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Letter from the Editors 
 

The editorial staff of Afkar proudly 

presents the second issue of our third 

volume. The topics covered by this issue 

include discussions about Arabic poetry, 

prisoners’ experiences, educational 

reforms as well as manifestations of 

feminism during the first Intifada. This 

issue also includes a review of the Iranian 

Talmud: Reading the Talmud in its 

Sasanian Context by Shai Secunda. The 

scope of the topics addressed i n  this 

issue reflect a conscious effort to provide 

an opportunity for undergraduates to be 

published regardless of the avenue into 

Middle Eastern studies they choose to 

pursue. 

 

This year continues to fall in the category 

of unprecedented times, and with that 

comes unique challenges for any project. 

Having previously published two issues, 

one that was completed in the midst of the 

pandemic, the entire editorial staff was 

able to apply previously learned lessons 

to the obstacles posed by a world in 

varying degrees of lockdown. Afkar, 

whose editors are in cities around the 

world, hasn’t let the pandemic slow us 

down. For the first time, Afkar is 

publishing a summer and winter issue. 

 

 
It is with immense pride that we look back 

on the last two years and see how much Afkar 

has grown and look to the future with even 

greater optimism for the journal’s potential. 

 

Looking forward to our next issue, we hope 

that Afkar will continue to build networks 

for undergraduate research and offer support 

and opportunities for academic publishing. 

We also hope for the journal to further 

increase its efforts at connecting with 

universities and students based in the Middle 

East and North Africa in particular. We have 

endeavored to build on the incredible work 

of our predecessors, Alexander Burlin and 

Jessica Molina, and all of our former editors, 

to expand the scope and reach of Afkar. We 

remain dedicated to providing an 

opportunity for undergraduates around the 

world to share their work and contribute to 

important scholarly dialogues in a variety of 

fields. 
 

We want to thank all of our editors, advisors 

and contributing authors for their hard work 

that made this issue possible, as well as 

everyone who submitted articles for 

consideration. The dedication of the entire 

team and the tremendous effort by our 

authors has helped Afkar continue to grow 

and improve. Thank you! 

 

Vicky Panossian 

& Henry Petrillo 
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Nubian Identity in Egypt Since 1952: A History of Exclusion 

 
MALAK ALY 

 

Abstract 

Since the foundation of the Arab Republic of Egypt in 1952, the Nubian population of 

Egypt has faced continuous marginalization, both in endemic, socially instituted racism as 

well colonial and state-mandated displacement, and dispossession. In this paper, I draw on 

existing literature, interviews, and legal documents to provide an overview of the status of 

Nubians in Egypt from 1952 to the present day. In doing so, I argue that a) the establishment 

of the Egyptian nation state on the premises of Arab nationalism and ‘indigenous’ 

sovereignty, shaped by the hopes of the post-colonial moment, has been central to the 

creation and exclusion of an Egyptian ‘Nubian’ people as understood today, and b) that the 

displacement caused by the Aswan High Dam was an inarguable turning point in the status 

and lives of the Egyptian Nubian community. Lastly, I look briefly at years since 1981 to 

highlight the continued weaponization of ‘development’ rhetoric against Nubian 

populations, as well as recent, increasing mobilization for Nubian rights and its limitations. 
 

keywords: Egypt, Nubia. Nationalism, Post-Colonialism, Displacement, Identity Politics 

 

 

 

 
 

“These are all my pages; do not tear them up 

This is my voice; do not silence it 

This is I; do not curse me 

For I have lived among you and eaten with you, 

loved your culture, and still do. I am merely 

conveying to you, with the sting of truth, some of 

my sorrows, and those of my people.” 

 
Idris Ali, Epigraph to Dongola: A Novel of Nubreia (1998
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Originally published in Arabic in 1998, Idris 

Ali’s Dongola follows Awad Shalali, a 

Nubian worker in modern Egypt, who dreams 

of Dongola, the capital of medieval Nubia, 

now lost to the flood waters of the Aswan 

High Dam. Ali’s work is emblematic of the 

revivalist cult movement known as al-Sahwa 

al-Nubiyya, (the Nubian Awakening) in 

which Nubian writers utilized the relatively-

free Egyptian literary to emphasize 

suppressed perspectives on Arab nationalism, 

the Aswan dams, and the erasure and 

marginalization of Nubians by the Egyptian 

state.1 In this essay, I will attempt to provide 

an overview of the status of Nubians in Egypt 

since the establishment of the republic in 

1952, with a particular emphasis on how 

conceptions of Nubian identity have at every 

turn been shaped by the Egyptian nation-

building project. In doing so, I will argue that: 

a) the establishment of the Egyptian nation 

state on the premises of Arab nationalism and 

‘indigenous’ sovereignty, shaped by the 

hopes of the postcolonial moment, has been 

central to the creation and exclusion of an 

Egyptian ‘Nubian’ people as understood 

today. 

b) the displacement caused by the Aswan 

High Dam was a turning point in the status 

and lives of the Egyptian Nubian community 

 
Focusing on the status of Nubians under 

Presidents Gamal Abdel Nasser and Anwar 

Sadat, I will also look briefly at years since 

1981 to highlight continuing patterns of 

‘development’ that is detrimental to Nubian 

populations as well as recent, increasing 

mobilization for Nubian rights and its 

limitations. Given the scant availability of 

primary sources from this period, I will 

 
mostly be relying on existing secondary 

sources, with the exception of a few legal 

and speeches. Finally, it is important to note 

that most accessible modern sources on 

Egyptian Nubia (either directly quoted or 

used by other authors) exist in Arabic rather 

than in Nubian languages. Such indigenous 

material is primarily preserved through oral 

histories, which I may occasionally invoke 

using existing fieldwork by other scholars. 

Despite these limitations, I believe Arabic 

sources have been helpful in providing an 

overview of the contemporary history of 

Egyptian Nubians, particularly since this 

history has largely been shaped by 

otherization by Arabs. 

Who are the Nubians? 

Nubian identity has for millennia been highly 

complex and fluid, with ‘Nubia’ an equally 

complex geographic designation. Most 

broadly, the Nubian people are descended 

from the ancient Nubian civilization (3700 

BCE-350 CE) who have historically 

inhabited the land between the first cataract of 

the Nile at Aswan in Egypt and the third 

cataract at Dongola in Sudan.2 Some scholars 

debate the designation of Nubians as an 

‘ethnic’ group as, prior to the advent of the 

High Dam in 1963, people from Nubia 

primarily referred to themselves in terms of 

their tribal, family, and district origin, with 

one’s particular village taking precedence.3 

Primarily, ‘Nubians’ comprised of three 

culturally and linguistically distinct groups 

which have persisted to this day, known as the 

Kenuz, Faddicha and Arabs in Egypt, and in 

Sudan as the Dongolese, Halfans and Mahas- 

Sukkot.4 These categories are still nuanced, 

with the Kenuz
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for example originally being an Arab tribal 

group which became “in part, Nubianized 

through intermarriage with Dongolawi 

women”.5 The advent of Arab Nubians is also 

questionable, as the term refers to ‘Aswan 

Arabs’ – Arabic- speaking groups from non-

Nubian villages displaced by the High Dam, 

“whose inclusion in Nubian culture and 

networks is now built on political interest, 

solidarity, and shared struggles”.6 Thus, while 

the existence of Nubians far pre-dated the 

formation of the Egyptian state, events since 

1952 have been integral to the fashioning of 

Egyptian Nubian identity and perhaps made 

stigma and exclusion defining features of the 

identity itself. Ferea and Rouchdy argue that 

“if [before resettlement] the people of Nubia 

felt any common identity with each other, it 

was based on political and economic 

grievances with the Egyptian government,”7 

which primarily lay in its series of dam-

building projects, beginning in 1902 under 

the British and culminating with the Aswan 

High Dam. 
 

For the purposes of this paper, references to 

‘Nubians’ should be understood as 

encompassing the Kenuz, Faddica, and 

Arabs, as all groups have been subject to 

displacement and systemic exclusion. It is 

difficult to discern the exact number of 

Egyptian Nubians: the 1907 Egyptian census 

stated the population of lower Nubia to be 

57,576, while the 1960 census placed it at 

48,028.8 Given that ethnic identity is not 

identified by the Egyptian census and the 

majority of Nubians are no longer 

concentrated around Nubian land, there are 

no exact numbers of the current Nubian 

population, though estimates place it at 

around 3-4 million (Minority Rights Group 

2020). 

Finally, while the existence of Nubians far 

pre-dates the establishment of Egypt and 

Sudan as nation states and the identity of 

people on the Nubian border has remained 

fluid,9 it is important to note that 

governments’ different approaches as well as 

distinct social, political and economic 

conditions have led to “bifurcation in the 

development of Nubian culture in Egypt and 

Sudan”.10 Sudanese Nubians occupy a 

relatively high position in the social hierarchy 

compared to Nubians in Egypt, who are the 

focus of this paper and continue to suffer 

endemic racism and discrimination.11 

British colonization, the Egyptian 

condominium, and the end of monarchy 

While the construction of the Aswan High 

Dam and consequent process of reclamation 

can be seen as a turning point in the 

articulation of a single Nubian identity, some 

scholars have argued old Egyptian Nubia was 

lost with the construction of the old Aswan 

Low Dam.12 Built in 1902 by the British, the 

dam “destroyed much of Nubian agricultural 

land and their traditional economic means of 

survival”.13 The Low Dam led to a series of 

successive displacements when it was 

heightened again in 1912 and in 1933, 

devastating Nubian crops and houses.14 

These construction projects drastically 

shaped the fate of the Nubians Egypt, who 

became increasingly fragmented as Nubian 

labor migration and emigration presumably 

increased with each successive project.15 

Still, the marginalization of Nubians in Egypt 

had a longer history during British 

colonization. The Nubian population was 

permanently and arbitrarily divided by the 

border division fixed in the 
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1899 British–Egyptian Condominium 

Agreement, creating the Anglo-Egyptian 

Sudan.16 Trout-Powell observes that during 

this period, like many words relating to race 

and ethnicity, the term nūbi (Nubian) was 

highly nuanced. (2003: 17) Looking at 

newspaper coverage of a 1894 slavery trial, 

Trout-Powell finds that terms Nubian, 

Barbari, Sudanese and even habashī 

(Ethiopian) were often conflated and used 

interchangeably to refer to dark- skinned 

people from the south. (2003: 20) Such 

conflations show a preoccupation with 

phenotypic rather than cultural difference 

from the ‘Arab’ Egyptian population, and to 

this end, the presence of Nubians and 

Sudanese in Egypt during the late nineteenth-

century was crucial for the development of 

Egyptian national identity and culturally 

situating Egypt vis-à-vis Africa and Europe.17 

In her analysis of primary sources including 

works of fiction by Arab Egyptians and 

testimonies by Nubian traders and guild 

members from the late 1870s, Trout-Powell 

finds that Nubians in Egypt were treated as 

decidedly ‘foreign’ even if they identified as 

indigenous.18 Perhaps the most important 

consequence of Anglo- Egyptian rule for 

Egypt’s Nubians was the emergence of an 

enduring idea that “the Sudanese benefited 

from crossing over into Egyptian culture, and 

that the civilizing hand of the Egyptian 

government would tame the awesome    

territory    of    the    Sudan itself”.19 Following 

independence, this notion was arguably 

extended to Egypt’s Nubians, whose 

displacement by the Aswan High Dam was 

seen not only as a worthwhile sacrifice for the 

nation, but an opportunity for their own self-

improvement and integration into the 

modern, industrial Egyptian state: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“If the Nubian people are leaving their 

smaller home of Nubia for the prosperity of 

the republic . . . they will find stability, 

prosperity and a decent life in Kom Ombo.” 

– President Gamal Abdel Nasser, speaking 

to Nubians at Abu Simbel, Aswan.20  

Many Nubians appear to have supported the 

construction of the High Dam, “feeling that 

they sacrificed their old homes for the 

‘greater Egyptian good’”.21 Given also the 

lack of popular opposition by non-Nubian 

Egyptians to the construction of the dam, the 

relative ease with which the Nasser regime 

was able to readily displace the Nubian 

population is an indication that their 

marginalization pre- dated the establishment 

of the republic. Still, the legacy of British 

colonization has been immensely significant, 

both to the extent that 

a) the Anglo-Egyptian Sudan laid the 

grounds for the displacement of Nubians and 

abuse of Nubian land in the name of national 

development 

b) anti-colonial sentiment led to the 

aggressive fashioning of an Egyptian identity 

rooted in Arab nationalism that essentially 

excluded the Nubians and further entrenched 

their marginal place in society. 

Following the overthrow of the monarchy 

and Nasser’s ascent to power, Sudan voted 

for independence and became an 

autonomous country in January 1956.22 

Partially motivated by overriding previous 

colonial agreements that prioritized Egyptian 

water needs, Sudan signed the signed the 

1959 Nile Waters Agreement 
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with the then-United Arab Republic (UAR), 

granting Egypt the right to construct the 

Aswan High Dam.23 Subsequently, Nubia’s 

population of roughly 100,000 was split in 

half, and the Egyptian government began the 

process of absorbing 50,000 newly declared 

“Egyptian” Nubians into its citizenry.24 Their 

journey and experience and citizenship, 

however, was to be highly defined by similar 

patterns of marginalization, driven by the 

privileging of ‘Arab’ Egyptian interests. 

 
1956 Onwards: Arab Nationalism and 

Refashioning the Nation 

While Egyptian Arab nationalism and pan- 

Arabism can be traced to the early 20th 

century, under Nasser (and in tandem with 

‘Arab socialism’ or state capitalism) they 

became the central doctrines upon which the 

nation was built. While Egyptian Arab 

nationalism was built on the premise of being 

anti-imperialist, anti-racist, and 

revolutionary, it has been argued that this 

nationalism also reinforced historical and 

racial structures of oppression, where 

prejudice against Nubians had been long 

prevalent.25 Perhaps most importantly, Arab 

nationalism and Arabization policies stressed 

the absolute superiority and primacy of the 

Arabic language, thereby “stigmatizing other 

local dialects and cultures as backward and 

divisive”.26 While the primacy of Arab 

identity was an increasingly popular 

ideological norm under Nasser, it became 

formalized under Sadat. In his 1971 

constitution, Article 1 plainly asserted that: 

“Egyptian people are part of the Arab 

Nation and work for the realization of its 

comprehensive unity”.27  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Meanwhile, Article 2 re-asserted the primacy of 

Arabic, recognizing it as the one and only official 

state language.28 These articulations, though 

intangible, have had profound effects on the 

fashioning of Nubian identity. Given the 

centrality of Nubian languages to the distinctness 

of Nubian identity, the new emphasis on Arabic 

further distinguished and marginalized Nubians 

from wider Egyptian society. This was perhaps 

most evident in the education system, where 

students of all ages were exclusively taught in 

Arabic and the study of Nubian languages was not 

an option. Nubian activists have protested these 

policies as part of what they consider to be an 

active process of “de- Nubianization” by the 

Egyptian state, which has also included: 

a) settling Arab groups in the lands that 

Nubians claim and attempting to give these sites 

Arabic names 

b) providing non adequate political 

representation of Nubians to the Egyptian 

government 

c)  not upholding its obligations in 

protecting Nubian people from acts of 

discrimination29 

 

Still, as Hughes finds her conversation with Dr 

Ahmed Sokarno, an Egyptian Kenuzi Nubian 

lecturer in linguistics at the South Valley 

University in Aswan, language is central: 

 

Hughes: “Are there other problems or difficulties 

with maintaining or preserving the culture?” 

Sokarno: “They don’t want us to preserve it, you 

know.” 

Hughes: “The government?” 

Sokarno: “Yes, of course. There is no way to teach 

the Nubian language in schools, for instance. You 

cannot. Any language that is not taught in schools, 

any language that does not have a writing system, 

is subject to danger, to extinction.”… 

Hughes: What do you think are the main issues 

facing Nubians today? 
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Sokarno: Number one – the language, 

because part of the identity of Nubians lies 

in the language. Once you take this language 

away or remove the language, they would be 

in danger of losing their identity. This is 

important. Language is a defining factor and 

it plays an important role in the cultural 

integrity of the Nubians. If you deny people 

the opportunity to learn their language then 

it will be a problem, and our children now 

are not capable of using the language as 

perfectly as their fathers and grandfathers… 

Hughes: Do they want to learn the language? 

Sokarno: Before relocation, [mothers] were 

not interested in education. Nowadays, 

women are more and more interested in 

education, and once women learn how to 

write and read they do not want their 

children to use Nubian; they use Arabic in 

conversing with their children. They believe 

that if their children learn Nubian they will 

not do well in school. This is a belief among 

Nubian women. 

Additionally, given the increasingly scant 

opportunities available in Nubia compared 

to urban centers, Arabic language acquisition 

has become a means of social mobility for 

Nubians,30 which may occur at the expense of 

a loss of cultural or ethnic identity. The 

explicit Arab nationalist assertions made 

under Nasser and Sadat have led to a 

definition of Egyptian identity based on 

homogenization, which has become integral 

to how the nation views itself. For instance, 

the Egyptian representative to the UN 

Committee on the Elimination of racial 

Discrimination in 2001 explained to the 

committee that in Egypt, there is, "...full 

homogeneity among all the groups and 

communities of which the Egyptian 

population consists since they all speak the 

same language, Arabic, which is the 

country’s official language and Arab culture 

predominates in all its geographical regions, 

both desert and coastal”. 31 

 

Such erasure principally impacts (if not 

targets) the Nubians, who are the largest non-

Arabic speaking community in Egypt.32 

Similarly, the Egyptian census does not 

identify ethnic identity, which in itself “infers 

an ‘absence of any formal boundaries 

between Nubians and other Egyptians”.33 

Rather than being active erasure, such policies 

perhaps mostly indicate the Egyptian 

government’s desire to assume a single 

national identity and bolster nationalistic 

rhetoric, but the subsequent marginalization 

of Nubian identity is a salient and significant 

consequence. Still, some scholars have 

perceived this erasure as a conscious effort. 

Hughes sees that both Egyptian and 

Sudanese Nubians “are seen as a threat to 

the power and stability of the respective 

regimes,” and it is reported that, during re- 

location, President Nasser took the advice of 

Tito, then president of Yugoslavia, who 

“warned that the region might otherwise seek 

autonomy” (2011: 131). 

Furthermore, both in relation to Nubians and 

Copts the Egyptian government has rejected 

the notion of any ‘indigenous’ Egyptian 

people. During a 2007 conference hosted by 

the Egyptian Centre for Housing Rights 

(ECHR), which was the first to frame the 

issues facing Nubians as those affecting an 

indigenous people, a deputy minister from the 

Ministry of Agriculture and Irrigation was the 

only attendee from several invited 

government representatives, “sending the 

clear message that the issue is limited to a 

land problem, rather than a social, political 

and economic problem; that is, not a problem 

specific to an   indigenous people”.34 Finally, 

the marginalization of Nubians is evident in 

the extent to which Nubian culture exists and 

is expressed primarily through music or 

literature, whereas “any efforts to promote 

the collective rights of a people have been 

swiftly contained”.35 
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The emphasis on homogenization has been 

persistent, as even the establishment of a 

Nubian Museum was decidedly established 

by the government as an “Egyptian” 

project.36 Such a climate has largely shaped 

the articulation of Nubian identity, as well as 

mobilization (or lack thereof.) In addition to 

wider state repression and the fragmentation 

of the Nubian community, Janmyr finds that 

Arab nationalism has been central to the lack 

of extensive mobilization for Nubian rights 

prior to the 2000s.37 In these ways, the years 

following independence were integral to 

determining the status of Egyptian Nubians as 

understood today. To this end, the rhetoric 

and events were quite paradoxical. At once, 

development considerations and the 1959 

Nile Waters Agreement meant that 

previously unaffiliated Nubians became 

“Egyptians” overnight, while Arab 

nationalism and the practical synonymizing 

of ‘Egyptian-ness’ with Arab origin, culture 

and language further ostracized the Nubians 

and cemented their marginalization, which 

perhaps peaked with the building of the 

Aswan High Dam. 

 

1963 - Present: Aswan High Dam, 

Displacement and Threats to Nubian 

Identity 

The construction of the Aswan High Dam 

may be seen as a turning point in the status 

of Nubians in Egypt but must also be seen 

(in as non-teleological a way as possible) as 

the apex manifestation if not culmination of 

government policy and the status of Nubians 

up to this point in time. Firstly, Nubians had 

not been known collectively, or referred to 

themselves, as ‘Nubians’ prior to their 

displacement in 1963, when President Nasser 

of Egypt spoke of relocating “the Nubian 

people”.38 Secondly, displacement in light of 

the construction of the dam marked the final 

blow to Nubians’ relationship to their 

ancestral lands and traditional way of life. 

In 1977, anthropologist William Y. Adams 

wrote, “no one can say whether or not the 

Nubians will succeed in maintaining a 

separate ethnic and linguistic identity under 

the altered circumstances of the twentieth 

century.  

 

Given the levelling influence of mass 

communication and of western technical 

civilization, their ultimate extinction as a 

separate people might seem inevitable – at 

least to western observers (1977: 664). While 

it can safely be seen that Nubian identity has 

been relatively preserved well into the 

twenty-first century (as will be discussed in 

the final section), Adams’ comments reflect 

the immense threat and disruption caused by 

the High Dam displacement. 

