from the perspective of a rational subject, but 

rather, served as a responsive maneuver of survivance. Whether they did in fact achieve their goals, 

 
78 Fanon, Frantz, “Black Skin, White Masks”, pg. 122. 

79 I take here, as inspiration, Diana Allan’s (2014) exploration of “dream talk” as a future-oriented practice with 

transformative power. 
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was less important, however, than cultivating the act of aspiration in the first place. While one 

could certainly find traces of the “pick yourself up by your bootstraps” neoliberal spirit lurking in 

their aspiring, I argue, it takes on a different sort of inflection in the Palestinian context, where, 

while elements of neoliberalism do exist, the “privatization of market” as it were, is more or less 

impossible since nothing physical is truly owned under Israeli occupation.  

One place in which this attitude was distinctly made evident was in the popularity of “self-

help” videos circulated via social media. To say that Facebook was the primary social media 

platform used by Palestinians would be an understatement. In fact, many Palestinian businesses 

forewent a website altogether because they knew the first place someone would check for local 

services and information would be Facebook. As I began to build a wider and wider network of 

Palestinian friends and groups, I saw my Facebook feed transform from a distinctly U.S.-Mexico-

oriented social space to a predominantly Palestinian one. Through this online social universe, I 

became immersed in a world in which people’s experiences, desires, vulnerabilities and emotions 

were expressed in new ways, and also co-constructed through the act of “sharing,” “liking” and 

“commenting” on posts. Most prominent among these conversations and expressions, was the 

circulation of motivational quotes and videos. Four videos in particular went viral among my 

Palestinian Christian friends during my research, all four of which were motivational speeches or 

film excerpts that struck more or less the same chord. In examining the messages of these videos, 

I highlight the ways in which Palestinian Christians enact and condition self-worth as a method of 

survivance. The first video, was U.S. Navy Admiral William McRaven’s “If You Want to Change 

the World, Start Off by Making Your Bed,” where he describes the key lessons he learned 

throughout his navy seal training and military career in a commencement speech delivered at the 

University of Texas in 2014. The second, was a scene from the film Rocky Balboa, in which Rocky, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3sK3wJAxGfs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3sK3wJAxGfs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D_Vg4uyYwEk&fbclid=IwAR2AIwvABYDzQme_CRBdSnv8MPaeH_4g_mCV-chZXkRxmq2XyJFcyOylD-o
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played by Silvester Stallone, loses his patience with his adult son, and gives him a speech about 

what it means to have courage. The third, was Les Brown’s “You Gotta Be Hungry,” where he 

recounts how he went from being labeled as having intellectual disabilities to fulfilling his dream 

of becoming a successful radio DJ, and later a millionaire motivational speaker. And last, was an 

excerpt from the film The Pursuit of Happiness, in which the protagonist, Chris Gardner, played 

by Will Smith tells his son not to set his expectations for life too high, and then, after seeing his 

son’s broken spirit, gives a speech about how his son should disregard anyone who tells him he 

can’t achieve his dream. These videos had many messages in common, the most prominent of 

which I have distilled into short statements below: 

1. Small disciplines can add up to big successes. 

2. One must acknowledge one’s reality for what it is, but not be broken by it. 

3. What personal or material resources one begins with is irrelevant to success. One can 

reach a goal if one is focused and persistent. 

4. Don’t blame others for your failures. 

Although all of these messages were present in one way or another in all four videos, I focus on 

two which were particularly salient, and which seemed to make the deepest impact on the 

Facebook friends who shared them. The target of their inspiration was made evident by which pull 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pyHMRwrS1pc&fbclid=IwAR2ooXEkhzweXkGiQKiSf6i2KrpWpfRoT49DwLPFieSVb3w4Ek60T85xUdg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DvtxOzO6OAE&fbclid=IwAR2hIF0m4XB7EB2mrjYM82Ybc11v090o1GVqB1thFwg9tIGchlNicDx3ufc
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quotes they used for their status updates, the kinds of messages they composed for their status 

updates, and the conversations that took place in the comments section of the post. For example, 

those who shared these videos in their timelines often added short motivational phrases to 

accompany the video posst, such as “Never give up” or “Keep moving forward.” The two messages 

that were most acknowledged in the Facebook status updates were centered on the messaging of: 