With the exception of several villages of Old 

Nubia in the Nile Valley, the vast majority 

of the Nubian population – around 50,000 

people – were relocated between 1963–1964 

to 30 villages in the region of the Upper 

Egyptian town of Kom Ombo, now called 

‘New Nubia’.39 The re- location has had 

profound impacts on Nubians’ collective 

identity and social cohesion within the 

Nubian community. Prior to the dam, 

Nubians who lived in their own villages 

experienced a rich ceremonial life which 

served as “tangible demonstration of 

solidarity among the different local groups,” 

with a vast majority of rituals of great 

symbolic importance that separated them 

(and in their eyes, rendered them superior), 

to other Egyptians.40 Such rituals, as well as 

the distinctness of family and kinship ties, 

were greatly weakened by re-location, which 

undermined the traditional social structures 

of the village and nuclear family as well as 

disregarded old rivalries in the face of a new, 

‘modern’ life.41 

Re- location and the destruction of traditional 

Nubian houses had a profound impact on 

Nubians’ sense of connection to ancestral 

lands and distinct identity. Still, many 

Nubians have resolve to preserve their 

distinct sense of identity in the absence of 

the land.
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In one of Hughes’ interviews, a  Nubian 

woman named Suad reveals, "“the ways the 

Nubians kept their heritage and their culture 

was through their language, because they lost 

their ability to read and write in Nubian, but 

they kept it orally, and it kept going from 

generation to generation through oral 

transmission, rather than through reading and 

writing. The area has degraded tremendously 

environmentally over the centuries, but it has 

certain resilience that kept it going. We pride 

ourselves that we are different, our traditions 

and culture [are] different from the Arab 

Islamic culture and the rest of central Sudan. 

In our view towards the role of women in 

society, for example, in the way we build our 

houses, in the way we treat foreigners, or 

people who are from outside the country or 

the region ...” (2011: 115). In addition to 

undermining cultural practices, re-location 

also led to a worse quality of life for many 

Nubians. As Gilmore observes, despite the 

governments’ promises that they would soon 

feel “at home” in Kom Ombo, many 

longitudinal studies showed that there were 

“widespread indicators of chronic social and 

psychological breakdown.” (2015: 55) 

Fahim’s 1983 study ascribes these partially 

to “inadequate community consultation; the 

breakdown of neighborhood, family, and 

kinship ties; disappointment about unfulfilled 

government promises; feelings of cultural 

and environmental dislocation; and the 

limited economic resources and opportunities 

available in New Nubia, leading to increased 

labor migration to the north” (161). He latter 

point has been the particular focus of 

scholars: In 1964, Horton argued that labor 

migration rates of Nubia are “higher than any 

reported in the literature,” ranging from 50 

percent to 100 percent, wherein in some 

villages the adult male population can be 

entirely absent at one time (1964: 5). 

 Right after the re-settlement project, in 1964, 

the mean rate of labor migration for all of 

Egyptian Nubia was 85 percent, and 

remittances constituted a minimum estimated 

of 75 per cent of the region’s total income.42 

This mass exodus of Nubians from their newly 

settled sites is primarily what led Fahim to the 

conclusion that the ‘New Nubia’ failed “in the 

eyes of most Nubians, to become a viable 

community that could provide a promising 

future” (1983: 111). 

Beyond its limitations, the execution of the 

government program of re-settlement was 

deeply flawed. In 2011, more than 40 years 

on, there were still 5,000 displaced Nubians 

who had not been settled   in ‘New Nubia’.43 

Displacement has not only been socially and 

psychologically traumatic for the Nubian 

population, but the lack of opportunities in the 

settlements and consequent labor migration 

has further re-affirmed Nubians’ economic 

and marginalization in Egyptian society. Such 

marginalization has further fueled 

stereotypes. For instance, at a ‘Nubia Day’ 

hosted by the American University in Cairo in 

2008 dedicated to sharing Nubian culture with 

non-Nubians, “Nubian students handed out 

flyers proclaiming that ‘illiteracy among 

Nubians is almost 0% and there are scientists 

among the Nubians and there are many     who     

work     in     privileged jobs’”.44 

Today, Nubian students find themselves 

refuting the same stereotypes of Nubians as 

uneducated, poor, and unskilled that have 

persisted since the work of Egyptian 

playwrights in the 1870s,45 and while the 

status of Nubia and of Egypt itself has 

undergone intense transformations since, the 

privileging of an ‘Arab’ Egyptian identity at 

the expense of a Nubian one has been central 

to the enduring nature of such stereotypes 

over such a long era. 
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Present Day: ‘Development’ under Sisi 

and Nubian Activism 

While the construction of the Aswan High 

Dam may be seen as a turning point, similar 

initiatives have persisted under President 

Mubarak and into the present day under 

President Abdelfattah El Sisi. Allen describes 

a particular incident in 2014, " “In April 2014, 

one month before his interview on Egyptian 

TV, Sisi received a delegation of Nubian 

leaders in order to “showcase his vision for 

the development of Upper Egypt.” Sitting in a 

lavish garden, Sisi explained his plans to 

develop “Nubia,” and entertained suggestions 

from the delegates in this regard. In order to 

examine the history of development in 

Egypt’s south and west desert, it is important 

to highlight the experiences of those whom 

this development has most directly affected. 

As the record of Egypt’s development shows, 

it is not just “undeveloped” land that is an 

object of development, but also the very 

people who live on it” (2014: 4). While 

perhaps no project can parallel the trauma of 

the construction of the Aswan High Dam, I 

mention this example to highlight the enduring 

nature of the perception of Nubia as 

‘undeveloped,’ wherein, as was the case in the 

1960s, Nubian land is seen as prime real estate 

through which the Egyptian government can 

realize its lofty development goals, with little 

regard to the people who inhabit it. 

However, in contrast to 1963, Nubian activists 

have become increasingly vocal about this 

history of oppression. For instance, in 2010, 

the ECHR submitted a petition to the UN 

OHCHR requesting that the Egyptian 

government grant Nubians international legal 

status as an indigenous population.46 this was 

ultimately refused, the existence of such 

mobilization in an explicitly articulated frame 

of indigeneity had hitherto been unheard of. 

Janmyr explores this topic at length, 

highlighting the different ways in which 

Nubian activist groups have approached 

mobilization for rights and the return to 

ancestral lands, between utilizing a human 

rights framework, indigeneity discourse, and 

invoking minority rights.47 The latter category 

has been most palatable to government  

officials, while Nubian activists employing the 

human rights frame have often faced repeated 

accusations of serving colonial goals and 

trying to divide the nation.48 However, Nubian 

activists reached an unprecedented milestone 

in 2014, where Article 236 of the 2014 

Egyptian Constitution directly referred to, if 

not recognized, a Nubian right to return: 

“The State shall guarantee setting and 

implementing a plan for the comprehensive 

economic and urban development of border 

and underprivileged areas, including Upper 

Egypt, Sinai, Matrouh, and Nubia. This shall 

be made with the participation of the residents 

of these areas in these development projects, 

and they shall be given a priority in benefiting 

therefrom, taking into account the cultural and 

environmental patterns of the local 

community, within ten years from the date that 

this constitution comes into effect, as regulated 

by Law. The State shall work on setting and 

implementing projects to bring back the 

residents of Nubia to their original territories 

and develop such territories within ten years, as 

regulated by Law”.49 

Article 263 was not only the first reference in 

the Egyptian constitution to ‘Nubia,’ but also 

“linked Nubian right of return to nation-wide 

development goals”.50 Subsequently, the 

Ministry of Transitional Justice formed the 

Committee on the Rehabilitation and 

Reconstruction of Nubia in September 2014, 

which is tasked with addressing the goals of 

Article 236 and includes eight public figures 

and lawyers from the Nubian community as 

well as a number of Nubian youth activists.51
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While we are currently six years into the ten-

year timeframe set by the article, there have 

been few tangible developments in achieving 

its goals, and whether it has led to changes in 

the lived experiences and status of Egyptian 

Nubians is also highly up for debate. Still, the 

success of Nubian activists in mobilizing 

governmental change for the recognition of 

their rights as a population that has hitherto 

been the subject of relentless erasure and 

marginalization is noteworthy, even if the only 

change it signifies is a change among the 

Egyptian Nubian community’s self-perception 

and ability to mobilize since 1963. 

 

Conclusion 

In this paper, I attempted to provide a brief and 

broad overview of major factors shaping the 

status of Egyptian Nubians since the 

establishment of the republic in 1952. In 

attempting such a project, I have undoubtedly 

excluded a number of important 

considerations.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For instance, the limits of Nubian attempts 

for mobilization, as well as the wider 

struggle of the Nubian people in Egypt, must 

of course be seen in the broader context and 

particularities of the authoritarian Egyptian 

military state, which I have unfortunately not 

been able to explore here. I have also 

refrained from framing the marginalization 

of Nubians in terms of anti- Blackness 

which, while extremely pervasive in Egypt, 

seemed too complex a frame to use for this 

paper. Still, I hope to have highlighted 

common threads throughout this period and 

shown how the privileging of Arab identity 

and Arabic language, influenced by the 

colonial moment and experience, was 

integral to the concomitant marginalization 

of Nubian identity and Nubian language. 

This marginalization was perhaps most 

evidently manifested in the traumatic 

experience of displacement following 1963 

and continues to have reverberating effects 

for the Nubian population, although 

increasing mobilization may be a signal of 

hope. 
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Traditional Education and Modern Secularism? 
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Abstract: 

This paper will deconstruct the argument that suggests that educational reform in 19th century 

Egypt resulted in tensions between the old educational system and Western secular education. 

Although one would expect the educational reforms carried out in 19th century Egypt resulted in 

tensions between the religious establishment and the secular one, this wasn’t the case. Using 

historical evidence and the works of intellectuals such as Rifa'a Al Tahwtawi, Jamal Din Al-

Afghani, and Muhammad Rashid Rida, this paper will showcase how reformists embraced new 

ideas and accepted them. This paper will also examine how Western and secular knowledge was 

brought into Egypt through missionaries under Muhammad Pasha's rule and how this affected the 

modernization process of education throughout the nineteenth century, especially under Khedive 

Ismail's rule. Using the example of the magazine Rawdat Al Madaris, this paper will discuss the 

effect of the educational reforms of the 19th century on Egyptian society and how both traditional 

and modern schools of thought coexisted. This article will explore how girl's education, the 

translation movement, and the call for reform by religious scholars constituted important 

development for the modernization process in Egypt. This paper also argues that accounts that 

describe education reform as having created a split between modernists and religious are based on 

orientalist representations by British officials. In this way, this paper seeks to unravel a common 

historical misconception and calls for a more nuanced understanding of education reforms in 19th 

century Egypt.  

 

Keywords: Modernization, Egypt, Mohammed Ali Pasha, Rifa’a Al Tahtawi, British Colonial 
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Egypt underwent significant reforms in the 

wake of the 19th century, long before even 

Japan embarked on its modernization 

program.1 Under the rule of Mohammed Ali 

(1805-1848), educational reforms were at the 

center of the modernization program and 

were given much importance. Several 

scholars argue that the educational reforms 

initiated by Muhammad Ali Pacha and that 

continued under Ismail's rule created a 

dichotomy between traditional and modern 

education systems within Egypt.2 

In his book Modernization and British 

colonial rule in Egypt,3 Professor Robert 

Tignor analyzes the educational landscape of 

19th century Egypt by emphasizing that the 

said reforms created a dichotomy between 

traditionalists and modernists. Tignor argues 

that the emergence of a Westernized school 

system created a gap in Egyptian society 

between members educated in civil and 

religious schools. Tignor explains that one 

system trained young men to serve in the 

current administration, while the other, 

although modernized, prepared them to take 

on more traditional roles (mufti,4 imam,5 or 

schoolteacher). According to him, this 

resulted in a deep divide and clashes between 

members of the two elites. He writes that 

"Only a few men had the ability, energy, 

vision, or opportunity, to move from one 

system to the other since regular channels of 

access did not exist".6 

This interpretation, however, is not 

representative of the educational changes in 

19th century Egypt as the reality on the 

ground suggested a different narrative. 

Egyptians integrated and moved from 

religious to Western-influenced education 

with ease and flexibility. The examples of 

Rifa'a Al Tahtawi, Jamal Din Al-Afghani, 

and several other scholars who were both 

religious figures and advocates of reform is 

proof that the divide between traditionalist 

and modernists is a distorted interpretation of 

Egypt's educational modernization program.  

 

Background 

 

Under the rule of Mohammad Ali Pasha and 

later of Khedive Ismail, Egypt underwent a 

rapid modernization process. These reforms 

included the military, the building of new 

infrastructure but, most importantly, focused 

on education as the key and heart of the 

modernization process. Muhammad's Ali 

sole motivator for initiating the educational 

reforms was military-based more than 

anything else.7 Moreover, the reforms were 

not as paramount under his rule as they were 

in Ismail's rule because he was more 

concerned with the military. Muhammad's 

Ali primary concern was to educate 

bureaucrats, engineers, and doctors and 

mirror European military superiority. During 

his reign, reforms focused on educating a 

generation of technocrats that would serve 

his military ambitions. Nevertheless, it is 

essential to recognize that the reforms carried 

out by Khedive Ismail wouldn't have been 

possible without the legacy of student 

missionaries that started in Muhammad's Ali 

reign.8 He sent the first batch of Egyptian 

students to France in 1863. Muhammad Ali 

Pacha's rationale for sending student 

missionaries was to bring French military 

expertise into Egypt and was thus driven by 

military ambitions.9 But the student 

missionaries ended up having an unintended 

goal that differed from what Ali envisioned 

when he initially sent them. Instead, they 

created a generation of students fluent in 

culture and languages that would later 

advocate for reforms and carry essential 

changes within the educational system. The 

student missions initiated by Muhammad Ali 

Pasha could be pictured as one of Egypt's 

efforts to form Egyptian scholars and 

intellectuals that will contribute to translating 

and integrating knowledge from the West to  
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Egyptian society, and that would constitute 

the cornerstone of the modernization process 

of education in the 19th century. 

Another goal that was achieved by these 

student missionaries was also the creation of 

indigenous expertise to educate Egyptian 

youth. These missions were a crucial element 

in the export of knowledge from the West, 

which will later serve as the basis of 

enlightenment and revival of the Egyptian 

educational system. 10 The students of these 

missions will later use that knowledge to 

contribute to one of the biggest and perhaps 

most significant overhauls in Egyptian 

education under Ismail's rule.11 

 

Reforms Under Khedive Ismail 

 

During Ismail's rule (1863-1879), reforms in 

education were more impactful and 

contributed to the emergence of an Egyptian 

intelligentsia. Perhaps that was facilitated by 

an educated elite, issued from the student 

missionaries carried out by Muhammad Ali 

Pasha. Khedive Ismail initiated a wave of 

reforms, including the institution of Diwan al 

Madaris in 1863 and the expansion of the 

organic law, which stipulated that the 

government will be overseeing kuttabs, the 

religious schools that were available to the 

public. This meant that Khedive Ismail 

centered his efforts on establishing a unified 

government education that would benefit all 

Egyptians. These government schools 

embodied a secular, modern, and western-

influenced model, which might have 

alienated elites of indigenous religious 

institutions; this, however, didn't mean the 

two systems of education clashed as 

commonly argued. This paper seeks to 

highlight how these two schools of thought 

coexisted and analyses the case of Rawdat Al 

Madaris Al Misra as an example of a 

magazine that sought to bring both together.12 

  

Rawdat Al Madaris: A Magazine that 

Sought to Reconcile Religious and Secular 

Education  

 

Examining the example of the magazine 

Rawdat Al Madaris is vital to understanding 

the impact of Egypt's 19th-century 

educational reforms. The magazine was an 

essential element in the academic arena under 

Ismail's rule as its bridging of traditional 

religious knowledge with western sciences 

represented a groundbreaking expansion of 

educational reform.13 Rawdat al Madaris Al 

Mysria as translated from Arabic to “the 

Egyptian kindergarten magazine” was an 

Egyptian cultural magazine and of the oldest 

of its kind in the Arab world. 14 

Rawdat Al Madaris was inclusive in its view 

and offered a vibrant and ambitious 

framework through which intellectuals 

disseminated their knowledge and integrated 

the new model within the old pre-existing one 

of religious teachings. The magazine was 

founded in 1870 by a group of scholars and 

published from 1870 through 1877. Ali 

Fahmi Rifaa and his father Rifa'a Al Tahtawi 

served as its first editors. 

Moreover, the editorial board also included 

scholars from religious, traditional education 

systems (Al Azhar) such as Sheikh Husayn 

Al Marsafi, Fikri, and others. Furthermore, 

the subjects that appeared in the magazine 

included a diverse array of disciplines such as 

science, literature, botanical and natural 

sciences, math, poetry, jokes, and puzzles, as 

well as fatwas, which refers to the legal 

opinion on an Islamic law provided by an 

authority figure, and so on. 15An interesting 

example of how Rawdat Al Madaris ensured 

modern secular education was inclusive of 

indigenous forms of teachings were through 

the use of Quranic verses at the beginning of 

every article.16 The verses were included to 

demonstrate the subject's interest and why it 

is important to study it from a religious 

perspective.  



14 Safa Daoudi 

 

It is clear from the argument that Hoda 

Yousef makes in her paper that the 

conception of knowledge to the contributors 

of Rawdat Al Madaris is a combination of 

both religious frameworks and secular 

subjects taught at contemporary European 

institutions. A very different narrative from 

the pervasive assumption that the 19th-

century reforms resulted in a bifurcated view 

of education.  

Although there is a need to recognize that 

institutional reforms favored new subjects 

and marginalized to a certain extent the 

indigenous and traditional model of 

education, the call for reform was carried by 

shaykhs themselves, and the thirst for 

knowledge and education was the sole 

preoccupation of these reformists.17 

The magazine Rawdat Al Madaris, the first 

Egyptian educational journal, illustrates how 

modernization efforts sought to reconcile 

traditional education forms and the more 

secular and modern sciences imported from 

the West. This demonstrates that, in reality, 

the reforms were negotiating a discourse in 

which both systems of education could 

coexist and complement each other instead of 

the discourse that usually depicts them as 

antagonistic.  

Rawdat Al Madaris created a space of 

exchange and dialogue between religious and 

secular knowledge and attempted to bridge 

between the two and modernize education 

while preserving traditional Egyptian values.  

 

The School of Languages and the 

Translation Movement Role in the Process 

of Modernization 

 

The dissemination of knowledge is an 

essential part of education, and translation 

was a necessary tool for Egyptian 

intellectuals to integrate European forms of 

knowledge into existing curricula. Rifa'a' Al 

Tahtawi, a prominent Egyptian intellectual at 

the time, was the director of the school of 

language that operated from 1836 through 

1851. The school followed a hybrid 

education system, weaving the European-

style curriculum into a pre-existing Islamic 

foundation. In addition to training young 

scholars that would later contribute to 

expanding knowledge through the translation 

of works from Europe, the school also 

operated as a translation center that produced 

work to benefit the new reforms.18 

The translation was seen as a means to 

indigenize European knowledge and make it 

"legible" and "morally acceptable".19 The 

translation movement was thus central in the 

process of dissemination of scientific 

knowledge from Europe.  

Another particularly influential figure who 

contributed to the intellectual Nahda of Egypt 

is Efendi Ali Mubarak.20 Ali Mubarak 

received a civil education and studied in 

France as part of the 1844 student mission. 

Upon his return, he held several important 

government positions and significantly 

influenced education reform policies under 

Khedive Ismail's rule. He contributed to  

the opening of Dar El Ulm, which stands for 

the house of knowledge. Dar El Ulm was the 

first teacher training school in Egypt. It 

prepared students to become accomplished 

shaykhs21, who are both welcoming of 

Western reform and are knowledgeable in 

religious teachings.22 

 

The Introduction of Young Female 

Schooling under Khedive Ismail 

 

Discussions on the importance of young 

female’s education in Egypt were especially 

prevalent during the reform period. Rifa'a Al 

Tahtawi is noteworthy for having deployed 

considerable efforts on the discourse around 

female education. Having traveled to Paris as 

a missionary, Al Tahtawi was impressed by 

the French educational system that integrated 

both girls and boys, contributing to creating 
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progress within French society. In his book, 

Murshid al-Amin Lil-binat wal-banin, 1872, 

Tahtawi argues in favor of female education. 

He supports his argument with religious texts 

and hadiths that encourage learning. For Al 

Tahtawi, there are no drawbacks to educating 

young females as that could only lead to a 

"more harmonious family life" and thus the 

advancement of the nation. In this book, Al 

Tahtawi defines his stance about education 

clearly. Although he argues that women are 

not suited to the study of government 

administration, he supports the enactment of 

a universal primary education system for 

both girls and boys.23 Another prominent 

figure in the Nahda, Butrus Al Bustani, also 

advocated for women's right to education. 

Butrus argued that educating females would 

serve a greater purpose, which is that of 

building stronger communities and 

contributing to the advancement of society. 

In his book "Khitab fi Ta'lim al-Nisa" he also 

wrote that women are to be considered active 

members of a society and that their education 

is necessary for its advancement. He argued 

that the process of "tamadun," which stands 

for "becoming civilized" in Arabic, is not 

possible without educating girls. 24 For Al 

Bustani and several other intellectuals of 

Egypt in the 19th century, girl's education 

was crucial. Their argument was often based 

on the role a woman plays as the mother of 

"tomorrow's son," thus making for an 

incentive to educate them to ensure social 

progress.  During the same time frame, under 

Ismail's rule, the question of girl's education 

was addressed, and the idea of an all-girls 

school was discussed in 1867. As a result, 

Egypt’s first girl’s school, al-Madrasa al-

Suyufiyya, was established in 1873 by 

Ismail’s third wife Jashem Afet Hanum.25 

The opening of the first all-girls school in 

Egypt represented a vital step in 

modernization and was achieved based on 

both religious and modern arguments, as 

explained.  

This development indicates if anything that 

religion did not constitute an opposing 

movement to reform and educational 

modernization in 19th century Egypt.  

In fact, both the religious establishment and 

the modernizing movement advocated for 

promoting women’s education. The religious 

establishment advocated for women’s 

education through religious texts that 

encourage learning for all.  Scholars and 

proponents of modernization relied on 

accounts of how girl schooling has 

contributed to progress in western societies 

and how the same could be achieved in 

Egyptian society. 

 

Prominent Scholars and their Advocacy 

for Reform in Education 

 

Another argument that can demonstrate that 

the educational reform cannot be thought of 

as a bifurcation of two systems is through an 

examination of the educational backgrounds 

of the scholars that led the reforms 

themselves. The movement of educational 

Nahda was under the leadership of religious 

leaders and graduates of Al Azhar, who were 

the first advocates of change and 

modernization of Egypt's educational 

curricula. 26 These religious scholars were 

part of an old model of education that 

centered teaching around religion, but they 

were opened to integrating new forms of 

knowledge and advocated for the 

enlightenment of Egyptian society with 

science or "Ilm."  

During Mohammed Ali's reign, the term Ilm, 

which stands for science in Arabic, was only 

referred to when speaking of religious 

knowledge and teachings from which one 

could derive wisdom.27 However, during 

Ismail Pasha's reign, the new educational 

reforms signaled a shift from this once too 

narrow definition of Ilm. Scholars and 

intellectuals alike were advocating for a more 

inclusive array of subjects to be labeled as 
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Ilm. The definition was made to encompass 

any form of knowledge deemed beneficial to 

the umma, as in the Islamic community. Ilm 

didn't exclusively mean religious knowledge, 

but European knowledge was included in that 

definition as well. 28  

Shaykh Husayn Al Marsafi, a prominent 

Egyptian scholar, and a teacher within the Al 

Azhar ulama corps, discussed this in detail in 

his work. He believed in the importance of 

tarbiyah, which stands for education in 

Arabic, and described it as "a process of 

perfection".29 He was thus welcoming of new 

subjects to be taught and regarded reform 

with a good eye. Hasan al-Attar, a 

distinguished Islamic scholar, and Imam of 

Al Azhar in 1830, advocated for learning 

"western sciences" from the French, 

underscoring their importance to the 

intellectual awakening of Egyptian society. 
30The student missionaries didn't see the 

West as intrusive to Islamic teachings but 

rather were willing and open to these new 

forms of knowledge. The concept of the 

pursuit of Ilm wasn't limited in its scope and 

embraced any knowledge that was seen as 

beneficial. Ilm was conceived and thought of 

as continuity between pre-existing traditional 

and religious forms of knowledge and new 

western and secular sciences imported from 

the West for these scholars.  

Rifa'a Al Tahtawi, a prominent intellectual, 

was a product of these student missions. He 

studied at Al Azhar and later at L’Ecole 

égyptienne and later became the director of 

the school of languages in Cairo. During his 

time in Paris, Rifa'a Al Tawtawi studied 

physics, geometry, political science, and 

astronomy. His experience would be 

paramount in shaping education reforms in 

19th century Egypt. 31 

In his book "Talkhis al-ibriz fi talkhis bariz" 

(The extraction of pure gold in the 

abridgment of Paris), Tahtawi wrote about 

his experience in the French capital. The 

underlying message of his work was a call for 

Egyptian society to be open to new forms of 

knowledge.32 Bustani also advocated for the 

importance of education in his career. He 

argued that education was essential and 

constituted the foundation of "civilization" 

and "reform," which underlies Egypt's 

intellectual preoccupation with the enterprise 

of educational modernization.33  

 

 Colonization of Minds through 

Orientalist Modes of Representations 

The pervasive assumption that educational 

reforms in 19th century Egypt resulted in a 

split inside Egyptian society finds an echo in 

orientalist depictions of Islam by British 

officials.  

The British advanced a narrative that 

depicted a false dichotomy between members 

of the religious establishment and Western-

educated intellectuals and described an 

objective Islamic essence that resists change 

to legitimize Britain's colonial enterprise. 34 

According to Edward Said, orientalism 

represents the Eastern world, Egypt, through 

the lenses of the West.35 Orientalist 

depictions are often distorted and do not 

account for the concrete realities of the 

Orient. In this way, Orientalism functions as 

a tool to justify colonization.36 Examples of 

orientalist discourse used to advance the 

colonial argument are present in Cromer's 

writing. Lord Cromer, a British politician 

who served as controller general in Egypt 

during 1879, describes in his correspondence 

the Egyptian mind as "deficient".37 

Orientalist discourse such as the one used by 

Cromer served as a tool to bolster the 

legitimacy of Britain's colonial enterprise. 

Cromer looks at Egyptians from a purely 

European perspective which he deems 

superior to Egyptian intellectuality. He 

portrays Egyptian society as antagonistic to 

the West and argues that British occupation 

is necessary because of the Egyptians’ 

inherent inferiority. Arguments such as the 

one used by Cromer were a deliberate attempt 
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to justify colonization by depicting Egypt as 

"backward" and "bad".38According to 

Kalmbach, this orientalist discourse 

completed the colonization of Egyptians’ 

minds before their bodies. Despite their 

biases, these ideas influenced Muslim 

intellectuals and scholars who came to adopt 

and embrace these opinions themselves. We 

can find traces of these internalized 

perceptions in the works of several Islamic 

scholars.39 

Similar to Western accounts, these works 

described Islamic teachings as immutable 

and stagnant and unwilling to accept new 

modes of thinking. Jamal Din Al Afgani, a 

prominent Islamic modernist, wrote:  

"Muslim society has not yet freed 

itself from the tutelage of religion. 

Realizing, however, that the Christian 

religion preceded the Muslim religion 

in the world by many centuries, I 

cannot keep from hoping that 

Muhammadan society will succeed 

someday in breaking its bonds and 

marching resolutely in the path of 

civilization in the manner of Western 

society." 40 

This excerpt is one example showcasing that 

Muslim intellectual internalized the belief 

that western society was superior, and that 

the Muslim community needed to evolve to 

keep up pace with the world’s progress.  

Moreover, British officials subscribed to a 

reductive view of Islamic tradition as 

antithetical to progress and described Islamic 

education as “ritualistic indoctrination 

designed to kill off the rational intellect.” The 

British used their socio-economic leverage to 

impose their own definitions of modernity by 

progressively marginalizing religious modes 

of teachings.  

Furthermore, this description of a unified 

Islamic essence that is hostile to change was 

also used to discuss women's education. 

Gender roles, as defined under a larger 

reform program of Islamic revival, called for 

gender-segregated and gender-specific 

schooling (needlework for girls). However, a 

closer look reveals intriguing similarities 

between the Islamist discourse calling for the 

respect of strict gender roles to adhere to the 

"true version of Islam" and an orientalist 

discourse that describes Islam as an 

immutable ideology that oppressed and 

marginalized women. The reality is that pre-

colonization Egypt did not adhere to these 

simplistic assumptions. The status of women 

was far from what orientalist discourse tried 

to convey. In her study about Women in 19th 

century Egypt, Judith Tuckers explains that 

women freely engaged in educational 

spheres, including madrassas and mosques. 

They were also active members of society 

and managed businesses. Tuckers argue that 

the deterioration of women's status is a 

product of British educational policy that 

deliberately "restarted women's schooling" 

and blamed it on Islamic teachings and law. 

Although they created the problem, the 

British did not hesitate to label Islam as a 

supposedly rigid and oppressive religious 

system.41 The fact is that this marginalization 

of women was more similar to the practices 

of Victorian England than what Islamic 

tradition advocated for.  

Colonial representation advanced politically 

motivated narratives to the point of 

misrepresentation. These narratives achieved 

significant traction because Islamist scholars 

internalized them. Examinations of the 

arguments put forth in this paragraph suggest 

that common interpretations of 19th-century 

Egyptian educational reforms as divisive 

within Egyptian society are biased.   

According to Kalmbach, it is essential to 

deconstruct this compartmentalization as it 

implies that civil education was trying to 

mirror European models without regard to 

local and religious norms.42 Such analysis 

deeply misrepresents the educational reforms 

that used Western knowledge to modernize 

Egypt. The reforms did not intend to replace 
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religious and traditional theologies and did 

not perceive them as inferior. The role of the 

reforms was to enhance and build upon 

existing knowledge.43 Egyptian scholars 

exercised significant agency in attaining 
1these goals of educational modernization. 

Intellectuals such as Tahtawi and Ali 

Mubarak designed and promoted a version of 

modernity that deliberately differed from 

Western models to accommodate cultural and 

religious practices and preserve the Egyptian 

identity. However, this idea of the superiority 

of European knowledge did become more 

popular and established by the end of the 19th 

century, which resulted in tensions within the 

educated elites.   

 

British colonialism 

 

Khedive's Ismail financial extravagance 

precipitated Egypt's bankruptcy, especially 

after the American civil war and the fall of 

cotton prices in 1866. Due to the country’s 

long-term interaction with Britain, Egypt’s 

bankruptcy signified the end of its 

sovereignty. The British invaded Egypt in 

1882 to protect its financial interests in the 

country, culminating into the Anglo-

Egyptian war.44 The war crushed the Urabi 

revolt, which sought to liberate Egypt from 

foreign influence and depose Khedive 

Tewfiq Pasha. Britain’s victory allowed the 

colonial power to take over the country and 

colonize it until 1956.45  

The British initiated a series of reform to 

modernize Egypt including “reforming the 

education”. However, the process of 

reforming the educational establishment in 

Egypt started before the arrival of Britain 

with Napoleon’s invasion of Egypt in 1798. 

The stated mission of the French mission was 

to civilize Egyptian society and promote 

“scientific thinking” in Egyptian society. 

Britain eventually took over Egypt in 1882, 

ending France’s influence in the region. After 

 
1  

taking over, the British had to realign 

educational reforms to fit with their interests. 

The British wanted to limit access to 

education to the elite, and to this end, they cut 

the budget spent on education.46 Education in 

the kuttabs (religious establishments) was 

provided for the masses, while elites enjoyed 

the privilege of government schools. This 

created a clear bifurcation inside Egyptian 

society as it associated religious education 

with backwardness and the secular 

establishment as a synonym of modernity.47  

 

Conclusion 

 

Based on the evidence discussed above, it 

appears that the educational reforms in 19th 

century Egypt encouraged inclusiveness. The 

study of modern subjects imported from the 

West alongside pre-existing religious 

theologies was essential to the modernization 

process. This is perfectly illustrated in our 

discussion of the magazine Rawdat Al 

Madaris. The disruption of the "Nahda" by 

British imperialism led to the bifurcation of 

the two education models: the traditional 

religious and the modern secular. Orientalist 

depictions of Islam as an immutable ideology 

and their misrepresentation of Egypt's 

educational reforms also influenced how 

Egyptian scholars saw themselves. This 

internalization of orientalists' representations 

resulted in a narrative tainted by colonial 

legacy and unrepresentative of the aims of 

modernization. This will later become the 

pervasive narrative used by Historians to 

discuss the 19th-century educational reforms. 

Until the end of Ismail's rule, reformists 

thought of the religious establishment and 

new forms of knowledge as complementary. 

Intellectuals such as the prominent Rifa'a Al 

Tahtawi understood the importance of 

integrating knowledge from the West, not 

because they thought of religious teachings 

as inept but because they understood the 
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usefulness of modern science. To this end, it 

is important to recognize that this dichotomy 

did not exist before British imperialism as 

this split fails to capture the scope of the 

reform program of the 19th century and gives 

legitimacy to orientalist modes of 

representation.
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Abstract 

Following its victory in the 1967 Arab-Israeli War, Israel banned all Palestinian nationalist 

movements and adopted a policy of mass incarceration of civilians. Inside Israel’s prisons, 

detained Palestinians built a highly organized movement, many members of which rose to 

prominence as grassroots activists during the first Intifada. The signing of the Oslo I Accord in 

1993 was followed by mass releases of prisoners, and the movement ceased to exist. In the early 

2000s, a rise in incarceration led to the reemergence of the prisoners’ movement. However, 

inmates have since failed to influence politics on a sustained basis. Instead, their activism has been 

limited to occasional hunger strikes demanding improvements in living conditions. What explains 

variation in the degree and mode of Palestinian prisoners’ participation in national politics? 

Contrary to existing explanations, I argue that the observed shift was a result of factors internal to 

prisons. Between 1967 and 1993, Palestinian inmates maintained a complex educational system 

inside Israel’s jails. The system gave inmates opportunities to influence the public discourse and 

trained them to build a cohesive opposition movement. In the early 2000s, the educational system 

disappeared as a result of Israeli restrictions on prisoners' rights, as well as lack of support from 

the Palestinian Authority and geographic obstacles to family visits. In the absence of a system 

which can mobilize inmates behind bars, the political participation of jailed Palestinians has 

declined. I use evidence from newspapers and maps, as well as the work of ethnographers who 

conducted interviews with prisoners, to support this argument. 
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What explains variation in the degree and 

mode of Palestinian prisoners’ participation 

in national politics, while in jail and shortly 

after release? I define participation broadly as 

political acts which influence decision-

making in a concrete and visible way, capture 

public attention, or elicit direct responses 

from leaders. Between 1967 and 1993, 

imprisoned Palestinians developed a highly 

organized movement inside Israel’s jails. 

Following their release (and even while in 

prison), many members of the movement 

rose to prominence as grassroots activists and 

as leaders in the Palestine Liberation 

Organization (PLO). During the period of the 

Oslo peace process, the prisoners’ movement 

was dismantled as large numbers of detainees 

were set free. Since the second Intifada, 

Israel’s mass imprisonment of Palestinians 

has led to the reemergence of the prisoners’ 

movement. However, inmates and newly 

released prisoners have largely ceased to 

participate in Palestinian politics as activists, 

commentators, or party leaders. Instead, their 

participation has predominantly consisted of 

hunger strikes demanding better conditions 

inside prisons.  

Despite its former importance as a mass 

participation structure of the PLO, the 

prisoners’ movement has remained 

understudied by scholars. Those who have 

approached the question of why the 

movement’s political prominence has 

diminished focus on factors like the 

disenfranchisement of grassroots movements 

by the Palestinian Authority (PA) leadership, 

changing power dynamics between the 

PLO’s factions, and the schism between 

Hamas and Fatah.1 Such explanations neglect 

how dynamics internal to prisons shape 

inmates’ and former inmates’ participation in 

national politics.  

I argue that prisoners’ prominent and 

sustained participation in Palestinian politics 

prior to 1993 was a product of the educational 

system they created in the region’s jails. 

Upon arriving in prison, young activists were 

inducted into a faction of their choice and 

taught the ideological tenets of their group 

through lectures, debates, and the reading of 

Marxist, anti-colonial, and Arab nationalist 

texts. At the same time, prisoners dedicated 

themselves to studying the institutions, 

politics, and history of Israel. This 

knowledge helped them craft sharp critiques 

of their state adversary, as well as of the 

violent tactics used by the PLO to combat it. 

Through direct and indirect channels, 

inmates were able to broadcast their political 

ideas to the Palestinian population – and thus 

became active participants in national 

politics. 

After the second Intifada a variety of factors, 

including Israel’s restrictive policies, the 

PA’s waning support for the prisoners’ 

movement, and logistical obstacles to family 

visits, obstructed or weakened these 

channels. As a result, the educational system 

withered. In the absence of the system, 

prisoners’ only reliable tactic of contestation 

has been that of hunger strikes. Left with a 

limited political repertoire, prisoners have 

been less able to participate effectively in 

national politics than in the period prior to the 

Oslo peace process.   

To articulate this argument, I draw upon 

journalistic and historical evidence, as well as 

the work of ethnographers who conducted 

interviews with former detainees. I examine 

the history of the prisoners’ movement 

during two periods: between Israel’s 

occupation of the West Bank and Gaza Strip 

in 1967 and the Oslo I Accord of 1993; and 

since the onset of the second Intifada in 2000. 

I do not include the 7 years of the Oslo peace 

process in this time frame because they were 

marked by an upheaval in the make-up of the 

prisoner community, which was 

accompanied by the dissolution of the 

educational system. Therefore, this 

transitional period is unsuited for comparison 

with the eras that preceded and followed it. 
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For lack of sufficient information on 

prisoners affiliated with Islamist factions 

such as Hamas and Palestinian Islamic Jihad 

(PIJ), I focus predominantly on members of 

the secular-nationalist PLO.   

This paper consists of six sections. Section 

one provides background on the history of the 

PLO and the prisoners’ movement. Section 

two reviews existing explanations for the 

varying participation of prisoners in 

Palestinian politics and points to gaps in the 

literature. Section three examines the 

structure of the educational system between 

1967 and 1993. Section four examines the 

ways in which the educational system 

contributed to the political participation of its 

members during this period. Section five 

examines prisoners’ communication with the 

outside world since the second Intifada. Here 

I probe two complementary questions: What 

prevented the educational system from being 

reestablished after Oslo? How might its 

absence have reduced prisoners’ political 

participation? Section six discusses the 

implications of Palestinian inmates’ political 

activities on our understanding of prisoner 

mobilization and of social movements in 

general.  

 

Background on the PLO and the 

Palestinian Prisoners’ Movement 

In 1948, approximately 700,000 Palestinians 

fled or were expelled from Palestine 

following the establishment of the state of 

Israel. The forced displacement of the 

Palestinian population by Israeli settlers and 

militias came to be known as the Nakba.2 In 

1959, University of Cairo student Yasser 

Arafat founded the Palestinian National 

Liberation Movement (Fatah) with the 

objective of liberating Palestine from the 

Israeli occupation. Fatah was soon joined by 

other nationalist factions, the most prominent 

of which were two Marxist-Leninist groups: 

the Popular Front for the Liberation of 

Palestine (PFLP) and the Democratic Front 

for the Liberation of Palestine (DFLP).3 Over 

the course of the 1950s and 1960s, 

Palestinian freedom fighters (fedayeen) from 

various factions launched over one hundred 

sabotage attacks on Israel, including 

bombing power plants, roads, and pipelines.4 

In 1964, Palestinian nationalist Ahmad 

Shuqairi was commissioned by the Arab 

League to chair the Palestine Liberation 

Organization (PLO), a representative body 

created to build “foundations for organizing 

the Palestinian people.”5 In its official 

charter, the PLO declared that “the partition 

of Palestine in 1947 and the establishment of 

the state of Israel are entirely illegal” and that 

“armed struggle is the only way to liberate 

Palestine.”6 These principles reflected a 

dominant view among Palestinians: Israel 

was an illegitimate state with whom neither 

peace nor coexistence was possible, and only 

the use of force could free the homeland.7  

The creation of the PLO spurred a rise in 

nationalism. Soon, the fedayeen began 

competing with each other and with 

Shuqairi’s PLO for popular support. Seeking 

to establish Fatah’s primacy over the national 

liberation movement, Arafat proposed that 

the fedayeen enter the PLO and elect their 

members to the Palestinian National Council 

(PNC). In February 1969, Fatah beat the 

PFLP and the DFLP to elect the largest bloc 

in the PNC; Arafat was appointed as the 

Council’s speaker. 8 With the entry of the 

fedayeen, the PLO became an umbrella 

organization comprised of numerous 

factions, but effectively controlled by Fatah.9  

In June 1967, Israel defeated a coalition of 

Arab armies and captured the Palestinian 

territories of the West Bank and Gaza Strip, 

as well as Egypt’s Sinai Peninsula and 

Syria’s Golan Heights. With the overnight 

expansion of its borders, Israel banned all 

Palestinian nationalist movements and 

adopted a policy of mass incarceration of 

civilians. During the following fifteen years, 

the PLO would continue to launch attacks on 
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Israel, first from Jordan and later from 

Lebanon. With the outbreak of Lebanon’s 

civil war, however, the Lebanese government 

expelled the PLO from the country in 1982. 

The group’s leadership re-established itself in 

Tunis where, distant from the Palestinian 

population, Arafat and his cadre saw their 

influence diminish. 

Meanwhile in the Occupied Territories, 

Israeli-controlled jails became sites of intense 

recruitment and organizing by imprisoned 

followers of the PLO. Youths who found 

themselves behind bars between the 1960s 

and the 1990s encountered a bustling 

political environment which offered them 

frequent opportunities for socialization, 

ideological instruction, and classes in a 

variety of subjects.10 As pointed out by 

Bornstein, incarceration also gave prisoners a 

large number of political connections in the 

West Bank and Gaza Strip. The extensive 

social networks and reputation Palestinians 

acquired while in prison enabled them to 

quickly rise through the ranks of the PLO and 

establish themselves as community leaders 

upon release.11 The prisoner community was 

so effective in training activists that it was 

officially named by the PLO leadership as the 

Palestinian Political Captives’ Movement.12   

Released activists such as Marwan Barghouti 

and Hussein al-Sheikh went on to play 

prominent roles as leaders in the first 

Intifada, a non-violent uprising against Israeli 

rule which began in 1987 and continued until 

1993. Other members of the prisoners’ 

movement became well-known even while 

under Israeli custody. Jibril Rajoub, who was 

imprisoned between 1970 and 1985, was one 

such individual. Respected by fellow inmates 

for his impressive fluency in Hebrew and 

encyclopedic knowledge of the Israeli 

security service and government, Rajoub 

published a series of texts from jail which 

captured the attention of the PLO leadership. 