“One must acknowledge one’s reality for what it is, but not be broken by it” and “What personal 

or material resources one begins with is irrelevant to success. One can reach a goal if one is focused 

and persistent.” Below, I draw out key excerpts from each video to show how these sentiments are 

communicated. I include embedded video clips since, aside from the messages themselves, the 

way the messages are delivered by the speakers/actors is also pertinent to their affective impact.  

 

 

William McRaven: 
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There are a series of long swims that must be completed. One is the night swim. Before the 

swim, the instructors joyfully brief the students on all the species of sharks that inhabit the 

waters of San Clemente…but you are also taught that if a shark begins to circle your 

position, stand your ground. Do not swim away. Do not act afraid. And if the shark, hungry 

for a midnight snack darts towards you, then summon up all your strength and punch him 

in the snout and he will turn and swim away. There are a lot of sharks in the world, if you 

hope to complete the swim, you will have to deal with them. So, if you want to change the 

world, don’t back down from the sharks. (00:47 – 01:43) 

 

Over a few weeks of difficult training, my SEAL class, which started with 150 men, was 

down to just 42. There were now six boat crews of seven men each. I was in the boat with 

the tall guys, but the best boat crew we had was made up of little guys. The munchkin crew 

we called them. No one was over five foot five. The munckin boat crew had one American 

Indian, one African American, one Polish American, one Greek American, one Italian 

American, and two tough kids from the Midwest. They outpaddled, outran, and outswam 

all the other boat crews. The big men in the other boat crews would always make good-

natured fun of the ‘tiny little flippers’ the munckins put on their ‘tiny little feet’ prior to 

every swim. But somehow, all these little guys from every corner of the nation and the 

world, always had the last laugh. Swimming faster than everyone and reaching the shore 

long before the rest of us. SEAL training was a great equalizer. Nothing mattered but your 

will to succeed. Not your color, not your ethnic background, not your education, not your 

social status. If you want to change the world, measure a person by the size of their heart, 

not by the size of their flippers. (01:43 – 03:00) 
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Rocky Balboa (Silvester Stallone): 

…the time come for you to be a man and take on the world and you did, but somewhere 

along the line, you changed. You stopped being you. You let people stick a finger in your 

face and tell you you’re no good. And when things got hard, you started looking for 

something to blame, like a big shadow. Let me tell you something you already know. The 

world ain’t all sunshine and rainbows. It’s a very mean and nasty place and I don’t care 

how tough you are, it will beat you to your knees and keep you there permanently if you 

let it. You, me or nobody is gonna hit as hard as life, but it ain’t about how hard you hit, 

it’s about how hard you can get hit and keep moving forward, how much you can take and 

keep moving forward. That’s how winning is done. Now if you know what you’re worth, 

then go out and get what you’re worth, but you gotta be willing to take the hits and not 

pointing fingers saying you ain’t where you wanna be because of him or her or anybody. 

Cowards do that and that ain’t you. You’re better than that…Until you start believing in 

yourself, you ain’t gonna have a life. (01:17 – 02:24) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Les Brown: 

I told Mr. Washington I wanted to become a disc jockey…and he said Les Brown, if you 

wanna do anything worthwhile in life, you’ve got to be hungry. And so I started working 

to develop myself and he said I want you to practice everyday being a disc jockey, and I 

said but I don’t have any job now, and he said it doesn’t matter. He said that it’s better to 

be prepared for an opportunity and not have one than to have an opportunity and not be 

prepared. So everyday, I was working to develop myself, and that’s what you must do. As 

I was working to develop myself, I applied for a job as a disc jockey at WMB in Miami 
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Beach. I went to a guy named Milton Butterball. I said how you doing Mr. Butterball, I’d 

like to get a job as a disc jockey. He looked at me and he said you have any broadcast 

background? I said, no sir, I don’t. You have any journalism background, I said no sir I 

don’t. He said we don’t have any jobs available. I said yes sir. I went back to Mr. 