After leaving prison, he fled to Tunis and 

became an advisor to Arafat.13 

In August 1993, Arafat re-emerged from a 

period of relative obscurity by signing the 

Oslo I Accord, the first of two wide-ranging 

peace treaties with Israel. The Oslo Accords 

secured the release of the vast majority of 

detainees who formed the prisoners’ 

movement in the previous decades. In 

September 1993, over 10,000 Palestinians 

were imprisoned; by 2000, only an estimated 

400 prisoners sentenced before Oslo were 

still held in Israeli jails.14 The Oslo 

framework also led to the creation of the 

Palestinian Authority (PA), an interim self-

government body which gained limited 

control over the West Bank and Gaza Strip. 

Many of the released prisoners went on to 

become officers in the Palestinian security 

apparatus, and the man in charge of the 

newfound Preventative Security Service was 

none other than Jibril Rajoub, who in 1992 

had impressed the head of the Israeli Security 

Agency, Yaakov Peri, for knowing “so much 

about [him], even the name of [his] wife.”  

By the late 1990s, however, Palestinians and 

Israelis alike had lost faith in the Oslo 

framework’s capacity to create an 

autonomous Palestinian state or bring peace 

to the region. The failure of Oslo led to the 

outbreak of a second Palestinian Intifada in 

the year 2000.15 This uprising – which was 

far more violent than the first Intifada – led 

the Israeli Defense Forces (IDF) to 

reestablish military control over the West 

Bank and Gaza Strip.16 As the peace process 

crumbled, Israel returned to its policy of mass 

incarceration of Palestinians after a 10-year 

hiatus. Before long, newly built prisons were 

filled with members of the PLO, including 

veterans of the pre-Oslo prisoners’ 

movement like Fatah’s Marwan Barghouti.17 

However, as argued by Miodownok and 

Rosenfeld, the prisoners’ movement has 

since failed to “achieve a dominant political 

position” or participate consistently in 

domestic politics.18  
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The most notable instance of collective 

action by prisoners after Oslo was arguably 

the 2006 National Conciliation Document, 

known simply as the Prisoners’ Document. 

Written by leaders of Fatah, Hamas, Islamic 

Jihad, the PFLP, and the DFLP in various 

jails, the document proposed reforms in the 

PLO with the objective of including Islamist 

factions. It also called for a Palestinian state 

within the 1967 borders and for the right of 

return of refugees. The Prisoners’ Document 

was published in May 2006 and met with 

initial enthusiasm by members of Fatah. 

However, the text soon became an object of 

disagreement between Hamas and the PLO. 

It was never implemented.19   

Since the failure of the Prisoners’ Document, 

inmates’ political actions have consisted 

almost exclusively of hunger strikes 

demanding better living conditions inside 

jails. On some occasions, these acts of protest 

have captured public attention and elicited 

PA support for prisoners’ demands. In 2012, 

for instance, Palestinian President Mahmoud 

Abbas pleaded the international community 

to act on behalf of the inmates after an 

estimated 1,550 prisoners went on a strike.20 

However, such episodes are usually followed 

by long periods of stillness, with few 

mentions of prisoners in the media until the 

next large-scale hunger strike breaks out, as 

one did in 2017. Thus, unlike during the pre-

Oslo period, prisoners are unable to 

participate in Palestinian politics on a 

sustained basis. 

 

Insufficiency of Existing Explanations 

One of a small number of scholars who has 

offered an analytical assessment of the 

prisoners’ movement’s activities, Maya 

Rosenfeld  proposes that the diminished 

influence of detainees on national politics in 

the post-Oslo area can be attributed to two 

factors: first, the political and ideological 

make-up of the prisoner population since the 

second Intifada; and second, the lack of a 

unified Palestinian leadership capable of 

engaging with political prisoners on a 

sustained basis.21  

Rosenfeld notes that the majority of 

Palestinians imprisoned since the year 2000 

were born in the 1980s and grew up in the 

1990s. Because they were raised during the 

period of the Oslo peace process, the current 

generation of inmates did not participate in 

popular movements to the same degree as 

people born in the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s. 

As a result, she argues, most members of the 

contemporary prisoners’ movement lack the 

political education and training necessary to 

mobilize as effectively as their predecessors.  

Rosenfeld is correct in pointing out that the 

dismantlement of the popular structures of 

the PLO diminished the involvement of 

Palestinian civilians in politics. However, she 

does not account for the fact that prisons 

themselves were important sites of mass 

political participation during the pre-Oslo 

era. Indeed, many Palestinians first joined 

popular movements upon entering jail, and 

not before. A former inmate and activist 

interviewed by Collins recalled: “I was 

ignorant when I came to prison, but it 

changed me. We Palestinians think of the 

prison as a school or a university . . . and 

when you get out, you are like an expert.”22 

This account suggests that individuals’ 

experiences prior to entering prison were 

often less relevant to their future participation 

in national politics than the opportunities for 

mobilization they found inside jails. By 

overstating the importance of prisoners’ 

backgrounds, Rosenfeld obscures the impact 

of the prison experience itself on their 

political actions. 

Rosenfeld’s second argument attributes the 

decline of prisoners’ participation to the 

factional and political divisions which afflict 

the Palestinian leadership. Pointing to the 

failure of the Prisoners’ Document as an 

example, she notes that inmates’ attempts to 

influence national politics are repeatedly cut 
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short by disagreements and disputes within 

the government and among parties. This 

argument helps us explain why the prisoners’ 

movement’s degree of participation in 

politics has diminished. However, it does 

little to explain the change in their mode of 

participation that took place in tandem. 

Rosenfeld does not address the fact that, 

since the publication of the Prisoners’ 

Document in 2006, no similar initiatives have 

taken place. Instead, prisoners’ collective 

actions have overwhelmingly consisted of 

hunger strikes.  

Be that as it may, Rosenfeld is right to 

consider the way that leaders deal with 

grassroots activism as detrimental to 

prisoners’ political participation. As argued 

by Brown & Nerenberg (2016), internal 

rivalries, the decline of parties, and the lack 

of a clear political program have rendered the 

PA a “set of Palestinian-staffed structures 

that stand on top of society with few links to 

it.” 23 However, we still require an 

explanation for why the community of 

prisoners has become far less politically 

salient while movements like Boycott, 

Divestment and Sanctions (BDS) find 

creative ways of participating prominently in 

national politics. This shift has taken place 

despite the fact that the prisoners’ movement 

has a much longer history of activism than 

BDS, and thus presumably a larger 

institutional legacy to draw upon.   

A third possible explanation, invoked in 

different forms by Rosenfeld (2004), Hill 

(2016), and Abdallah (2019), also deserves 

our attention. Perhaps variation in prisoners’ 

degree and mode of political participation 

can be attributed to how factional dynamics 

affect relationships inside jails. Nashif points 

out that, although political prisoners 

developed their own traditions and activities, 

the internal organization of the pre-Oslo 

movement followed the model of the PLO. 

According to Rosenfeld, during this period 

the prisoners’ movement was characterized 

by a “tight, union-like, cooperation between 

political factions.”24 It is plausible that the 

internal fragmentation that has beset the PLO 

since the second Intifada, combined with the 

schism between Hamas and Fatah, have 

inhibited similar cooperation from taking 

place since then. These divisions, in turn, 

might spoil attempts at collective action and 

reduce the political capabilities of the 

prisoners’ movement. 

This argument obscures considerable 

variability in the relations between prison 

factions since the second Intifada. During the 

mass hunger strike organized by Marwan 

Barghouti in 2017, internal rivalries did 

indeed prevent the prisoners’ movement from 

acting cohesively. On that occasion, all 

Islamist prisoners boycotted the strike 

because the Hamas leadership feared that its 

results would be credited to Fatah and the 

PLO.25 However, in 2012 an even larger 

hunger strike organized by Hamas gained 

widespread adherence from members of the 

nationalist factions.26 Rather than presuming 

that factionalism is the cause of the prisoners’ 

movement decline, then, scholars should 

consider what factors contributed to 

sustained inter-factional cooperation before 

Oslo and to an erratic pattern of cooperation 

and competition since the year 2000. 

 

The Political Relevance of the Inmate 

Educational System Between 1967 and 

1993 

During the first four years of the Israeli 

occupation, Palestinian prisoners were 

denied access to pens, paper, and books. In 

1968, the first reported hunger strike under 

Israeli rule took place in Bit Lyd jail as a 

protest against cruel treatment by the prison 

authorities. Although prisoners’ demands 

were largely ignored, the act gave rise to a 

wave of hunger strikes which spread across 

the Occupied Territories’ jails to become, in 

Ismail Nashif’s words, “political captives’ 

ultimate weapon against the oppressive 
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conditions of their existence.”27 In 1971, a 

new round of strikes pushed the Israeli 

government to make concessions such as 

granting access to writing utensils, 

newspapers, and books. This achievement 

was closely followed by inmates’ 

establishing of libraries inside every jail, 

setting the stage for the pursuit of learning 

behind bars.28 

 This chain of events shows us that the 

educational system was not initially a cause, 

but a consequence of prisoners’ mobilization. 

Rosenfeld notes that veteran prisoners who 

were arrested in the late 1960s recount that 

the early prisoners’ movement centered 

mainly on the struggle to improve prison 

conditions. The educational system’s key 

contribution, then, was not to facilitate 

collective action (although it did this as well), 

but to enable inmates and former inmates to 

articulate demands which were too complex 

and varied to be expressed by hunger strikes. 

As a result, the prisoners’ movement gained 

the capacity to advocate not only for the  

rights of its own members, but of all 

Palestinians. This political versatility, in turn, 

propelled prisoners’ participation in national 

politics during the Occupation period. 

Figure 1 diagrams the educational system’s 

crucial role in advancing prisoners’ political 

participation. This participation was a 

product of the specific interactions (arrows) 

it gave rise to. The material and logistical 

support of the PLO and of Palestinian 

families (blue arrows) enabled the growth 

and spread of the system. Inside prisons, the 

system provided factions with recruitment 

opportunities and a platform for negotiations. 

This in turn generated inter-factional 

collaboration and contributed to a relatively 

unified educational system which was 

resilient to  

Israeli interventions. Prisoners’ participation 

in Palestinian politics (orange arrows) was 

advanced by the educational system in two 

central ways: first, as a result of the informal  

curriculum known as the “Palestinian 

revolutionary pedagogy,”29 which instilled 

detainees with strong ideological beliefs and 

trained them to work as activists upon 

release; and second, through the production 

of prison literature which was disseminated 

in the Occupied Territories.  

 

 

Figure 1: The Relevance of the Inmate 

Educational System for Prisoners’ 

Political Participation  

What enabled the prisoner educational 

system to grow and complexify? Prisoners’ 

access to books and writing materials alone 

does not explain how the educational system 

came to be the backbone of an “internal 

order” which institutionalized these common 

activities.30  Drawing upon a large number of 

interviews with former inmates, Nashif 

argues that the consolidation of the PLO’s 

social and political networks in the West 

Bank and Gaza Strip was the primary cause 

of the growth of an organized movement 

inside jails.31 However, Nashif does not offer 

examples of how these networks supported 

prisoners. Anecdotal evidence from 

interviews conducted by Bornstein (2004) 
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indicate that one way the PLO’s networks 

contributed to the development of the 

prisoners’ movement was by reducing the 

chance of Israeli infiltration in the 

community of inmates. Outside members of 

the PLO provided leaders of the prisoners’ 

movement with background information on 

new arrivals, thus helping them identify 

Palestinians who were arrested for non-

political crimes (like stealing cars), recruited 

by Israel as informants, and “planted” in the 

political prisoner community.32 This account 

is echoed by Harlow (1990), who posits that 

external support from the PLO helped 

prevent prison authorities from learning the 

tactics inmates relied on to circulate texts 

between jails.33      

Israel’s relatively lenient restrictions on 

family visits allowed for the establishment of 

sophisticated communication channels. 

These channels, in turn, enabled individual 

jails to become headquarters of the entire 

prisoners’ movement, from which leaders 

(who kept their identities largely secret) 

coordinated educational and protest activities 

that were adopted throughout the prison 

system. On a bi-weekly basis, “tens of 

thousands of visitors from the West Bank and 

Gaza Strip” received and delivered 

information on plans for upcoming 

hunger strikes, the names of inmates who had 

fallen ill, and banned books to be sent to 

different jails.34 The PLO helped sustain the 

educational system that emerged at the 

confluence of these channels by providing 

$50 million in annual aid to Palestinian 

families.35 Connected and supported by 

external solidarity networks, the prisoners’ 

movement came to dominate virtually all of 

the 22 jails used by Israel to detain 

Palestinians between 1967 and 1993.36  

By organizing inmates according to their 

ideological affinities, technical skills, and 

academic interests, the structures of the 

educational system lent themselves to inter-

factional collaboration. Upon arrival, new 

prisoners were invited to join Fatah, the 

PFLP, the DFLP, the Communist Party, and 

later, Hamas. Once integrated in the prison 

community, detainees were placed under a 

hybrid system where their faction of choice 

was responsible for delivering ideological 

instruction while a council of leaders from all 

factions coordinated prisoners’ sleeping 

schedules, distributed food, and mediated 

disputes.37 General education classes were 

open to all inmates, regardless of political 

affiliation.38 Describing the division of tasks 

between factions in prison, former detainee 

Hasan Abdallah recalled: “Fatah was 

concerned with the organizational side, how 

to attract new members. The Left was 

investing a lot in the cultural dimensions. 

Always the Left led the thaqafah39 in the 

prison.”40 As pointed out by Nashif, the 

creation of an inter-factional system in the 

prisons thus demarcated the “whole 

community of captives as a distinct 

Palestinian national community.”41  

I would add that internal cohesion made the 

educational system resilient to Israel’s 

transferring of inmates to other jails. 

Described in a different context by Biondi as 

one of the most traumatic experiences in a 

prisoners’ life, the forced transfer of a 

Palestinian inmate from one community to 

another might have significantly disrupted 

his educational pursuits and even threatened 

his survival.42 Yet, although most former 

inmates interviewed by Nashif, Bornstein, 

and Collins were held in several jails, none 

found that transfer halted their learning 

process or removed them from the prisoners’ 

movement. On the contrary, as noted by 

Abdallah, “transfers of prisoners are 

regularly orchestrated [by factions] to 

influence the results of internal prison 

elections and reinforce geographical, 

statutory or family solidarity.”43 The 

endurance of the prisoner educational 

system, therefore, can be attributed in part to 
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the pattern of inter-factional cooperation it 

gave rise to.  

 

The Prisoners’ Movement Between 1967 

and 1993 

In what ways did the educational system 

contribute to the political participation of its 

members during the pre-Oslo era? Education 

enhanced detainees’ political prospects by 

introducing them to a variety of academic 

subjects which were inaccessible to 

Palestinians in the Occupied Territories. 

Students in the schools of the West Bank and 

Gaza Strip faced harsh restrictions by Israeli 

officials, who prohibited any extracurricular 

activities and banned a large number of 

books.44 By contrast, imprisoned youths 

received peer instruction on nationalist, 

Marxist, and anti-colonial thought, as well as 

Zionism, Jewish history, and Hebrew. 45 

Looking back on his time in jail during the 

1970s and 1980s, a former inmate was quoted 

as saying: “before prison I was a porter who 

could neither read nor write. Now, after 14 

years in prison, I write in Arabic, I teach 

Hebrew, and I translate from English.”46       

Among the members of the prisoners’ 

movement who became influential leaders 

after long spells in jail were Jibril Rajoub, 

Marwan Barghouti, Hussein al-Sheikh, and 

Sufian Abu Zaida. These former detainees set 

themselves apart from the rank-and-file of 

the PLO for their impressive fluency in 

Hebrew and extensive knowledge of Israeli 

politics and institutions.47 When combined 

with the ideological instruction they received 

in jails, this nuanced understanding of 

Israel’s strengths and weaknesses put such 

activists in a unique position to craft stinging 

critiques of their state opponent. In the late 

1970s, Rajoub and his cellmate anonymously 

published an Arabic translation of Menachem 

Begin’s “The Revolt,” in which Israel’s then-

Prime Minister recounted his violent 

targeting of Palestinians as a member of a 

Zionist paramilitary group, the Irgun.  

In this way, inmates devoted considerable 

efforts to “making Israelis and their language 

objects of constant study,” an experience 

which helped shape their political beliefs. 

Rosenfeld notes that, years before Arafat 

renounced armed struggle, freed political 

prisoners’ vocal support of non-violent 

tactics as the most efficient means of resisting 

Israel became prominent in nationalist 

circles. Looking back on the time of his 

release in 1985, Rajoub echoed this view: 

“The target the whole time [in jail] was to live 

in peace and security in an independent state 

next to Israel. I have always been among 

those who adopted pragmatic political 

tactics. In Tunis, we had people among the 

Palestinians who knew nothing about 

Israel.”48  

Members of the prisoners’ movement also 

distinguished themselves for their 

exceptional familiarity with the history and 

ideology of the PLO. Referring to the Fatah 

constitution, a Palestinian interpreter sharply 

noted that “one could be arrested for 

possessing such a document, yet the only way 

to read it “legally” was precisely to get 

arrested.”49 Entire reading groups were 

organized by factions to analyze and propose 

alternatives to the violent tactics defended by 

PLO luminaries like Yasser Arafat and 

George Habash.50  

Well-acquainted with Israel’s policy of 

collective punishment, inmates developed 

playful tactics, such as songs and jokes, to 

protest against the prison authorities without 

offering them justification to retaliate with 

violence. An Israeli officer working in the 

Ansar II detention center prior to the outbreak 

of the first Intifada complained: “The 

prisoners behave as though it is a holiday 

camp and think that they are in a 

kindergarten. Sometimes we tell them to sit 

with their face to the wall and to keep quiet, 

and then they start to laugh in our faces and 

break out into Palestinian songs.” Inmates’ 

spontaneous acts of peaceful defiance led the 
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Ofer detention center, which held thousands 

of Palestinian minors as young as twelve, to 

be appropriately dubbed by older prisoners as 

“the kindergarten of the Intifada.”51 

Once released, former detainees made use of 

the extensive networks they built in jails, as 

well as their local prestige as “vanguards,” to 

become leaders among the PLO foot soldiers 

known as the shabab.5253 The tactics adopted 

by the shabab and by Palestinian civilians in 

the first Intifada were surprising both for their 

nonviolent departure from the PLO’s norm 

and for their astute targeting of IDF soldiers. 

Released prisoners such as Barghouti and al-

Sheikh played an important part in the 

popular uprising by acting as “bridges” 

between the shabab and the PLO leadership 

in Tunis. 

Yet, as shown by the published translation of 

Begin’s notorious memoir, the educational 

system offered prisoners opportunities to 

influence national politics even while behind 

bars. “Prison literature” was a widely 

consumed genre in the West Bank and Gaza 

Strip, and a comparison between two of the 

most well-known prison books, Jibril 

Rajoub’s “al-Zinzanah raqm 704” (1986) and 

Ahmad Qatamesh’s “Introductions to the 

Carving of the Alternative” (1994), reveals 

notable ideological diversity. A member of 

Fatah, Rajoub published “raqm 704” shortly 

after his release from prison. In this highly 

nationalistic text, he argues that “struggles 

and prisoner revolts are the natural extension 

of the struggle of our revolt and our 

people.”54 The PFLP’s Qatamesh (an 

academic and writer) published 

“Introductions” in 1994 while in jail; the 

book is based on a series of lectures he 

delivered to other prisoners in the Ansar 3 

detention center. A class-based critique of the 

Palestinian national movement, the 

“alternative” referred to in the title is an 

alternative to the Oslo I Accords, which he 

opposed.55  

For all the success of both volumes, the 

flagship text of the prisoners’ movement was 

another book, “The Philosophy of 

Confrontation Behind Bars” (PCBB). 

Attributed to the PFLP, this manual 

instructed Palestinians on how to endure the 

cruel Israeli interrogation process and resist 

the urge to reveal information under torture. 

It also functioned as the social contract of the 

prisoners’ movement: if recent detainees 

followed the tactics laid out in the book and 

remained “steadfast” under Israeli pressure, 

they would be accepted into their faction of 

choice and, by extension, offered a chance to 

join the PLO upon release.56 The PCBB’s 

target audience was young Palestinian males 

likely to fall victim to Israel’s policy of mass 

incarceration, and the text was so broadly 

circulated in the Occupied Territories that 

Hill noted that hardly any prisoner could have 

failed to come across it in the last quarter 

century.   

It should be noted that the growth of an 

educational system that equipped prisoners to 

participate in national politics did not make 

hunger strikes obsolete. Inmates continually 

struggled with the prison authority for better 

conditions, and the communication channels 

and cohesion of the prisoners’ movement 

helped inmates coordinate strikes with mass 

adherence.57 Over the course of the past fifty 

years, Palestinian prisoners have staged 14 

major hunger strikes, several of which 

mobilized over 2000 inmates in at least 10 

different jails.58 

Starting in 1988, Palestinian women 

prisoners also began launching hunger strikes 

in Israel’s prisons. Although these 

demonstrations typically mobilized fewer 

inmates than the male hunger strikes, they 

were considerably more successful in 

achieving their demands. Schwaikh (2020) 

attributes the efficacy of female strikes to 

women prisoners’ ability to use gender as a 

“motivational factor in which self-sacrifice to 

protest injustice is far superior to enduring 
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the wrongs of political imprisonment.”59 Yet, 

despite the frequency and size of Palestinian 

hunger strikes – by prisoners of all genders – 

inmates have continually suffered trauma and 

even death under Israeli custody. According 

to human rights group Addameer, 73 inmates 

died from torture in Israeli prisons between 

1967 and 2013.60  

However, as noted by Nashif, prisoners 

tended to distinguish between protests 

against state treatment and living conditions 

(which often took the form of hunger strikes) 

and protests for political demands. According 

to Qaraqi, the first “political hunger strike” 

only happened in 1994, in reaction to the 

Cairo Agreement, which determined the 

release of almost 5000 inmates but excluded 

over 2000 others. By then, however, the 

educational system which propelled 

prisoners’ participation in national politics 

was being quickly dismantled as its 

constituents left jail.61 

 

 

The Prisoners’ Movement Since the Year 

2000  

What prevented the educational system from 

being reestablished after the second Intifada? 

I propose that the lack of prisoner-led 

education is a consequence of inmates’ 

extremely limited interactions with the 

outside world. I identify three important 

causes for their isolation after 2000, which I 

present in turn: harsh Israeli restrictions on 

prisoners’ liberties, the PA’s wavering 

support for inmates, and geographic and 

logistical obstacles which prevent civilians 

from helping detained relatives and friends. 

As a result, prisoners have become largely 

detached from inmates in other jails, the PLO 

leadership, and Palestinian society at large. 

This detachment weakens the interactions 

which supported the educational system and 

helped prisoners become vocal participants in 

national politics. As a result, inmates are left 

with few political alternatives other than 

demanding their own rights by way of hunger 

strikes. 

Israel took control of Palestinian prisoners’ 

education by allowing inmates to join the 

correspondence program of the Open 

University in 1992. This concession gave 

way to tight regulation of the academic 

pursuits of detainees, who were denied access 

to all science and mathematics programs and 

only allowed to be delivered books by the 

Israeli Prison Service (IPS). Following 

Hamas’s kidnapping of IDF soldier Gilad 

Shalit in 2006, Israel revoked most prisoners’ 

educational rights as part of a policy of 

collective punishment. Prime Minister 

Benjamin Netanyahu escalated measures in 

2011 and implemented a full ban on 

prisoners’ education, declaring that “we 

[Israel] will stop the absurd practice in which 

terrorists who murdered innocent people 

enroll in academic studies. There will be no 

more ‘doctors of terror’.”62 Since then, 

prisoners’ attempts to build libraries in jails 

have been repeatedly obstructed by the 

Prison Service. In 2018, the IPS allegedly 

confiscated over 2000 hidden books from a 

single prison north of Tel Aviv. Inmates who 

attempt to independently pursue education 

are immediately transferred to other prisons 

or to solitary confinement. Adding to these 

headwinds is falling international support: 

since the mid-1990s, the International 

Committee of the Red Cross has almost 

entirely ceased to provide books for 

Palestinian detainees (Addameer, 2020).63     

Apart from Israel’s policies, prisoners have 

not found a reliable partner in the PA. The 

PA’s complacency with Israel’s mass 

imprisonment of Palestinians is an outgrowth 

of its own policy of security collaboration 

with Israel.64 The case of PFLP leader 

Ahmad Sa’adat is illustrative of how this 

policy has strained the relationship between 

the PA and jailed political leaders. Arrested 

by PA security forces in 2002 and detained in 

an Israeli jail, Sa’adat declared to an 
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international court that the PA, the United 

States, and Britain were conspiring to stop 

him from participating in the Palestinian 

struggle against the occupation.65 

Barghouti’s own loyalty to PA President 

Mahmoud Abbas has been frequently called 

into question by pundits since his short-lived 

split from Fatah in 2005, when he founded 

the al-Mustaqbal party from the confines of 

Hadarim prison. Contributing to these 

tensions, the funds allocated by the PA to 

inmates’ relatives have not proven effective 

in meeting their needs. This appears to be the 

result of an Israeli crackdown on banks which 

process payments to prisoners’ families.66  

Finally, inmates have suffered from a 

weakening of the crucial link which enabled 

the establishment and spread of the 

educational system: frequent interactions 

with family members. Giacaman and 

Johnson offer an in-depth account of the 

obstacles faced by prisoners’ wives to 

communicate with their husbands in jail. In 

2000, Israel banned all family visits in 

response to the second Intifada; even after 

visiting rights were granted back to prisoners 

in 2003, visits were limited to every two 

months. To make matters worse, families’ 

access to prisons became extremely difficult 

after the second Intifada, when the IPS 

transferred a large number of political 

prisoners from West Bank jails to maximum-

security detention centers in Israel-proper.67 

These tribulations are compounded by 

Palestinians’ low levels of mobility, a 

consequence of Israel’s escalating policy of 

territorial closure.68  

Figure 2 is a map of the prisons used by Israel 

to hold Palestinian political prisoners 

between 1967 and 1993, based on a list 

compiled by Nashif. Figure 3 shows the 

location of the prisons currently in use, based 

on a list compiled by Addameer.69 There is a 

notable decrease in the number of prisons 

located inside the West Bank, despite an 

increase in the total number of prisons. It 

frequently takes families an entire day to 

reach jails, hindering any attempted 

movement of written materials or goods 

between Israel’s detention centers.  

Despite harsh restrictions, prisoners have on 

some occasions created robust educational 

programs. In 2014, Yes! magazine 

interviewed 14 inmates who described a 

highly organized system in one (unidentified) 

Israeli jail. The system resembled the pre-

Oslo model: prisoners chose between Hamas, 

Fatah, and the PFLP upon arrival; elected 

leaders represented their factions inside the 

facility; and prisoners adhered to a strict 

schedule of reading activities. However, this 

success story appears to be an outlier – the 

authors note that the layout of each jail affects 

its internal organization, and that their 

account is not representative of other 

prisons.70 I found no evidence of similar 

arrangements elsewhere. This variation is 

telling of how the weakening of prisoners’ 

communication channels, combined with an 

Israeli “policy to de-educate,” 71 has severed 

the chain of interactions which fed the 

expansion of the educational system and of 

the movement as a whole. The outcome is a 

lack of sustained political participation by the 

community of prisoners and ex-prisoners. 

In sum, prior to 1993, the educational system 

not only prepared inmates to mobilize 

politically after release but enabled them to 

engage directly with the events of the day by 

publishing their writing in books and 

newspapers. Since the second Intifada, 

prisoners’ only reliable option to capture 

public attention and elicit responses from 

political leaders has been hunger strikes. Not 

only is this tactic unsustainable by definition, 

but it also does not allow protesters to 

articulate their demands. The opportunity to 

do so falls to leaders like Barghouti who, in 

letters read out by his wife Fadwa, has little 

choice but to focus on a grievance unifying 

all the hunger strikers: discontent with living 

conditions inside prison.     
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Thus, even when protests gain public 

support, as they did in 2012 and 2017, 

inmates’ political participation is limited to 

their grievances as prisoners, and not as 

Palestinian citizens.  Deprived of political 

participation – by Israel, the PA, and 

logistical obstacles – inmates can no longer 

act as representatives of the Palestinian 

people. The educational system, by contrast, 

gave voice to a multitude of ideological, 

political, and cultural opinions within the 

prisoner community. As a result, prisoners 

became active participants in national 

politics. 

 

Figure 2: Location of Prisons Before 

199372    

 

 
Figure 3: Current Location of Prisons73 

 

 

 

 

Conclusion 

In this paper, I have argued for the 

importance of the educational system in 

mobilizing Palestinian inmates in Israeli 

prisons. Starting from scratch, jailed activists 

built a pedagogic structure which promoted 

inter-factional cooperation, fostered learning 

and debates, and provided opportunities for 

prisoners to broadcast their views to the 

Palestinian population. Through the writing 

and publication of political texts, as well as 

the direct participation of released inmates in 

the first Intifada, the prisoners’ movement 

became a leading proponent of non-violent 

tactics to combat the Israeli occupation. After 

the 1990s, the channels which supported the 

educational system collapsed under the 

pressure of Israeli restrictions, lack of support 

from the Palestinian Authority, and 
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geographical and logistical obstacles. In the 

absence of a system that could mobilize them 

behind bars, inmates’ political participation 

declined. This decline is reflected in the 

movement’s reliance on hunger strikes as its 

sole tactic of contestation – a striking shift 

from the experience of Palestinian prisoners 

in the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s. 

The limited political influence now exerted 

by the Palestinian inmate community might 

strike many as unsurprising. After all, there 

are few historical examples of incarcerated 

groups which participate actively in the 

politics of any country, let alone of an 

occupied and divided state like Palestine. Far 

more common, however, are examples of 
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Abstract 

Emad Burnat, a Palestinian farmer uses cameras and filming to depict his son Gibreel’s 

upbringing. However, under the backdrop of Israeli occupation, his clips instead 

display peaceful dissent against the apartheid in his town of Bil’in, located in Ramallah 

in the West Bank. Paired with and anti-Zionist activism Israeli director – Guy Davidi– 

Burnat’s home films accumulate in the Academy Award nominated film 5 Broken 

Cameras. This paper argues that 5 Broken Cameras is not only a microcosm for 

Palestinian nonviolent resistance but an attempt to humanize a vilified people to an 

international audience. The paper is a case study of the film, drawing from sources 

highlighting information about the occupation, interviews with Burnat and Davidi, and 

reception of the film from Middle East articles. The film is effective in its 

demonstration of the tenacity but also the hopefulness and determination required of 

a non-violent movement in light of the odds of succeeding slim. The Bil’in villagers’ 

ability to work to not only promote their own cause but trust an Israeli – their perceived 

enemy –demonstrates the possibility of allyship for the Palestinian people and cause 

against Zionism. The film became a way to bridge the gaps and promote cultural 

understanding between the audience and Palestinians. 
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Two-year-old Palestinian Gibreel Burnat, 

overwhelmed by the looming barrier ahead of 

him, clutches an olive branch. He waddles 

over to the patrolling Israeli guard – a gun 

slung around his chest – in the Palestinian 

village of Bil'in (west of Ramallah); he 

proceeds to extend an olive branch, literally. 

The extraordinary moment is captured on 

film: behind the camera stands Gibreel's 

father, filming on his second in a series of his 

five broken cameras.1  

 

Burnat – a Palestinian farmer and olive picker 

by trade – bought his first camera to celebrate 

the birth of his fourth child, Gibreel. 

However, the camera’s intention shifted from 

documenting Gibreel’s upbringing to 

centering around Bil’in’s and its villagers’ 

role in Palestinian non-violent resistance 

against the Israeli occupation. Burnat films 

the arrests, the deaths, and the dangers of 

fighting peacefully for the right of land and 

peoplehood. Despite the lack of attention in 

Western media, Palestinian resistance has 

taken non-violent forms since even before the 

1948 UN creation of the state of Israel. This 

is because Palestinians do not have an 

effective or “proper” army. These home 

videos – co-directed and edited by Israeli 

director Guy Davidi – were filmed over five 

broken cameras throughout six years. 5 

Broken Cameras, the deeply emotional film 

and a first-hand account stirs intense empathy 

for the Palestinian villagers fighting for their 

rights against those who oppress them. Bil'in 

became a focal point of international 

nonviolent resistance as the Palestinian 

villagers fought against a wall cutting 

through their farmlands, with the Israeli 

settlement – Modi'in-Ilit – planning to 

expand onto the disputed land. " 2 Burnat 

captured the villagers – young and old – 

going to the street after every Jummah – 

Friday prayer, to peacefully protest; these 

demonstrations often ended in Israeli officers 

cracking down with arrests, tear gas, or 

shootings. The film introduced American and 

European audiences to the concept of non-

violent Palestinian resistance, a type of 

protest not portrayed by Western Media. 

Western–American and European media 

often characterizes Palestinian resistance as 

violent due to its coverage on acts perpetrated 

by groups like Hamas. 3Palestinian 

resistance, therefore, in the Western gaze 

often gets conflated with terrorism. 

Additionally, the documentary showed the 

brutality that Israeli Defense Force – or IDF 

– soldiers use towards the Palestinians, and 

the brute force and systematic laws involved 

in occupying and encroaching on Palestinian 

lands.4  

5 Broken Cameras is an exemplar for non-

violent Palestinian resistance.  This paper 

argues that 5 Broken Cameras is not only a 

microcosm for Palestinian nonviolent 

resistance but also an attempt to re-humanize 

a vilified people. The opening section of this 

paper will provide context for the film: the 

discussion of the development of the film, the 

conflict happening in Bil’in within the 

parameters of the larger Israeli occupation, 

and how it effectively showed the evolution 

of non-violent resistance in this town. Then, 

the paper will transition to discuss how the 

Palestinians were depicted in the film. These 

nonviolent protests in Bil’in will be set in the 

context of the larger Palestinian non-violent 

movement. The next section will focus on the 

reception of the film. Then, the paper will 

transition into an analysis of the worldwide 

reception of the movie, proving that goodwill 

can be created by depicting narratives and 

humanizing the villainized.   

 

Background 

The Oslo Accords signed in 1993 and 1995 

between the State of Israel and the Palestinian 

Liberation Organization (or PLO) attempted 

to grant “right of the Palestinian people to 

self-determination.”5 However, the success 

of these accords fell short as the Palestinian 
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lifestyle is defined by the constraints of the 

Israeli Occupation. These constraints involve 

current barriers, checkpoints, and 

establishment of settlements: “cutting off 

Palestinian areas with barriers and 

checkpoints, mostly in Gaza but also in 

enclaves throughout the West Bank, created 

conditions for testing a wide variety of 

techniques that monitored and restricted the 

movement of people, including systems of 

incarceration and interrogation.”6 Since the 

signing of these accords, seven additional 

Jewish-only7settlements have been built 

either in places near Bil’in or on other 

Palestinian lands.8  

Bil’in – a small, farming town in the 

Rammallah district of the Central West Bank 

– became  site of on-going nonviolent 

resistance since 2005 because the barrier 

separating Modi’in Illit – an Israeli 

settlement – from the village cut through 50–

60% of Bil’in’s land. 9The Palestinian rural 

economy relies on olive production, and thus 

the barrier between the settlement and village 

prevented Palestinian farmers from having 

access to their crops.10 Many of the 

Palestinian residents lost their jobs, as Israeli 

soldiers burned down olive groves to make 

way for the settlement to expand. In total, the 

Israeli soldiers destroyed about 1,000 olive 

trees. 11 

In wake of the brute Israeli force, as depicted 

in the film, Iyad Burnat led Palestinian 

villagers, boys young and old, who would 

take to the street following every Jummah 

Prayer. Under Burnat’s leadership, the 

dissenters engaged in creative and often 

theatrical non-violent methods such as 

dressing up as civil rights leaders like MLK, 

Gandhi, and Nelson Mandela. 12 As of 2013, 

40 Palestinians have been killed in these 

peaceful rebellions. 13  

At the frontlines holding filming these 

uprisings was Iyad Burnat’s brother, Emad 

Burnat. His home videos centered around his 

son Gibreel’s loss of childhood in lieu of 

violence amongst peaceful dissent. Emad 

Burnat describes how he instinctively whips 

out the camera when clashes between 

Palestinians and Israelis erupt: “‘I feel like 

my camera protects me, but that's an illusion. 

I take the camera [along] to protect 

myself’”14 He documents the arrests and 

deaths of neighbors, the victories of the 

village, and everyday strife of Palestinians 

living with this looming border. These deeply 

emotional moments are thus used to 

remember the trauma caused by the Israelis 

and perhaps add to the Palestinian cinematic 

reserve.  

 

The Narrative and Depiction of 

Palestinians 

“Why did they shoot Fil. What did he do to 

them,”15 toddler Gibreel’s voice reverberates 

as he asks his father during the funeral of 

their beloved villager Fil. Fil – or “elephant 

man,” a nickname given to him by the 

children of the village – died after an Israeli 

tear gas canister hit him in the chest following 

peacefully protesting the barrier. Fil’s 

charisma and demeanor were childish; he 

was the symbol of hope in the village. Burnat 

is witnessing the death of a neighbor and 

audiences “are made witness not just to a 

death but to the moral nature of Burnat's will 

to ‘keep shooting’--not to fire back in defense 

(using a gun), but to document (with a 

camera) as a form of emotional and ethical 

response.”16 This ideal to stay determined – 

to “keep filming”  – and expose instead of 

fighting back with violence, becomes an 

effective tool; a tool to explain the 

perseverance of Palestinians and to show 

how it serves as a microcosm for Palestinians 

resist. Other films such as Private embodies 

the notion of Israeli colonialism using 

different screens of Palestine in the past, and 

using the camera to expose apartheid and its 

detrimental effects. 17 

Arab documentary since the 1970s have 

meant to highlight liberation and freedom 



40 Iman Syed 

 

against oppressive forces.18 To convey this 

message, these films lead with a character-led 

narractive to defy “orientalist views” on the 

MENA region, essentially humanizing the 

people. 19 Films in Palestinian cannon present 

and future have contributed to the case of 

Palestinians as a colonized people living 

under a system of oppression.  The Dupes, 

Rana’s Wedding, and Eyes of a Thief 

undercut stereotypical Palestinian 

representations to provide different 

perspectives of the Palestinian people to a 

transnational audience. 20 

Five Broken Cameras takes this character-led 

approach which is important in 

demonstrating how it compares with other 

similar movements in Palestinian resistance 

and the conflict. When discussing social 

justice within Palestine, one thought in 

contemporary debate is concerning the 

significance of focusing on narratives as a 

way for the community’s collective memory. 

The Palestinian movement shifts from being 

portrayed as “terrorism” to a legitimate 

peaceful struggle against oppressive Israeli 

forces. 21  

In an interview, Emad Burnat discusses the 

unity within the Palestinians “I say in the film 

that I am a farmer, but for me every 

Palestinian is a farmer. The doctor is a 

farmer, the journalist a farmer, the lawyer a 

farmer. This is a symbol in Palestine. 

Everyone is a farmer.”22 By invoking a 

commonality, Burnat uses his own personal 

story and town to represent the larger 

Palestinian non-violent resistance and 

integrate them within the narrative of 

overarching Palestinian resistance. 

Besides the daily resistance of being a 

Palestinian – circumventing checkpoints, 

those who build homes without permits, and 

villagers who live on their land without 

proper living conditions – more traditional 

forms of resistance have occurred. Before the 

1948 creation of Israel– in 1936– Palestinians 

engaged in nonviolent dissent against British 

and Zionist colonialism through civil 

disobedience, leading to a general strike.23 In 

addition, Palestinians observe a yearly day of 

mourning called Land Day. Land Day is a 

day to remember the six Palestinians who 

died following peaceful demonstrations over 

the Israeli government’s “expropriate 60,000 

dunams of Palestinian-owned land in the 

Galilee” on March 30, 1976.24 

Even in Bil’in, nonviolent resistance was met 

with a degree of success. The Israeli High 

Court declared the barrier should be changed; 

the Palestinians engaged in great, theatrical 

celebrations, dancing in traditional outfits in 

the streets and banging drums.25 However, a 

year went by the ruling was never enforced: 

the village continued on their track of 

nonviolence, influenced by examples of their 

past.   

In this film, Palestinians continue this 

tradition. Villagers like Adeeb – a tough and 

vocal protestor who gets shot in the leg – 

continues to return to the street Friday; Iyad 

Burnat gets arrested by Israeli planted 

Palestinian protestor; innocent children run 

away from Israeli soldiers who are 

employing tear gas and rubber bullets. The 

Israeli soldiers know they are being filmed, 

yet they continue to enforce their power, 

demonstrating to audiences the blatant apathy 

the IDF soldiers have towards Palestinians. 

Regardless, the Bil’in villagers continue to 

adhere to the sentiment of nonviolence, 

heeding to the history and tradition of their 

advocacy.  

 

Implications 

Two Sides, Two Directors 

Anti-Zionist activist and Israeli, Guy Davidi, 

was amazed the tenacity of the villagers of 

Bil’in. One day in 2005, he was approached 

by this olive farmer named Burnat 2005; 

together, a relationship was built. Burnat was 

handing over his most personal and intimate 

moments to someone whose ancestral 

relatives have and are currently occupying 
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his land. Davidi was given the proposition to 

help edit and direct a film which went against 

the Zionist beliefs he had grown up with. 

Both knew the risks involved working with 

each other, however, were able to overlook 

these cultural differences for an end goal: 

create this documentary to retell the story of 

this town.26 

Davidi, starting in 2005, would frequently 

journey to Bil’in to witness the protest, as 

neighboring villages began looking to Bil’in 

as an example on how to dissent. Due to the 

fact that Burnat was the only one in the 

village with a camera and he could document 

afterhours, people were interested in getting 

to know him. Thus, when Burnat realized the 

substance of his story, he reached out Davidi 

due to his experience as a filmmaker and 

involvement in neighboring villages anti-

Zionist protest. Burnat explains that it was 

not an active political decision to turn to an 

Israeli editor, but friendship itself.27  

It is a taboo in Israeli-Palestinian society for 

an Israeli and Palestinian to collaborate or 

even cooperate.28 Given the location where 

this film takes place – right at the frontlines 

of Israeli occupation – 5 Broken Cameras 

becomes an example for how two anti-

Zionist sides can bridge their cultural 

differences and cultivate good will. There is 

a highly personal aspect of the Israeli-

Palestinian conflict: the years of resentment 

between each other, individuals seeing the 

difference between binaries of bad and good, 

Israeli and Palestinian, occupier and 

occupied. People were skeptical about their 

relationship. In an interview, Davidi 

explained how “when I first came to the 

village, people wouldn't be seen with me 

because they didn't want to be seen as a 

collaborator.”29 In Burnat’s case, he could 

overlook the status of being labelled a 

“collaborator.”  