Washington and I told him, and he said don’t take it personally. He said most people are 

so negative, they will have to say no seven times before they say yes. He said go back 

again. (00:02 - 01:13) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chris Gardner (Will Smith): 

“Don’t ever let somebody tell you you can’t do something. Not even me, alright? You got 

a dream? You gotta protect it. When people can’t do something themselves, they wanna 

tell you you can’t do it. If you want something, go get it. Period. (01:12 - 01:48) 

 

In these examples, motivation talk speaks to several hardships that are relatable to 

Palestinians. The first is structural disparity. The idea that there could exist a realm, (such as 

McCraven’s romanticized navy SEALS), where people were judged by their merit on equal terms 

allowed for the possibility of the spiritual domain to override the material domain. Where brilliant 

and talented young Palestinians lacked meaningful access to economic, scientific, technological 

and creative resources, the idea that this lack did not obliterate potential was very meaningful. The 

belief that one’s spiritual wealth could defy one’s material poverty was deeply impactful.  
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The second, is adversity. In a context where failure was not typically the result of personal, 

but rather of a structural forces, the recognition that life was not about how hard one hit, but by 

how hard one could get hit and still get up, opened up the possibility for self-renewal through 

personal perseverance. There was comfort in identifying the locus of failure outside of oneself, so 

that the most important attribute one had to muster in the face of adversity was the ability to keep 

moving forward at all costs.  

The third hardship, which was especially salient for young people, was pessimism and 

cynicism. To be a rational subject in the context of Israeli occupation was to accept that one’s 

efforts would be futile—crushed over and over and over again. Thus, being “realistic,” as in the 

case of Josef (see chapter one) was to expect nothing from life and to accept the situation for what 

it was. The directive these videos gave to ignore the naysayers, to provincialize their negativity 

and counter it with hyper positivity was a life changing prospect. Active negation of negativity 

was something I witnessed in Bethlehem again and again. One of my coworkers, Majd, for 

example, was known around the office for his morning greeting. When asked how he was doing, 

he would always reply “thriving.” One morning, I mentioned to him that I wished I had more of 

his positive spirit, to which he replied, “the day I don’t believe I can thrive is the day I’m truly 

lost.” Majd was a talented artist who had earned an advanced law degree at a prestigious U.S. 

university. Nevertheless, he still lived in Dheisheh refugee camp with his mother, father and 

several siblings, and worked as a low-level office administrator. The concept of “career trajectory” 

was lost in translation in Palestine. With a high unemployment rate, stellar graduates often had to 

take whatever job they could find in order to make ends meet. It was not uncommon to see a 

resume that include experience as a graphic designer, secretary, restaurant manager, and souvenir 

salesperson over a short span of years. Although Majd’s current position was nowhere near the 
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one he had imagined for himself or worked toward, he retained hope that his aspiration was still 

attainable.  

The final hardship is fear. The idea that fear was a mechanism of control was known.  When 

discussing the Great March of Return in Gaza, a common topic was the fearlessness of the 

protesters in the face of imminent danger. The Israeli occupation sought to instill fear everywhere 

as a way to control resistance—through the kidnapping and imprisonment of children, through the 

torture of prisoners, through the demolition of homes as collective punishment, through 

extrajudicial executions. To a Palestinian watching McRaven give his speech, living under Israeli 

occupation would most certainly seem akin to swimming in shark infested waters. When faced 

with a life threatening or spirit threatening force, one had to be prepared to muster courage. This 

courage begins with believing in one’s ability to transcend fear and take bold action in the face of 

danger. One had to stand one’s ground—both literally and figuratively. 