Like Burnat, Davidi was put in a cultural 

dilemma of his own. Growing up in a more 

conservative household, he faced societal and 

community stresses. He remembers how 

Israelis and American Jews told his mother 

her son was a traitor as well as instructed 

from a young age to not speak with Arabs.30 

Given the complex relationship between the 

peoplehood’s, these two men’s unique 

background – an Israeli and Palestinian–are 

an unlikely pair, working together to resist 

Israeli occupation through an anti-Zionist 

agenda.  

Davidi eventually did gain the trust of the 

Bil’in villagers. It was a significant moment 

as they handed over the most intimate 

moments that define the evolution of their 

town to an Israeli: the deaths of villagers 

young and old caused by Davidi’s people, 

private conversations Burnat had with his 

wife, Gibreel’s milestones, etc. This trust 

given to Davidi’s from the village and Burnat 

were necessary for the film’s success. 

Although Burnat filmed the majority of the 

movie, Davidi’s assistance laid in curating 

the script for the voice-over of these 

compiled videos. Davidi’s guidance allowed 

for Burnat to digest some of the abnormalities 

involved in the way he and his kids grew up 

and verbalize what it means to be occupied. 

Words thus become a way to bridge the gaps 

and promote cultural understanding between 

the audience and Palestinians. While the 

remarkable and unlikely pair aim to push 

one’s notions of Palestine to the Western 

world, the film becomes an example of the 

importance of finding allyship in unexpected 

places. 

 

 Humanization and Reception 

When learning about Palestinian resistance, 

European and American often turn to the 

Western Media, which more often than not 

disproportionally focuses on violent 

Palestinian resistance.31 For example, in 

2000, when Palestinian were protesting the 

reoccupation of their land in the West Bank 

and Gaza Strip, some Palestinian militias 

responded with violence and the U.S. media 
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focused mostly on Israelis’ suffering without 

providing adequate context on the Israel 

disproportionate attacks on Palestinians.32 

Thus, Palestinian resistance in all its forms 

gets conflated with terrorism. Once seeing 

the depiction of Palestinian resistance 

through this avenue, the film was designed to 

humanize the villainized Palestinian people. 

In a joint statement, the directors Burnat and 

Davidi write the purpose of this 

documentary,  

“We hope people will put aside pre-

judgments and approach the film with 

fresh eyes. We think it is easy to shut 

down when watching a film that deals 

with such pain and controversy and 

reduce the experience to a series of 

binaries: right and wrong, good and 

bad, Palestinian and Israeli. We urge 

viewers to set aside these 

oversimplifications to fully embrace 

the complexity, beauty, and emotion 

of the circumstance.”33 

 The statement shows the nuances of 

the conflict; it’s our duty as onlookers of the 

conflict to challenge preconceived notions 

and understand that this issue has caused 

deep hurt. The film was designed for the 

international audience– not the Palestinian. 

Palestinian reception initially revolves 

around the criticism that Burnat had made 

this film with an Israeli. However, this 

partnership, depoliticized the issue, as a 

Jewish person and a Palestinian partnered to 

hold Israel responsible on the global stage.34 

With its humble beginnings as a home video, 

5 Broken Cameras is simply about a man, his 

kids, and his town. In a pathos appeal – 

supported by his amateur cinematography 

skills– the audience sees that this is not a 

state-sponsored or propagandic film, rather a 

tale of determination and persistence to stay 

non-violent regardless of the fact that “death 

is all around.”35  

In its form as a first- hand account, audiences 

connect with how Burnat uses his victimhood 

status to spur change. The inclusion of details 

like Gibreel’s first words being “cartridge” 

and “army” informs the audience of the deep 

systematic presence of the occupation has on 

everyday citizens. It deters from what the 

Western media broadcasts, and the personal 

nature of the film makes us deconstruct the 

idea of Palestinian forces as “terrorists.” 

Burnat tries to adjust the narrative and 

trajectory of Palestinians by using his victim 

status to create new image of Palestinians as 

determined, lively, and hopeful despite the 

looming occupation.  

He brings some of the systemic ways the 

Israelis encroach on the land and oppress 

their voices. For example, the Israeli 

government declares Bil’in a closed military 

zone so that visitors couldn’t come and join 

the protest.36 He shows the brute force that 

the IDF soldiers assert on Palestinians and 

Palestinian children regardless of knowing 

they are being filmed. At one point in the 

film, one of the protests involved holding the 

casket of an 11-year-old boy killed by IDF 

soldiers killed during the Friday 

demonstration prior.37 The utter lack of 

humanity that the Israeli forces brought onto 

innocent children invokes great sympathy as 

the “Palestinian terrorists” the Israeli forces 

are targeting, are in fact innocent children and 

villagers. By exposing to an international 

audience to this cruelty, Burnat succeeded in 

his goal of demonstrating the daily 

tribulations of being a Palestinian.  

Burnat’s efforts did not go unnoticed. The 

film was met with critical reception and 

received international acclaim. The film won 

the World Cinema Directing Award at the 

Sundance Film Festival, and a number of 

prizes in festivals across Europe: Stockholm, 

Prague, Netherlands, and Oslo.38 In 

Stockholm, it won the International Stefan 

Jarl Award at Tempo, Sweden’s largest 

documentary festival.39 5 Broken Cameras 

was also nominated for an Academy Award 

for Best Documentary Feature. With a twinge 
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of irony, when the news broke that the film 

had been nominated, the Israeli media was 

quick to call it an Israeli Film, despite Davidi 

saying the film stands for no one besides his 

own work as a director.40 Israeli media 

criticized a film similar in nature with its pro-

Palestine undertones “The Gatekeepers.” The 

criticism surrounded the filmmaker’s 

decision to turn down Israeli consular 

reception during film festivals abroad, 

highlighting his film was not supposed to 

represent the state of Israel as the reason.41 

The grand international reception received 

from this documentary lends credibility to the 

fact that the piece is a work of advocacy 

journalism. The director’s overall goal of the 

movie was achieved: to expose and bring 

attention to this dire issue. Once a group 

finally rips off villainized label, they can start 

working towards gaining more worldwide 

and international attention  
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The German phrase Baumhaus an der 

Mauer directly translates to “treehouse at 

the Wall”. It refers to a plot of land 

comprising a garden and shed, planted and 

built by the Turkish immigrant “guest 

worker” Osman Kalin during his 

retirement. The site gets its name from its 

physical location right next to the outer 

border of the Berlin Wall on the West 

German side of divided Berlin; however, 

geopolitically, the Baumhaus was located 

in territory belonging to East Berlin.  

 

In this article, I attempt to understand the 

impact of the migrants on the host country, 

and vice versa, through observing the case 

study of the Baumhaus as the meeting point 

of the German and Turkish cultures. This 

article provides the context of Germany’s 

post Second World War division as well as 

the geopolitical and economic 

circumstances leading to an influx of 

Turkish immigrants to West Germany 

through the guest worker program. Then, 

the story of the Baumhaus is put together 

utilizing personal and press interviews with 

the creator’s granddaughter, Funda Kalin. 

The site is analyzed as an example of a 

ruderal ecosystem using anthropologist 

Bettina Stoetzer’s work.and sociologist 

Ayhan Kaya’s observations on Turkish-

German identity—an identity both 

influenced by, yet independent of, both 

cultures and histories. Hence, I analyze the 

Baumhaus formation in the given context to 

reach a plausible conclusion regarding the 

stance of the “in-between” identity. The 

paper then closes with an exposition of the 

conundrums associated with 

commemorating this hybrid identity such as 

the dilemma of deciding who is assigned 

the responsibility of preserving the 

Baumhaus. 

 

Background: Post-Second World War 

Germany and Immigrant Experiences of 

Divided Berlin  

The arrival of immigrants to Germany was 

shaped by the events of the Second World 

War. The end of the War left Germany 

devastated and divided into four occupation 

zones under British, American, French and 

Soviet Russian rule. In 1945, the U.S.-

backed Federal Republic of Germany or 

FRG (West Germany) was created on May 

23rd. This was followed by the Soviet-

backed German Democratic Republic 

(GDR) on October 7th. In 1961, East 

German soldiers laid down over 50 miles of 

barbed wire through the heart of Berlin;1 

the construction of the Berlin wall began, 

dividing the capital city’s families and 

neighborhoods across physical and 

ideological lines into East and West Berlin.  

During the War, Allied bombing destroyed 

600 acres each across 27 German cities, 

with Berlin and Hamburg losing over 6,000 

acres each.2 Allied bombing killed 600,000 

German civilians, with as many civilians 

dying in Hamburg, Berlin and Dresden as 

in all of Britain.3 Alongside this, the 

country was accommodating the return of 

ethnic German refugees [Aussiedler],4 

servicemen, prisoners of war, and internally 

displaced Germans.  

The focus of post-war Germany on both 

Soviet- and U.S.-supported sides thus 

became rebuilding the country’s ruined 

infrastructure and economy. This took 

place at local and national levels, 

symbolically and materially. The process 

was evoked by propaganda images of 

women clearing rubble from the streets in 

the absence of men who died in war – the 

Trümmerfrauen or “rubble women” of the 

former West Germany5. It is in pictures of 

Berliners planting potato seedlings in the 

ruins of the burnt-down Reichstag, the 

city’s parliament building. The sentiment of 

the time was also echoed in the former East 

Germany’s national anthem – “Risen from 

the Ruins” [Auferstanden aus Ruinen].6   



 “In Between” East and West 47 

 

 

 

 

Immigration to a divided Germany and 

Berlin began in the context of simultaneous 

and competitive rebuilding of East and 

West. In the 1950s, the first work contracts 

of temporary industrial workers were 

signed in East Germany in the spirit of 

“socialist brotherhood” for “contract 

workers” [Vertragsarbeiter] from other 

Soviet-backed nations. In West Germany 

“guest workers” [Gastarbeiter] were taken 

in from southern and eastern Europe, as 

well as Turkey.7 

The use of the term “guest worker” denotes 

the idea and policy implementation behind 

the introduction of migrant labor to 

Germany; migrants were expected to stay 

the duration of their work contracts—an 

initial period of two years for Turks to West 

Germany—and then leave8. Due to the 

officially temporary status of Turkish 

migrants, minimal support was provided in 

terms of learning the German language or 

understanding social, legal, and economic 

systems. For example, West German 

federal naturalization guidelines declared, 

“The Federal Republic of Germany is not a 

country of immigration. It does not aspire 

to increase the number of its citizens 

through naturalization”.9 Expenses relating 

to integration into German society further 

discouraged immigrants from seeking this. 

For example, the naturalization fee in 1974 

was 5000 Deutsche Marks.10 However, the 

cost of retraining workers when their 

contracts expired led to the revision of the 

work contract in 1964, allowing for longer 

durations of stay and eventually family 

reunifications. This led to Berlin having the 

biggest Turkish population outside of 

Turkey and Turks becoming the biggest 

non-European ethnic group, with around 3 

million people having Turkish roots and 

around half of them having German 

citizenship as of 2017.11  

The Berlin Wall, in restricting East German 

labor from flowing to the West, helped 

create the circumstances for the arrival of 

Turkish migrants recruited to rebuild the 

country’s economy and infrastructure from 

the ruins of the Second World War. Despite 

racism and xenophobia, Turkish migrants, 

in turn, created and shaped spaces in 

neighborhoods often abandoned due to 

their proximity to the Wall. For example, 

the eastern part of Kreuzberg, surrounded 

by the Eastern border on three sides, 

became isolated from the traditional city 

center. West Berlin’s 1963 urban renewal 

program [Stadterneuerrungsprogramm] 

also incentivized city-owned housing 

companies to relocate many economically 

better-off tenants to other parts of West 

Berlin, while the area’s traditional tenement 

housing was left unmaintained and 

prepared for demolition. This meant the 

area became taken over by those in search 

of cheap housing – largely students and 

guest-workers, many of Turkish origin.12 

Today, Kreuzberg is a central, gentrified 

location in reunified Berlin, and the impact 

of Turkish guest-workers can be seen in the 

area’s Turkish market as well as the 
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Kreuzberg-Friedrichshain Museum’s focus 

on Turkish-German history.  

Turkish migrant constructions in the city’s 

landscape are relevant to the academic 

discourse of ruderal ecology – an 

anthropological perspective that questions 

the duality between ruins and 

infrastructure, examining “what it means to 

live with ruins”—in this case, the ruins and 

wastelands facilitated by (and later, of) the 

Berlin Wall. It also entails examining how 

capitalism, racism and nation-making 

embed themselves in human-environment 

relations.13 Therefore, post-war, divided 

Berlin and Germany are the perfect 

application of this perspective: this is seen 

when examining the wasteland-treehouse 

of Osman Kalin, a Turkish migrant whose 

labor was necessitated by the Wall and 

whose actions defied the German divide. 

The case study of Osman’s treehouse also 

contributes to literature examining 

immigrant identity, showcasing how the 

country of origin as well as destination 

influence the spaces and practices of 

immigrants. It also emphasizes the dilemma 

of memorializing immigrant-spaces that 

perhaps defy straightforward historical 

narratives. 

The Baumhaus: Of Onions and Borders 

According to his granddaughter Funda 

Kalin, when Osman Kalin, a retired Turkish 

guest worker, saw a vacant plot of land 

where people left their unwanted things—

old furniture, toys, and building 

materials—he decided to use it to grow his 

own onions and garlic, then peaches and 

apricots.14 Eventually, he used the materials 

others discarded to build a small shed. 

Originally from the Anatolian countryside, 

Osman was happy to continue the tradition 

of gardening he had practiced back in 

Turkey.  

Osman was building on a sort of “no-

man’s-land” between East and West Berlin. 

This triangular rubbish-dump was 

technically a part of East Berlin and was 

supposed to have been separated from the 

West by the Berlin Wall. To cut costs, the 

East German government had built the Wall 

straight across rather than curved along the 

lines of the actual border—leaving a piece 

of the East in the West where Osman had 

planted his garden.15  

 

The East German border guards allowed 

Osman to build the Baumhaus as long as he 

remained three meters away from the Wall. 

Eventually, he befriended the Eastern 

border guards, who liked him because he 

annoyed the Western police, receiving 

Christmas cards and bottles of wine from 

them.16 

He was a permanent fixture outside the 

treehouse until 2018 when he passed away 

after a ten-year struggle with dementia. 

Now, his son and granddaughter look after 

the site.17 Much of the insight into the site’s 

creation and significance in this paper come 

from interviewing Funda Kalin—Osman’s 

granddaughter, who is a Charlottenburg-

based tattoo artist in Berlin. Knowledge of 

the Baumhaus’ history and founder enables 

its analysis through a faction of urban 

ecology that focuses on ecosystems 

emerging from difficult environments, 

migration studies, and Cresswell’s 

reflections on memory and place.  

Theoretical lens: Ruderal Ecology 

Bettina Stoetzer, in “Ruderal Ecologies: 

Rethinking Nature, Migration and Urban 

Landscape in Berlin”, cites the term ruderal 

as coming from the Latin word for rubble. 

It may describe “communities that emerge 

spontaneously in disturbed environments 
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usually considered hostile to life”,18 

ranging from the cracks of sidewalks to 

waste disposal areas or rubble fields. 

The Baumhaus fits the description of a 

ruderal site. On a purely physical basis, it 

used to be a garbage dump before Osman 

decided to clear it up and plant his garden. 

It was also created on a piece of land born 

out of the painful separation of Berliners, 

from geopolitical disturbance. Another 

characteristic of ruderal ecologies is that 

they are created through “the juxtaposition 

of contrasting environments in one 

ecosystem”,19 which applies to the 

Baumhaus. Its creation is on a piece of land 

symbolic of the contrasting Eastern and 

Western systems of socialism and 

capitalism. Even on a botanical level, the 

site is built on juxtaposition. On one hand, 

it contains the cultivated “domestic” 

species in Osman’s garden, and on the other 

hand, it has the Götterbaum, also known as 

the “tree of hell”. It is a fast-growing 

invasive species that Osman could never 

get rid of, eventually cutting further into the 

cabin wall to simply accommodate its 

growth.20  

Nonetheless, the Baumhaus demonstrates 

the contrast between Turkish and German 

cultural perspectives. Funda points out how 

despite being very well read on German 

politics, Osman didn’t understand or care 

for German systems of urban governance: 

“he just came from a very, very small 

village in Turkey, where you have 

[different] rules than in a city like Berlin, 

and he just took his rules and he brought 

them here to Berlin”.21  The creation of the 

site hence was just to fill a gap in Osman’s 

life; he had worked hard as a guest-worker 

in Berlin but “had left behind a big house 

and land in Yozgat, with donkeys walking 

around, and there he was cooped up in an 

apartment – he really wanted to get out and 

move around”.22 In this sense, the space is 

“neither wild nor domesticated”. Defined 

by its grey areas, it is neither legal nor 

illegal, neither an explicit compliance with 

the law and the border, nor an explicit form 

of protest.23 

Stoetzer’s words aptly summarize the 

nature of the Baumhaus as a ruderal 

ecosystem that grew out of the 

metaphorical “crack in the wall” between 

East and West, contrasting plant-life, and 

the difference between Osman’s rural 

background and urban life: “Nestled in a 

small gap in the city’s border infrastructure, 

Osman Kalin’s tree house took advantage 

of the state’s desire to simplify and draw 

straight lines. Thus, the garden’s ecology 

filled a gap, both in Osman’s life and in the 

gray zones of the nation-state”.24 

Filling Gaps: Identity as “In-Between” 

In giving an anthropological view of urban 

ecology, Stoetzer’s theory focuses not only 

on the physical urban and botanical 

composition of space but also on the socio-

political aspect – the ruderal lens enables an 

examination of “the unruly heterogeneity of 

life in the ruins of nationalism and 

racialized exclusions”.25 The Baumhaus 

embodies Stoetzer’s notions of 

heterogeneity in terms of the identities that 

it addresses. It is a space created by a 

migrant at a site that became an 

unexpectedly crucial part of the identity of 

the neighborhood at the time. The Turkish 

community that came to Berlin as a 

generation of “guest-workers” were, like 

Osman, from mostly conservative, rural 

areas, who knew no German and were not 

officially included in the German society 

through state measures – they were given 

no formal language training nor integration 

lessons.26 German history, which defines, 

to an extent, Berlin’s landscape and 

identity, was intrinsically foreign to 

migrants. This is the case with Osman – but 

interestingly, the very action of creating the 

Baumhaus out of a wasteland connects him 

with a past he was never a part of. Forty 

percent of Kreuzberg, Osman’s 

neighborhood, was destroyed during the 

Second World War.27 His space echoes 

spaces created by Berliners after the Second 
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World War when “rubble fields” of potato 

seedlings were planted in areas ruined by 

bombing and the idea of planting new life 

in rubble became part of the national 

imaginary. Although the context of 

Osman’s garden is entirely different, in 

trying to bring life and regeneration in a 

part of the city that became a wasteland, he 

unknowingly participated in the history of a 

Berliner. Like the post-war “rubble 

women”, and East Germany’s national 

anthem’s “Rising from Ruins”, Osman too 

embodied the post-war foundational 

national image of a Germany rebuilding 

from a wasteland. His granddaughter 

explains how he was an unexpected yet 

active participant in the pre-reunification 

history of the neighborhood: 

…in the 80s there were a lot of 

punks. They didn’t like capitalism 

and my grandfather was also 

something like that but in another 

way. So they loved each other. They 

also protected each other…he called 

them his soldiers and they said 

“yeah we are your soldiers, we 

won’t let anything happen to you” 

…it was a very intense relationship 

in this area.28 

Despite how Osman and his space were an 

important fixture in the neighborhood, 

Funda clarifies that he only ever saw 

himself as Turkish, as “the Lion of 

Yozgat”, and not as a Berliner, a West-

Berliner, or a Kreuzberger.29 How could 

Osman be so important to a scene so 

intrinsically German, yet not consider 

himself German at all? The conundrum 

may be exemplified in what Ayhan Kaya 

says in “German-Turkish Transnational 

Space: A Separate Space of their Own”: 

“Today's Germany is no longer conceivable 

without the German-Turkish presence... 

Nor are Turks classic immigrants eager to 

melt in with a host culture. In close touch 

with both countries, German Turks are a 

part of the recent phenomenon of 

transnational space”.30 Transnational space 

is a phenomenon arising out of syncretic 

identity – the idea that identity is not 

divided between two cultures, with one 

belonging to either one or the other, but 

rather, that “cultural identity is a matter of 

becoming, rather than being” through the 

sociopolitical forces of migration.31 For 

example, Kaya looks at German Turks as 

“transmigrants” who can literally and 

symbolically travel back and forth between 

their countries of origin and destination, 

thus developing new identities and spaces. 

This is substantiated by how Funda Kalin 

speaks about her own identity as a Turkish-

German:  

 …I have Turkish roots, I’m born 

here in Berlin, grew up here, and 

how I feel is…an extreme, total mix 

of both… and I wouldn’t say I’m 

German. I don’t feel German, I 

don’t feel Turkish…I just feel, I 

[me]. You are not at home here, you 

are not at home there, you are a 

stranger here, you are a stranger 

there. You are not good enough for 

here, you are not good enough for 

there. You are just always 

something (in) between32.  

This “in-between-ness” is a facet not only 

of Turkish migrant identity, but Turkish 

migrant space as a transnational space. 

Funda says of the Baumhaus: 

It’s absolutely the same as I am. It’s 

extremely something (in) between. 

It’s because it’s in the middle of 

Germany’s capital city, in the 

middle of Kreuzberg, and if you just 

take it and bring it to the village of 

my grandfather even there, no one 

would ever have a house looking 

like my grandfather’s house right 

now.  

Funda’s subjective description is 

supplemented by Kaya’s definition of 

transnational space as something that 

encompasses more than a migrant’s country 

of origin and destination. Rather, 

transnational subjects, through their 

interactions with different cultures and 
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geographies, build something drawing from 

the country of origin and settlement that is 

inherently new and unique.33 Osman’s story 

reflects syncretic identity: the treehouse 

being a Turkish, West-German, a creation 

on Eastern soil, him being friendly with 

both the Western punks and Eastern border 

guards, and the house being known as 

“gecekondu” in Turkish (literally meaning 

a house built overnight in Anatolian 

villages). Still the latter would not perfectly 

fit into Osman’s own village. As Stoetzer 

says of the Baumhaus:  

Built in the shadows of a border 

infrastructure that divided two 

nations and competing political 

systems, it takes advantage of an 

abandoned gap of institutional 

power, unwilling to wait for its 

assigned place in a country where 

one never fully belongs. Staging a 

spontaneous takeover, the 

gecekondu creates a space of 

hospitality for people, plants, and 

objects left behind.34  

Conclusion: Commemorating the In-

Between 

After the fall of the Wall, the Baumhaus 

suddenly found itself at the center of a 

reunified city, part of the new district of 

Berlin-Mitte. In the eyes of the state, 

Osman was now a squatter on state land, 

and the new district office planned to evict 

Osman and demolish the treehouse.35 The 

local community rallied behind Osman. 

The neighboring church of St. Thomas 

provided a 1780s map to prove the 

Baumhaus was on church land, therefore 

arguing that the church gave Osman the 

right to use this land.36 Further, protests 

from Kreuzbergers to keep the site made 

officials change their minds – and the maps. 

The plot became part of the post-

reunification district of Kreuzberg instead 

of Mitte. Osman Kalin thus began by 

defying borders in divided Berlin, 

ultimately reshaping them in the reunified 

city.37  

Despite the hardships that the migrants are 

going through, the Baumhaus media 

commemoration demonstrates a different 

reality. It was depicted either as an 

immigrant success story in Turkey, where 

Funda says people are immensely proud of 

Osman, or as a pushback against 

Germany’s division by a Kreuzberg-

Berliner.38 Funda wants to preserve the 

treehouse and turn it into a museum to 

inspire people and celebrate the fact that “in 

Berlin, a lot of immigrants come together, 

and this is the story of the city”.39 For Funda 

to achieve her vision, however, she states 

that: “I have to go to people at the top of the 

government. And then, it becomes a project 

for them, a big project”.40   

These words reflect a dilemma in the 

memorialization of post-reunification 

landscapes: who gets to commemorate 

immigrant-built spaces, spaces created by 

exclusion and division, spaces that 

challenge historical divides, and how? 

Commemorating Osman’s legacy already 

entails a conflict between nation-state 

media, local bureaucracy, and the reality of 

Turkish-Germans whose success stories 

occur in the backdrop of ongoing struggles. 

The site also exemplifies the transnational 

pressures immigrant spaces face in how the 

Baumhaus’ possible demolition in 

Germany clashes with the pride it is seen 

with in Turkey. Lastly, making a future 

museum a “big project” of the government 

contrasts with the very interpretation of the 

site as a space facilitated by, yet 

independent of, nation-state borders. These 

dilemmas attest to how complicated it is to 

memorialize a site with multiple narratives. 

This inconsistency between different 

narratives – none strictly false – may 

emphasize the definition of ruderal space as 

a space where “stories interrupt each other 

to account for material and social 

entanglements, gaps, displacements, 

leakages, and collaborative strategies of 

survival”.41 The Baumhaus, by virtue of 

where it stands, carries the fact of being 

born from a disturbance, a waste land 
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created by exclusion and division. In this 

sense, it takes the form of Stoetzer’s ruderal 

ecosystem. It can be considered Kaya’s 

“transnational space” in how it inhabits and 

exhibits both Turkish and German identity 

and memory while being something distinct 

from both. Finally, beyond its academic 

interpretations, the Baumhaus is, to Funda 

Kalin, simply her grandfather’s treehouse 

and garden.  

Perhaps the Baumhaus, as Cresswell says 

on place and memory, is “a new kind of 

place born out of a contested process of 

interpretation”.42 This “new kind of place” 

can take multiple forms depending on the 

lens through which it is being examined. 

Whichever interpretation one chooses, the 

“treehouse at the Wall” showcases the 

active role immigrants played in writing 

German history, literally challenging the 

way we map out Berlin’s past and present. 

The German division inadvertently created 

a space for Osman to continue his Turkish 

tradition of gardening and his space became 

protected by West Berliner punks. The 

Baumhaus also sheds light on the way 

German history and society influenced 

immigrant experiences and identity in the 

country of settlement. Osman’s story 

fundamentally draws attention to how 

people and places “left behind”, 

conventionally neglected or excluded by 

society, are in fact active in its 
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Abstract 

Women’s involvement in the First Intifada triggered numerous questions about how and to what 

degree women would be emancipated in the future. This essay describes and analyzes women’s 

involvement in the First Intifada in 1987 and the contributions of women’s movements such as 

the Women Work Committee or Union of Palestinian Working Women’s Committees, which 

emerged during or after the Intifada. It discusses the possible reasons why, despite their 

significant involvement in the Intifada, Palestinian women did not reach gender equality. It does 

so by discussing the limitations of women’s emancipation, such as the fact that women still 

stuck to their traditional gender roles, the prevalent elitism and classism in women’s 

committees, and the rise of Islamist movements towards the end of the movement, which was 

often violently enforcing the traditional gender roles. The essay also analyzes different ways of 

reporting women’s activities and the issues regarding underreporting or only describing their 

involvement in the movement in correspondence with their traditional gender roles. It analyzes 

these factors as potential causes for the women’s position barely changing after the movement. 

Finally, this essay argues that even though the First Intifada was joined by masses of women 

and impacted their perception in Palestinian society, it did not bring long-lasting systematic 

changes and gender equality. 
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Background: History of Women's 

Liberation and Women organisations  

 

There is a history of the Arab Women 

Liberation Movement, represented by 

various women movements throughout the 

Middle East emerging in the first half of the 

20th century, however, these efforts for 

women's emancipation were limited by 

religious tradition and patriarchy.1,2 There 

were attempts to improve the position of 

women in the Arab world, particularly 

among women writers such as May Ziadeh, 

a Lebanese-Palestinian author, who is 

considered a pioneer of Oriental feminism, 

and Hafny Nasif, an Egyptian feminist 

author.  However, women did not hold 

social and political positions before the 

1960s, which limited their ability to have a 

wide societal impact. In 1964 Palestine, the 

Palestinian Liberation Organisation (PLO) 

was founded, followed by the very first 

women organisation General Union of 

Palestinian Women, which was established 

as a PLO's body in 1965.3 The women’s 

organisation aimed to improve the rights of 

women and make them more active in the 

movement for Palestinian liberation.4  

Women organisations were crucial as they 

connected Palestinian women and helped 

spread political awareness among 

communities. There were several women’s 

organisations active in the Intifada, which 

in Arabic means rebellion or uprising, 

enabling women to become engaged in the 

movement. Women in these organisations 

were mobilised by meeting and discussing 

issues and how to actively participate in the 

fight for Palestinian liberation.5 Following 

the International Women’s Day March, 

another significant organisation, Women 

Work Committee (WWC) was established 

in 1980.6 The WWC addressed issues such 

as gender roles and the place of women in 

the fight for the Palestinian liberation, but 

were also focused on improving their 

communities.7 Then, between 1980 and 

1982, organizations emerged: Union of 

Palestinian Working Women’s 

Committees (UPWWC), Palestinian 

Women’s Committee (later the Union of 

Palestinian Women’s Committees), 

and Women’s Committee for Social 

Work (WCSW). These committees aimed 

to include as many women as possible in the 

national movement, which proved essential 

in the Intifada as they were able to 

significantly increase the number of women 

who were politically active and actively 

resisting.8 After 1987,  even more women’s 

organisations were founded, such as Higher 

Woman’s Council, (1988) Federation of 

Palestinian Women’s Action 

Committee, and Union of Voluntary 

Women’s Societies (both 1989).9 Later, in 

the early 1990s, the Palestinian Federation 

of Women’s Action Committees also 

emerged from Women Work Committees.10 

These newly founded organisations helped 

Palestinian women to unite under a 

common goal of liberating Palestine and 

ultimately increased their political impact. 

 

Reporting on Women’s Involvement and 

Possible Gaps in Reporting 

 

The lack of reporting on women’s 

involvement in Intifada was one of the key 

factors as to why Palestinian women were 

not further emancipated after the 

movement. Most of the academics who 

reported on the Intifada were men with a 

tendency to center their writings on male 

activists and their perspectives. Rex 

Brynen, for instance, in his book Echoes of 

the Intifada,11 wrote about the Intifada 

while omitting women’s involvement. His 

book explores a range of topics related to 

the uprising, yet it ceases to address women 

or gender-related issues.12 Another male 

author, Eitan Alimi, presented a similar 

narrative. His book about the First Intifada 

mentions women and women’s 

organisations, but it does not deeply analyse 

their specific struggles.13 Further, despite 

women making up approximately half of 

the Palestinian population,14 they are often 

only mentioned among other minority 

groups like youth or students (an example 

of this may be seen in the Eitan Alimi's text 
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mentioned above).15 Both of these male 

academics, and others, did not interview 

female participants and centered their 

reporting around male narratives only. In 

reality, authors such as Philippa Strum or 

Islah Jad, female academics who focused 

their research on the women's involvement 

in the movement, found that women 

actively participated in the First Intifada by 

leaving their homes, becoming politically 

engaged, and fighting for Palestinian 

rights.16 Zahira Kamal and Muharram 

Barghouthi, a male academic (2016; cited in 

Nasser & Khatib17) acknowledged the 

contributions of numerous women who 

were active in unions, political parties, and 

various committees. Jad further describes 

Palestinian women throwing rocks, burning 

tires, building roadblocks and violently 

confronting the Israeli army.18 In her book, 

Cheryl Rubenberg interviews numerous 

Palestinian women finding out more about 

their active participation.19 As evident from 

the examples mentioned above, women 

authors are generally more likely to report 

on women’s activities and their 

involvement. To understand the women's 

involvement in the movement, it is 

therefore salient to acknowledge the 

possibility of gaps in reporting often created 

by (however not exclusively) male 

academics, who often do not take women's 

experiences into account. On the other 

hand, Barghouthi, as a male Communist 

leader, also acknowledged women’s 

contribution in the Intifada, specifically 

mentioning their activities in the 

Committees, political parties, and unions.20 

It is therefore essential to acknowledge the 

tendency of many men to underreport 

women activities, but it is equally important 

not to ignore men who were keen to 

acknowledge women’s contribution to the 

movement.  

As many women's activities during the 

Intifada were underreported, they were less 

likely to be publicly acknowledged, which 

may have also hindered their further 

emancipation. This is because their 

traditional work, such as taking care of 

children or teaching was “invisible,” when 

compared to work traditionally done by 

men (protesting, fighting), and so by not 

acknowledging the breakthrough that they 

have done, the society was still limiting 

women to their traditional roles, 

maintaining their traditional social status. 

Unfortunately, as previously mentioned, 

even when women were active in 

committees, they did not hold the leading 

positions. Thus, again, their contribution 

was less likely to be acknowledged. There 

was no one capable willing to fight to make 

it be acknowledged. As a result, despite the 

importance of the work done by Palestinian 

women during the Intifada, they were never 

sufficiently valued for it. 

Secondly, despite the rise of women’s 

organisations since the 1960s and 1970s, 

Palestinian women were still not entirely 

liberated because of the patriarchal society 

implementing that the sole role of women 

should be to be mothers and housewives. 

This patriarchal perception hindered their 

ability to take on other roles and 

consequently their emancipation. Despite 

their political emancipation, Joost 

Hiltermann argues that women were usually 

only referred to in relation to their male 

relatives or were only mentioned alongside 

children and elders in writing.21 Moreover, 

as Peteet in Hiltermann's text explains, 

political activity among women was often 

restricted to girlhood.22 The women who 

were not (yet) married or the ones who 

already had children old enough to run 

households were most likely to be involved 

in the committees.23 Strum similarly argues 

that even when WWC started to create 

unions and organise, single women usually 

joined it as married women were often 

prevented from doing so.24 Women often 

left the unions and committees when they 

got married or pregnant.25 Other women in 

Rubenberg’s book also report women’s 

participation and activism being 

stigmatised.26 On the other hand, there are 

also instances, when women’s husbands did 

not object to their wives’ activities.27 

Generally speaking, however, there was 
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progress in the women’s involvement 

during the Intifada despite taboos about 

their societal roles.28 

 

Failure to Address the Gender-Related 

Issues 

 

Another factor hindering women’s 

emancipation was the fact that even though 

women’s organisations and committees 

helped women to unite, gender-related 

issues were not addressed.29 Islah Jad 

believes there may have been two main 

reasons why gender-related questions were 

not raised: firstly, because they were not a 

priority at the time, and secondly, because it 

was feared that they would break the unity 

of the movement.30 Similarly, to the 

women’s committees, the questions of 

gender were not addressed by the Unified 

Leadership of the Uprising 

(UNLU) communiqués.31 There was small 

progress as the women managed to 

introduce a women-inclusive report, 

stressing that both men and women were 

involved, but the writings didn not properly 

account for their contributions.32 For 

instance, communiqués (which were 

leaflets issued by UNLU helping to 

organise the Intifada and unify Palestinians 

fighting for a common goal 33) had either 

avoided the topics of gender or presented 

Intifada as a male movement supported by 

women.34 Another instance of the women’s 

committees not addressing women’s issues 

is found in WCSW, where, as one former 

member claims, exclusively politics was 

discussed.35 Even though women's 

organisations and committees existed and 

were active during the Intifada, they often 

omitted gender-related questions to 

preserve the unity of the movement and 

those which were believed to be more 

important political issues. 

Due to the unprecedented circumstances, 

Palestinian women were able to extend their 

social and political roles. However, Jad 

argues that women's role in the committees 

often became an extension of their 

traditional roles.36 Women were most likely 

to participate in educational committees or 

home economy, thus extending their 

traditional roles of housewives and child-

carers.37 In contrast, the guard committees, 

which have later become the basis for the 

strike forces, were predominantly male.38 

Furthermore, when the Israeli defence 

minister, Yitzhak Rabin, made participation 

in committees illegal in August 1988, it 

disproportionately affected women and 

further marginalised them.39 In that respect, 

Intifada may have brought unprecedented 

high women’s involvement. However, 

despite transgressing their gender roles, 

they did it only in terms of what was 

acceptable at the time. It also needs to be 

stressed that their transgression of gender 

roles was understood to by temporal and 

unique given the unprecedented 

circumstances. Farha Kan’an,40 claims that 

during Intifada, it was accepted for women 

to move and even sleep outside their 

households, which would have been 

uncommon before. It can be argued that 

violent confrontations of the Israeli army41 

or women’s representation in unions, 

committees and political parties42 may also 

be understood as the transgression of their 

traditional roles. Therefore, the traditional 

women’s roles were breached during the 

Intifada, but in many instances, this was 

understood to be temporal and justified by 

the unprecedented circumstance and hence 

did not last.  

 

Different Perceptions of Women’s 

Movements 

 

Palestinian women’s movements were led 

by mainly “middle-class urban elite.”43 

When the WWC was established in 1978 in 

Ramallah, it was by young university-

educated middle-class female activists.44 Its 

founding members were predominantly 

women already active in various political 

organisations.45 One woman recalled 

joining the UPWWC for some time but later 

left because of its elitism.46 Even though the 

newly emerged women’s movement 

reacted to the oppression of women, it did 
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not appeal to many due to the lack of 

inclusivity. Women leading them were 

usually middle-class and university-

educated, making women from other socio-

economic backgrounds underrepresented.  

She further criticises the leading women not 

treating new younger members respectfully 

and not allowing them to express their 

opinions.47 On the contrary, other 

academics such as Islah Jad48 and Nadia 

Nasser & Ghassan Khatib 49 claim that 

when the Intifada began in December 1987, 

women across all social classes were 

joining. Palestinian women (especially 

women from refugee camps) participated in 

demonstrations in thousands. However, 

their direct involvement in the committees 

was rather rare.50 Even though women from 

all social classes participated, the women’s 

movement was still led by the middle-class 

urban movement and therefore was not truly 

intersectional. Arguably, even when 

women managed to escape the patriarchal 

restrictions and were allowed to join the 

movements, they were often discouraged by 

the elitism prevalent in women’s 

organisations.51 

Another issue hindering the women’s 

emancipation was the rise of the Islamist 

movements such as Hizb ut-Tahrir and the 

Palestinian Islamic Resistance 

Movement (Hamas) which was according to 

Muhammad52, caused by the “instability 

and lack of political leadership,” prevented 

further gender equality and women's 

emancipation.53 The Islamists on the rise 

advocated for the enforcement of the dress 

code (veiling).54 In the name of religion, 

women were increasingly often forced to 

marry early and stay at home.55 The “culture 

of women’s modesty” was gaining 

popularity, mainly in Gaza.56 In her article, 

Hammami57 describes the “hijab campaign” 

in Gaza as “vicious,” further criticising the 

little support women wishing to maintain 

their freedom of choice received from the 

progressive men or UNLU. Therefore, it 

can be argued that the rise of Islamist 

movements hindered further women's 

emancipation, calling for the return to 

"traditional values". Even 

when Hamas celebrated the women’s 

achievements in Intifada, it only reinforced 

their traditional roles.58 Hamas’ statements, 

therefore, did not reflect the actual scale of 

women’s involvement in the movement, 

limiting their actions only to the tasks 

already associated with womanhood and, 

even worse, imposing Islamist 

fundamentalism which further controlled 

women. 

 

Conclusions 

 

Women undoubtedly actively contributed 

to the First Intifada. This piece named the 

women’s organisations and committees, 

which played a crucial role in the 

emancipation of Palestinian women as they 

enabled them to organise and become 

politically active. Furthermore, this paper 

discussed the experiences of individual 

women and analysed the different ways in 

which they contributed to the national 

movement. The text proved that there was a 

progression in women’s emancipation, as 

before Intifada, the Palestinian women 

tended to be completely isolated from 

politics.59 Thanks to the unprecedented 

situation women could extend their social 

and political roles and became actively 

involved in the movement. However, as this 

paper demonstrated, despite their active 

participation in the Intifada which 

challenged their traditional gender roles, 

this shift was temporarily, and the 

Palestinian women did not manage to 

secure gender equality. Furthermore, the 

rise of the Islamist movements during and 

after the Intifada deteriorated all 

improvements and acquired positions  

The limitation of this paper is that despite 

its aims to identify some general trends in 

the women's movement during the Intifada, 

it must be acknowledged that individual 

women's experiences differed, and it is 

difficult to explore all of these experiences 

accurately. The author of this essay believes 

that this may also serve as a preposition for 

further research as women's activities 
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during the movement are still often 

underreported or wholly omitted. 
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Abstract 

The Palestinians and the Kurds are two peoples whose national identities have been fractured as 

a direct result of the colonial oppression that has gradually rescinded their ownership of their 

lands. While the continued occupation of historical Palestine since the Nakba (Catastrophe) of 

1948 alongside the unabating marginalization of the Kurds since the disintegration of the 

Ottoman Empire have fragmented their nationhood, these events have aroused a stronger force of 

resistance that is deeply rooted in their relationship with the homeland. The emergence of literary 

movements in both regions during the 20th century supplied the Palestinians and the Kurds with 

a channel to express their spirit of resistance. This article explores how Mahmoud Darwish’s and 

Abdullah Goran’s poetry advances Palestinian and Kurdish nationalist aspirations, respectively, 

to reconstruct and disseminate their national identities. It argues that the metaphorical 

representation of the relationship between the people and the homeland in their poetry serves to 

bolster both groups’ right to self-determination through sowing nationalist fervor in the active 

consciousness of their readers.  
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A people’s national identity may be 

defined, at the simplest level, as a community 

of individuals who share “a set of 

characteristics” that was traditionally 

referred to as a “national character,”1 and is 

“intrinsically tied to political sovereignty.”2 

While a nation is conceptually uniform, it 

arguably cannot enjoy the independence of a 

state if it cannot exert political control over 

the boundaries of its own territory. The 

Palestinians and the Kurds exemplify this 

case as two nations that have a unique 

national identity but exist as scattered 

“minorities” across a “number of states.”3 

These groups have been subjected to many 

years of violent colonization at the hands of 

foreign actors who have diminished their 

ownership of the land, and consequently 

fractured their national identity—an identity 

that, as a result of this fracturing, is even 

more strongly defined by the relationship 

between the people and their homeland.4 

Their national identities have been shaped by 

the major social and political changes in the 

fabric of Palestinian and Kurdish societies 

during the 20th century, which are reflected in 

the poetry from both regions. This poetry 

describes the long for a homeland but also 

aims to metaphorically rebuild the land, now 

lost. This article takes a critical and 

comparative look at the work of two seminal 

poets—Mahmoud Darwish (1941–2008) and 

Abdullah Goran (1904–1962)—and analyzes 

how they textually depict the relationship 

with the homeland to reinscribe and 

disseminate Palestinian and Kurdish national 

identity, respectively.  