I argue that this cultivation of resilience in the face of hardship through motivation talk 

happens in Fanon’s zone of non-being; in Muñoz’s (2009) ephemera—where the total rendering 

of reality that hardship seeks to impose is neutralized, and an illumination of an alternative futurity 

begins to flicker. Seen from this view, the significance of motivation talk in the Palestinian context 

is more than simply the neoliberal idea that if one works hard enough, one can achieve one’s goals. 

That is, it is not the liberal misrecognition of systemic oppression. Rather, the act of aspiring in 

and of itself is an act of refusal that extends beyond, and recognizes the individual who can change 

the system, that, similarly to Allan’s (2014) dream talk, allows the individual to “project 

themselves into the unknown” and make the future more tractable (p. 138). The act of aspiring 

projects the aspirer into a future yet to be realized; it conditions and prepares the aspirer for a future 



 

 174 

not yet here, but one that is cresting along the horizon. In this zone of nonbeing; of ephemera, 

survival is the seed of hope, and hope is the fruition of survival 

Conclusion 

In her exploration of the failures of development aid in Palestine, Leila Farsakh (2016) 

writes, “Aid that makes people aid-dependent cannot empower them, nor is denying their right to 

resistance and political organization conducive to their empowerment” (p. 61). The peace process 

in Israel/Palestine, as many before me have argued, is a shallow euphemism for Israeli sovereignty. 

The peace process is an asteroid, sure of its manifest path, and eternally hurdling through ornate 

universes that bear little resemblance to the one inhabited by Palestinians. Neoliberal development 

as peace process and peace process as neoliberal development in the context of Palestine, where 

nothing is owned by Palestinians can hardly be seen as a project of empowerment. Rather, it is the 

process by which Israel creates fact on the ground, that, through the apparatus of neoliberal logic 

seek not only to control the material domain, but also the spiritual one. While Bethlehem Christians 

may, to some extent, be forced into the neoliberal logic of the material domain, I argue that the 

conditioning they undertake has not yet allowed for this logic to permeate the spiritual one. Where 

neoliberal empowerment fails, other forms of self-empowerment take root in the zone of non-

being. Thus, the question is not, as Leila Farsakh (2016) poses, about what empowerment has been 

allowed to Palestinians by the fallacy of the international community (Malkki, 1994), but about 

what kinds of empowerment Palestinians are able to conjure from their own spiritual resources. It 

is from the zone of non-being—from the periphery, from the margin—that Palestinians know, 

quite intimately, that the master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house (Audre Lorde, 

1984).  
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CONCLUSION 

KINDLING SURVIVANCE 

 

“The Past—or, more accurately, pastness—is a position. Thus, in no way can we 

identify the past as past. (Trouillot, 1997, 15)” 

 

“Trying to envision ‘somewhere in advance of nowhere,’ as poet Jayne Cortez puts 

it, is an extremely difficult task, yet it is a matter of great urgency. Without new 

visions we don’t know what to build, only what to knock down. We not only end 

up confused, rudderless, and cynical, but we forget that making a revolution is not 

a series of clever maneuvers and tactics but a process that can and must transform 

us. (Kelley, 2002, p. xii) 

 

In her work, Christiana Sharpe (2016) uses the multi-modal metaphor of “the wake” to 

explore how Blackness is both ruptured and sutured amidst and despite the menacing conditions 

under which Black death and Black life has been, and continues to be, produced. In closing, I use 

Sharpe’s metaphors here as a way to gather and loosely map how Palestinian Christians break free 

from the confinement of colonial time and space through their everyday acts of survivance. 

Although the metaphor is not exact, and differs in context, application and analysis, I take it up as 

a useful methodological tool for theorizing how multiple modes of colonial subjection continue to 

haunt Palestinian Christian lives, and yet at the same time, allow for the articulation of alternative 

forms of freeness.  

Sharpe’s methodology uses three modalities of the metaphor, “the wake.” The first, is the 

metaphor of racism as the engine that propels the “state’s national and imperial projects” (p. 21).  

Imagined as a ship, these national and imperial projects cut through Black “lives and deaths inside 

and outside the nation, in the wake of its purposeful flow” (p. 21). According to Sharpe, living in 

the wake of racism is about living in the wake of the trauma, violence, rupture, and subjection that 
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it creates: “Wake: the track left on the water’s surface by a ship; the disturbance caused by a body 

swimming or moved, in water; it is the air currents behind a body in flight; a region of disturbed 

flow” (p. 21). The second metaphor is of the wake as vigil: 

Wake: grief, celebration, memory, and those among the living who, through ritual, mourn 

their passing and celebrate their life in particular the watching of relatives and friends 

beside the body of the dead person from death to burial and the drinking, feasting, and 

other observances incidental to this. (p. 36). 

 

Sharpe invokes this metaphor as the simultaneity of sitting with life (the celebration of survival) 

at the same time that one sits with death: “[W]hile the wake produces Black death and trauma…we, 

Black people everywhere and anywhere we are, still produce in, into and through the wake an 

insistence on existing: we insist on Black being into the wake.” (p. 36) And the final metaphor, is 

of the wake as consciousness—that is, to be woke: 

[E]ven as we experienced, recognized, and lived subjection, we did not simply or only live 

in subjection and as the subjected. Though she [Sharpe’s mother] was not part of any 

organized Black movements, except in how one’s life and mind are organized by and 

positioned to apprehend the world through the optic of the door and antiblackness, my 

mother was politically and socially astute. She was attuned not only to our individual 

circumstances but also to those circumstances as they were an indication of, and related to, 

the larger antiblack world that structured all of our lives. Wake; the state of wakefulness; 

consciousness. It was with this sense of wakefulness as consciousness that most of my 

family lived an awareness of itself as, and in, the wake of the unfinished project of 

emancipation. (p. 24) 

 

Through these metaphors, Sharpe takes up the concepts of “the wake” and “wake work.” She 

articulates “that to be in the wake is to occupy and to be occupied by the continuous and changing 

present of slavery’s as yet unresolved unfolding” (p13). Thus, to perform “wake work” is to labor 

within this space of paradoxes in the reach for full emancipation. In mapping these metaphors to 

the Palestinian context, I consider the ways in which Palestinians do “wake work.”  
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Palestinian Christians live in the wake of colonization and imperialism. Palestinian 

Christians have memorialized in their historical counter-narratives the experience of having been 

subject to and framed by others’ rule: of being subject to the Roman Empire, to various Muslim 

dynasties, to the Crusaders, to various Sultanates, to the Ottoman Empire, to the British, and now, 

to the Zionists. They understand this history as one in which conquerors come and go, bringing 

and taking influences, but that their Christian identity, however fluid, nevertheless remains. The 

central question posed by their Christian identity is how, when faced with any given conqueror, 

they might continue to evolve their epistemologies, identities and presence on their ancestral lands 

so as to endure whatever regimes might unfold. Like in Sharpe’s metaphors, cast in the shadow of 

the trans-Atlantic slave trade, Palestinians are living in the wake of the metaphorical ship—the 

past is made present by its violent resin. Alongside the traumas of the past, Palestinian Christians 

find a source of resilience and renewal at the prospect of their survival—of their ability to bring a 

sense of being into the wake of catastrophe, and in doing so, keep vigil over their survivance. As 

they survey the extent of the disaster, they honor the prevalence of life while remaining vigilant of 

the methods of catastrophe. Sharpe’s final metaphor of being woke, riffs off of Franz Fanon’s 

challenge to non-being (see Chapter 4)—that one’s ability to recognize how structural oppression 

creates closures in one’s life, enables one’s ability to kindle survivance.  

Taken together, one can see a sort of coterminous time emerge. Time for Christian 

Palestinians is not linear, but rather past, present and future fold back into, and inform one other 

in a sort of matrix that flickers and splices together scenes from all three. The past made present is 

what allows for the sense of being woke—the fostering of anti-colonial sensibilities that create 

openings in the face of closure. For instance, the conditioning that Palestinian Christians do—the 

conditioning to recognize structural oppression, the conditioning to motivate oneself to keep 
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moving, the conditioning to create or recognize opening (the flickering illumination of something 

other (not-yet-here))—is precisely the way in which Palestinian Christians do survivance. It is 

through survivance “in the wake” that Palestinian Christians mount their refusal to cultural 

obliteration. Through their conditioning, they insist on the possibility of a world that sidesteps 

colonial time. Rather than fold into the time-scape of the Israeli state (conform to the Zionist 

project, which sees itself as the fulfillment of God’s religio-ethnic promise to the Jewish people), 

of an Islamic State (to conform to the political Islamist project, which sees itself as continuing the 

legacy of the caliphs), or of a western state (to conform to a western project that absorbs them into 

the narrative of an expanding and victorious West—the end of history), they imagine a time-scape 

that refuses the nation state altogether. 

In doing so, Palestinian Christians defy the absurdities related to the logic of colonial 

time—of the optics of progress that characterize, albeit differently, each respective scale of 

historical becoming. That is, Palestinian Christians recognize the optics that call their 

Palestinianness into question. They are accused by some Palestinian Muslims of being too western 

because of their Christian confession and historical imbrications with the west; Zionists claim that 

“Arab Christians” are not really Palestinian at all, and that as such, friendship and collaboration 

can blossom between them over and against Palestinian Muslims; and NGOs often speak about 

Palestinian Christians as a “bridge” between Zionists and Muslims, as if the conflict were between 

Jews and Muslims, with Christians simply caught in the middle. Palestinian Christians are well 

aware that they are framed differently by these various optics and their associated time-scapes.  

All the while, Palestinian Christians are actively working on their own self framing. Their 

reaching out to Palestinian Christians in the diaspora is a signal of this. Although these relations 

have not yet proved to be what they had hoped, this reach nonetheless is one that seeks an 
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alternative futurity. For one to resist internalized colonization, one must be able to provincialize 

colonial time; one has to be able to see oneself as subject to it in order to be woke. Their liminal 

position of being everything and nothing at the same time gives Palestinian Christians a privileged 

perspective of the different framings they are subject to. This multi-consciousness allows one to 

survey one’s context, something that those belonging to groups in power are not easily able to do, 

since they are subsumed by their own dominant narratives (Du Bois, 1803). The act of refusal – 

the ability of those who are marginalized to recognize injustice where those in power fail to do so 

is what creates opening—a yet-undetected escape route. The fact that Palestinians do not easily 

duck their heads into the nation-building project, calls into question the archetype of the Palestinian 

subject most portrayed in humanitarian and development efforts—the Palestinian who desires 

freedom via the nation state. I argue that by looking at Palestinian Christians as they maneuver 

their social and political realities, and attempt to create new ones, one can apprehend that not every 

kind of desired freedom is made possible by the nation state. Their reach for freeness says 

something about the limits of the nation-state in this context. The common idea that “if only 

Palestinians had their own state…” becomes less and less viable as a political path by which to 

address concerns over sovereignty and autonomy.  It also shows the limits of existing definitions 

of freedom, compelling one to consider definitions of freeness that are uncoupled from the nation 

form. 

The sensibility created at the margins, from the space of the counternarrative—the 

sensibility that allows for the conditioning toward freeness—involves a radical hope, which in the 

Palestinian context was often expressed in the most mundane moments of life, in which people 

were able to actively conjure and practice hope in the most quotidian of ways. The breaking of a 

plate as a reminder not to be broken by subjection, the motivation talk so as to not be broken by 
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the dominant groups’ “totalizing rendering of reality,” the refusal of the seatbelt as the rejection of 

feigned protection. The stuff of survivance consists of acts of refusal informed by a sensibility that 

emerges from the experience of oppression and the active rejection of it, cultivated over time. It 

does not necessarily involve a rational choice, but emerges as an instinctual prerogative. To create 

an active sense of presence in the wake is to create a “narrative estate of native survivance” where 

the temporal becomes geographical and vice versa. At the nexus of this, is the prospect of future. 

The “Narrative Estate of Native Survivance” 

The annual veneration of St. George, the patron saint of Bethlehem, is one of the most 

revered days on the Palestinian Christian calendar. According to local hagiography, St. George 

was a Roman soldier during the 3rd Century CE, who lived in his mother’s hometown of al-Khader, 

a village in the Bethlehem governorate. The saint is remembered for refusing to renounce his 

Christian faith when he was persecuted by Dacian, prefect of Gaol, after which he was imprisoned, 

tortured, and eventually beheaded. One of the most renowned stories of St. George’s life and times 

were his adventures in Silene, Libya, where he was said to have destroyed a dragon that was 

menacing the city’s people. In exchange for his valor, the King offered St. George treasure, but St. 

George refused the riches, and instead, distributed them to the poor. Thus, his effigy is most often 

depicted in Bethlehem with St. George atop a magnificent horse, lancing the Silene dragon overrun 

by the horse’s powerful hooves. Today, the most popular names for Christian men in Bethlehem 

are George, Khader and Jeries, all of which are variations on the saint’s name. When Christians 

build a home, one of the first things they do is affix a St. George stone plaque over the door. This 

marking out of space as Christian space has a double meaning. On the one hand, Christians look 

to St. George for protection. They believe that this Christian ancestor continues to watch over the 

land and the people of his mother; this is made all the more meaningful by the fact that St. George’s 
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remains are in al Lod.80 On the other, Christians look to St. George for resilience. Although St. 

George’s beheading at the hands of the Roman administrator could be taken as a resolute finitude, 

as the sealing off of an inevitable and linear history of imperialism, Christian hagiography 

perpetuates it as a moment of hope. St. George’s resilience is read as a refusal of hegemony and 

self-denial. The ritual of mounting an effigy of St. George destroying the dragon, etched into stone 

gathered from the Palestinian hills, quite literally lays claim to a narrative estate of native 

survivance.  St. George’s ancient story is made present as a touchstone for enduring catastrophe. 

Our lingering in this moment of defeat over unbridled violence and destruction folds it into the 

eternality of Palestinian Christian space-time—the moment becomes stretched into an ongoing 

refusal, one that is infinitely and perpetually experienced; one that works to construct new 

edifications of possibility for every Christian who secures the effigy over the entrance to their 

home; St. George’s slaying of the dragon is made eternal. Using his image to demarcate Christian 

space is a way of keeping vigil over the Christian dead and bringing Christian being into the wake; 

of the refusal of erasure. 

In considering the ways in which a sort of Palestinian homeland is illuminated here and 

there in the refusal, I have sought to explore how Palestinian narratives of summud (persistence) 

might challenge the self-evident linearity of colonial time as well as how the Palestinian notion 

of summud might address the prevalent devaluation of patience in classical and contemporary 

analyses of power. I have argued that, to varying degrees, the archetype of the “Palestinian subject” 

has emphasized, however unintentionally, Palestinian precarity and hopelessness, and in more 

romantic treatises, or sometimes simultaneously, has framed Palestinians as all-or-nothing agents 

of the Palestinian reach for a nation state. These factors have subsumed Palestinians in colonial 

 
80 A town just outside of Tel Aviv. 
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time. I make this argument not to deny the suffering of Palestinians as a result of the Israeli 

occupation, indeed most of life’s practicalities become significant obstacles in this fragmented 

place. And it is certainly not to undermine the more overt expressions of resistance among certain 

Palestinians, but rather, to focus in on the more mundane experiences of refusal. Drawing from 

theories and practices of radical hope among critical scholars, I have sought to consider Palestinian 

survivance in all of its pessimistic optimism, which, in many ways, allows for life in Palestine to 

flourish at the same time that it remains wholly threatened. I argue that there is value in 

highlighting epistemologies that emerge from people in difficult social circumstances, who often 

find creative and generative methods for circumventing oppressive forces, even if they do not 

topple them in one fell swoop. 
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