Working from the logic of David Miller’s 

notion that “every nation must have a 

homeland,” since the very beginning of the 

Zionist project in the late 19th century, one 

could argue that Palestine has lost its sense of 

nationhood—in the classical sense of the 

term—as a direct consequence of the 

insidious annexation of its land, which is 

today referred to as the “Occupied 

Palestinian Territories.”5 This process was 

initially motivated by the Zionist settler 

movement’s objective to reestablish a 

“Jewish national home”6 in a “land without a 

people for a people without a land.”7 This 

Zionist settler-colonial project culminated in 

1948 with the Nakba, or catastrophe, during 

which Israeli forces raized and depopulated 

more than 400 Palestinian villages, leading to 

the expulsion of approximately 700,000 

Palestinians. A smaller population of 160,000 

remained and became Israeli citizens.8 This 

tragedy was coeval with the establishment of 

the state of Israel and the deterioration of 

Palestinian political power, as well as the 

Judaizing of the land and the polity.9 

Palestine has been repeatedly neglected in 

Israeli political rhetoric, demonstrated by the 

numerous laws that favour the dominance of 

“Jewish goals and interests,” and actively 

discriminate against Palestinian Arabs.10 The 

Palestinians’ several attempts at reclaiming 

their lost homeland since have been 

consistently suppressed, while Israel has 

continued to expand its control beyond the 

internationally recognized ‘green line’ 

borders following the 1967 War.11 That being 

said, rather than quashing the Palestinians’ 

hopes for the “Right of Return” to the 

historical homeland, their hardships have 

given rise to an empowering wave of 

resistance, which is addressed by the 

metaphorical reconstruction of the land in 

Darwish’s A Lover from Palestine (1966), 

one of Darwish’s earlier poems.  

Literature played an instrumental role in 

bringing the Palestinian force of resistance to 

full consciousness amid the struggle against 

Zionism. Key Poets of Resistance such as 

Mahmoud Darwish—termed “Palestine’s 

unofficial national poet”12—and Samih al-

Qasim strove to “legitimate the cause of their 

people.”13 They used poetry as a vehicle to 

express the strong attachment of the people to 

the homeland, in an attempt to rebuild a sense 

of nationhood. As Dayla Cohen-Mor writes, 
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Darwish’s work helped “shape and foster 

Palestinian identity and culture” through 

reminding the Palestinians of the features of 

their identity that set them apart from other 

nations.14 Darwish’s poetry oftentimes 

reflects his experience of exile when Zionist 

militias uprooted him and his family from 

Palestine at a young age.15 However, despite 

the transient nature of his life, his poems 

accurately depict the undying love harbored 

by the Palestinians for their homeland. 

Darwish plays a critical role in foregrounding 

the relationship between Palestinians and 

their land in their consciousness. This paper 

analyzes the metaphorical depiction of this 

relationship in A Lover from Palestine, which 

enables him to reconstruct a sense of 

Palestinian national identity. 

The structure of the perennial conflict 

between Palestine and Israel is mirrored in 

the situation of the Kurds. As the “largest 

nation in the world” without an independent 

state spread across Turkey, Iran, Syria, Iraq, 

and the countries of the Caucasus,16 the 

Kurdish nation has suffered persistent 

defilement at the hands of foreign rulers, such 

that they are often described as “victims of 

history.”17 The Ottoman and Persian empires 

ruled over the Kurds from the 16th to the 19th 

centuries, after which they came under the 

power of governments in neighboring 

countries following World War I.18 Despite 

the fact that the Kurds were able to 

successfully establish some order of authority 

following the downfall of the Shah of Iran in 

1979, they struggled to “sustain their 

resistance against the Islamic Republic.”19 

Kurdish activists in Iraq and Turkey were 

similarly stifled, with many of them thrown 

into prison and blacklisted for demanding 

equality and recognition of their identity.20 

Their national identity was further threatened 

with erasure by the notorious Anfal policy in 

Iraq, which led to the destruction of 

thousands of Kurdish villages and towns as 

well as the genocidal murder of 

approximately 182,000 Kurds.21 These brutal 

colonial practices have severely damaged the 

Kurds’ feeling of nationalism, but have also 

sparked a stronger movement of resistance 

that has bolstered their  claim to political 

independence. This nationalist movement 

can be traced in literature back to the work of 

Ahmed-e Khani (1650-1707)—author of the 

national epic poem Mem û Zîn (Mem and 

Zin), which is known as the Kurdish Romeo 

and Juliet—and Haji Qadir Koyi (1817-

1897), who was considered to be the 

“forerunner” of Kurdish “modern nationalist 

thinking.”22 These authors’ ideas laid the 

bedrock for the development of politically-

committed contemporary poets such as 

Abdullah Goran, whose work forms the 

secondary focus of this paper.  

Born in Halabja, Sulaymaniyah (modern-day 

Iraq) in 1904, Abdullah Goran made a 

significant contribution to the development 

of the Kurdish poetic domain. This poetry 

was closely tied to the “expansion of Kurdish 

nationalism” during the 20th century,23 given 

the function it served as a “language for and 

of the people” to express their Kurdishness.24 

As one of the most well-known 

contemporary Kurdish poets of his time, 

Goran’s work focused on the metaphorical 

representation of the “spiritual relationship” 

between the Kurds and the homeland as a 

unique dimension of Kurdish national 

identity.25 As such, he empowers the 

common Kurd especially as many of his 

poems were turned into songs and passed 

down by “ordinary people” via oral 

tradition.26 The latter part of this article 

concentrates on the way Goran presents his 

relationship with the beloved homeland in his 

poem Desire (1950) as a remedy to the 

Kurds’ predicament to reconstruct key facets 

of Kurdish national identity.  

With these notions in mind, this paper 

ultimately aims to argue that the work of 

Mahmoud Darwish and Abdullah Goran 
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disseminates key features of Palestinian and 

Kurdish national identity, respectively, to 

empower their people to reassemble the 

fragments of their national identity. Toward 

this end, both poets arouse the hope of return 

to the lost homeland and compel the 

Palestinians and the Kurds to fight for their 

respective causes. Owing to the limited 

purview of this article, I have chosen to focus 

only on two poems: Mahmoud Darwish’s 

extended poem ʿĀshiq min filasṭīn (A Lover 

from Palestine, 1966), and Abdullah Goran’s 

poem Desire (1950). My analysis is focused 

primarily on Darwish’s work, where I intend 

to address how Darwish dynamically depicts 

the homeland to highlight the strength of his 

people’s relationship with it. This section 

draws on my own analysis of my primary 

source as well as the more political theories 

of scholars including David Miller and 

Benedict Anderson.27 I will then focus the 

secondary section of my investigation on the 

way that Goran, like Darwish, helps engender 

solidarity among the Kurds through similarly 

depicting the homeland as simultaneously 

fractured and beautiful to instill a stronger 

feeling of patriotism within the Kurds.28  

Whereas an armed form of resistance helps a 

nation regain some physical control over 

their land, as exemplified by the formation of 

the Kurdish republic in 194529 and the 

ongoing Palestinian-Israeli conflict, a literary 

form of resistance lends itself to the 

restoration of a metaphysical form of control 

in the face of oppression. While the former 

admittedly drives short-term change, the 

latter keeps a sense of national unity alive in 

the consciousness of the masses over the long 

term. As Ghassan Kanafani rightly notes, 

Palestinian resistance poetry eternally serves 

as a “fortress” of Palestinian “resistance” 

(qalʿat al-muqāwama).30 

 

 

Palestine as Fragmented 

As one of the most influential Palestinian 

Poets of Resistance of the 20th century, and 

arguably the “most gifted of his generation” 

in the Arab world, the voice of Mahmoud 

Darwish has been instrumental in bringing 

the trauma and the political demands of the 

Palestinians to the fore,31 especially in the 

West. A Lover from Palestine revolves 

around Darwish’s relationship with his 

beloved, who represents the homeland and 

with whom he has an “extended and 

desperate love affair.”32 Drawing on the 

theories of Salam Mir, Nasser Abufarha and 

others, I argue that Darwish dynamically 

portrays the homeland in three distinct states 

to empower his people: the homeland as (1) 

broken or fragmented, yet (2) resilient, and 

ultimately (3) elegant. Mir argues that the 

literature, and specifically poetry, that arose 

from the “colonial threat” facing Palestine in 

the 20th century helped spur a resistance 

movement and embodied the Palestinian 

spirit of resilience amid their political 

dispossession33; in a similar vein, Abufarha 

illustrates how the “symbolic representation” 

of the homeland reflects the depth of the 

attachment to the land and is the key to 

understanding the Palestinian-Israeli 

conflict.34 Working from these theories, I 

ultimately argue that Darwish uses his—and 

by extension his people’s—relationship with 

the homeland to keep key facets of national 

identity in the Palestinian national 

consciousness. This ultimately enables him 

to rebuild a stronger sense of what it means 

to be a Palestinian both within and outside the 

Occupied Territories.  

Darwish frames his relationship with the 

homeland in such a way that its 

fragmentation becomes an empowering 

source of resilience in an effort to reconstruct 

Palestinian national identity. Darwish 

addresses the division of his homeland in the 

stanza below, where he recalls how he and his 
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beloved were once together “behind a door” 

(warāʾ al-bāb): 

 

 وأنسى، بعد حيٍن، في لقاء العين بالعين  

 35بأنّا مرة كنّا، وراَء الباب، اثنين ! 

When our eyes meet, I soon forget 

That once, behind a door, 

We were two.36 

 

Given that the 1948 Nakba entailed the 

forced expulsion of the Palestinians from the 

“doors” of their homes and the underlying 

sense of bāb as gate, Darwish’s “doors” 

arguably serve as a literal and metaphorical 

gateway separating historical Palestine (the 

internal space that constitutes his “house”), 

and exilic life (the external space). However, 

even though Darwish distinguishes between 

these two spaces, he forgets that the 

boundaries ever existed when he and the 

beloved, meaning the homeland, lock eyes. 

As such, he suggests that the love for the 

homeland transcends boundaries, 

demonstrating the ability of metaphor to 

transfer the meaning of ‘home and 

belonging’ across distances.37 The reader is 

further reminded of the deep attachment of 

the Palestinians to their homeland when 

Darwish refers to the departure of his lover’s 

“words” from his house: 

 

 كالمك، كالسنونو، طار من بيتي 

 فهاجر باب منزلنا، وعتبتنا الخريفيَّه

 وراءك، حيث شاء الشوُق.... 

Like swallows, your words took 

wing,  

Led by love,  

They migrated from the gate of our 

house 

And its autumnal threshold.38 

The migration of his beloved homeland’s 

“words” from the “gate” of their “house” and 

its “autumnal threshold” symbolizes the 

forced departure of the thousands of 

Palestinians during the Nakba. The use of the 

verb “migrated” (hājara) contains the trace 

of the homeland and reflects its continued 

existence by virtue of indicating a departure 

from it. Darwish accordingly attempts to 

instill the “hope of ‘Return’” to historical 

Palestine in those who yet hold on to the keys 

that unlock the doors of the homes they left 

behind.39 With that being said, the Arabic 

could also be read as referring to the 

migration of the “gate” itself and as such the 

borders that separate the Palestinians from 

the homeland. These borders serve as a 

harbinger of the fate of the homeland; their 

instability arguably reflects the shrinking 

Palestinian lands as well as the hope for 

expansion of such borders. It also refers to the 

ever-growing Palestininan diaspora that 

hopes to return one day. The gradual loss of 

the homeland further lends itself to the 

reconstruction of Palestinian identity in the 

poem. Darwish captures the Israeli 

misconception that Palestinians are “present 

absentees” in their own homeland within the 

construction of the beloved as a lost 

“traveler” (musāfira):40 

 

 رأيتُك أمس  في الميناء  

 مسافرة بال أهل... بال زاد  

Yesterday I saw you at the harbor;  

You were a lonely voyager, without 

people or provisions.41 

 

Darwish sees his beloved at the ‘harbor’ 

(mīnāʾ), without her “people” (ahl) or any 

“provisions” (zād). With the “harbor” 

functioning as a point of departure and a 

portal, similar to the “gate” of Darwish’s 

house, one may argue that it is precisely the 

loss of her “people” that has driven the 

homeland to this metaphorical state of 

departure. This trope of absolute loss is 

reinforced by the repetition of the 

prepositional phrase bi-lā, which reflects the 
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status of Palestinian Arabs in Israel as 

“citizens without citizenship.”42 This image 

accordingly evokes the void that 

characterizes Palestinians who, like Darwish, 

suffer the “tragic toll of exilic life.”43 This 

feeling of loss resulting from the 

fragmentation of the homeland is further 

reflected later on in the poem when Darwish 

refers to the homeland as a “shepherdess 

without sheep” (rāʿiya bi-lā anghām): 

  

 رأيتُك  في جبال الشوك

 راعيةً بال أغنام 

 مطاَردةً، وفي األطالل...

I saw you on briar-covered 

mountains; 

You were a shepherdess without 

sheep,  

Pursued among the ruins. 

 

In presenting his beloved homeland as a 

“shepherdess without sheep” (rāʿiya bi-lā 

anghām), lost among the “briar-covered 

mountains” (jibāl al-shawk), Darwish 

repaints the image of a broken, stranded 

figure to highlight the damage—material as 

well as emotional and psychological—

wrought by the Zionist annexation of 

Palestine. The assimilation of the homeland 

to a “shepherdess” who has been separated 

from her sheep but yet looks for them among 

the “ruins” (aṭlāl) lends the homeland an 

endearing quality in that she yearns to 

recover the core essence she was stripped of. 

The anthropomorphization of the homeland 

also gives it agency, at least within the 

diegetic space of the poem; this, in a sense, 

challenges the supposed helplessness of the 

Palestinians. 

In addition to the image of the shepherdess, 

this loss of the homeland is further reflected 

in the symbolism of the “orange peel” (qishr 

al-burtuqal): 

 

 وأكتب في مفكرتي: 

 أُحبُّ البرتقال . وأكرهُ الميناء 

 وأَردف في مفكرتي :

 على الميناء

 وقفُت. وكانت الدنيا عيوَن شتاء  

 . وخلفي كانت الصحراء! قشر البرتقال لناو

And I wrote in my diary:  

“I love the orange, but hate the 

harbor.” 

I stood at the harbor  

And watched the world with eyes of 

winter.  

Only the orange peel is ours.  

Behind me was the desert. 

 

While recounting what he wrote in his journal 

about the port, Darwish, in declaring that the 

“orange peel” (qishr al-burtuqāl) belongs 

only to him and his beloved, asserts his and 

his beloved’s ownership of the homeland. 

Given the significance of the Jaffa orange 

from the Palestinian coastal plains as a 

symbol of Palestinian “pride,”44 Darwish 

uses the absence of its core to draw attention 

to the “robbed nationhood,”45 demonstrated 

by the destruction of numerous coastal towns 

at the hands of Zionist militias.46 However, 

insofar as the fruit’s core constitutes the 

essence of the nation, one may argue that its 

peel symbolizes its “outer layer”: Palestine’s 

borders. The retention of the orange peel thus 

empowers the Palestinians and serves as a 

reminder of their true ownership over the 

homeland. 

 

Palestine as Resilient 

As noted in the beginning of this chapter, the 

wounds of Palestine are transmuted into a 

source of endurance in Darwish’s poetry and 

ultimately serve to reinscribe physical and 

emotional resilience as an integral part of 

Palestinian national identity. The depiction of 



 Rebuilding the Homeland 69 

 

 

 

this facet of Palestinian identity is rooted in 

the symbiotic relationship between Darwish 

and the beloved homeland in the first stanza 

from A Lover from Palestine:  

 عيون ك شوكةٌ في القلب  

 توجعني... وأعبدُها

 وأحميها من الريح  

واألوجاع...  الليل  وراء  وأُغمدها 

 أُغمدها 

Your eyes are a thorn in the heart; 

It pains me, yet I adore it 

And shelter it from the wind 

I plunge it into my flesh 

Hiding it from night and 

sorrow 

 

As previously noted, Darwish 

anthropomorphizes the homeland throughout 

the poem, referring to her eyes as a “thorn” 

(shawka) that pierces his “heart” (qalb) and 

causes him pain. Even though the “thorn” 

hurts him, he diligently protects her eyes, 

which points to Darwish’s celebration of 

Palestine’s resistance in the face of the 

trauma it has undergone. As Abufarha 

suggests in his interpretation of natural 

symbols in Palestinian culture, the thorns 

alone on the outer layer of the cactus—a 

salient feature of the Palestinian 

countryside—have protective properties, and 

symbolize the “rugged” lives of the fellahin, 

or peasants/farmers.47 Darwish reiterates this 

sense of resilience in the same stanza when 

referring to the literal “wound[s]” (jurḥ) 

inflicted on the homeland, rendering her a 

site of resistance to Zionism:  

ضوَء  ُجرُحها  فيشعل 

    المصابيح

 ويجعل حاضري غدُها 

 أعزَّ عليَّ من روحي 

And its wound ignites the 

light of stars. 

My present makes its future 

Dearer to me than my soul.  

 

Rather than weakening her, the homeland’s 

wounds constitute a source of strength and 

power the light of “stars” (maṣābīḥ), 

reflecting the Palestinians’ persistence and 

hope among the darkness of their trauma. 

Where such “wounds” arise from the damage 

wrought by the war and expulsions of 1947–

49, in Darwish’s poem, they embody the 

“spirit of resistance” that characterizes 

Palestinian national identity.48 Darwish 

similarly depicts the Palestinians’ tragedy in 

a positive light as he addresses the “elegy” of 

the homeland: 

 

 وانكسرت مرايانا 

 فصار الحزن ألفين  

 ولملمنا شظايا الصوت... 

 !  لم نتقن سوى مرثيَّة الوطن 

 سنزرعها معاً في صدر جيتار  

 وفق سطوح نكبتنا، سنعرفها 

هٍة...وأحجار    ألقماٍر مشوَّ

 

Our broken mirrors shattered  

My sorrow into a thousand 

pieces; 

We gathered the splinters of 

sound. 

We could perfect only our 

homeland’s elegy.  

We will plant it in the heart of 

a guitar 

And play it on the terraces of 

our tragedy 

To mutilated moons and to 

stones.49 

Even though Darwish and 

Palestinians’ “mirrors” (marāya) 
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have been shattered, he and his 

homeland reconstruct their national 

identity with the “perfection” (nutqin) 

of the “homeland’s elegy” (marthiyat 

al-waṭan); Darwish uses this phrase 

to frame the tragedy of Palestine as 

both lamentable and beautiful. He 

goes on to describe how they 

immortalize this elegy atop the 

“terraces” (suṭūḥ) of their “tragedy” 

(nakba). Although one may read the 

“terraces” as a symbol of the great 

height of their tragedy, I would like to 

suggest an additional reading: that it 

symbolizes the overcoming of such a 

tragedy, considering that it lies 

inferior to Darwish and his lover, 

enabling him to articulate a 

“conscious identity” out of the 

Palestinians’ predicament.50 The 

overcoming of this tragedy is further 

reflected later in the poem when 

Darwish refers to the defilement of 

the Palestinian land itself: 

 لماذا تُسحُب البيَّارة الخضراء  

إلى   منفى،  إلى  سجن،  إلى 

 ميناء  

 وتبقى، رغم رحلتها 

األمالح   روائح  ورغم 

 واألشواق،

 ائماً خضراء؟تبقى د

 

Why does the green orange 

grove— 

Dragged to prison, exile, and 

port,  

And in spite of its travels 

In spite of the scent of salt and 

longing— 

Why does it always remain 

green?51 

 

Darwish here expresses his bewilderment at 

the fact that his homeland, referenced as the 

“green orange grove” (bayyāra khaḍrāʾ), 

remains green despite having experienced 

imprisonment (sijn) and exile (manfā). This 

metaphor suggests that the Palestinian land 

remains fertile despite the violence it has 

been subjected to. Not only are the orange 

groves that cover the coastal plains of 

historical Palestine such an important symbol 

of the “product” and livelihood of the nation, 

but they also are common tropes in 

Palestinian literature that work “to keep the 

memory [of the homeland] alive.”52 The way 

that the groves’ color remains intact reflects 

the failure of the Zionist project to 

completely suppress the Palestinian force of 

resistance.53 To this end, Darwish presents 

the homeland as both a site of his homeland’s 

suffering as well as the resistance to its 

colonization.54 

 

 

Palestine as Beautiful 

As Darwish frames the homeland’s tragedy 

such that it empowers and reminds 

Palestinians of a core part of their identity, he 

expresses the beauty of the homeland and the 

critical need to cultivate it. This key trope 

enables him to highlight the close attachment 

of the people to the land, which underpins 

their claim to an independent state: 

 

 

 فلسطينيةَ العينين والوشم  

 فلسطينية االسم

 فلسطينية األحالم والهم ّ 

 المنديل والقدَمين والجسم  فلسطينية 

 فلسطينية الكلمات والصمت  

 فلسطينية الصوت  

 فلسطينية الميالد والموت  

Her eyes and tattoo are 

Palestinian; 

Her name is Palestinian; 
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Her dreams and sorrows; 

Her veil, her feet and body; 

Her words and silence are 

Palestinian;  

Her birth...her death.55 

 

Darwish refers to his beloved’s eyes and 

tattoo as “Palestinian,” ascribing human 

features to the homeland to highlight the 

symbiotic connection between the humans 

and the physical land. The woman 

essentially, and also materially, is 

Palestinian—her name (a rather metaphysical 

notion), but also her veil and tattoo (topical 

or bodily elements); the homeland is a pure 

embodiment of Palestinian identity. 

Considering that one actively chooses to have 

a tattoo engraved into their skin, I would 

argue that Darwish further empowers his 

people by showing how the Palestinians have 

proactively reinscribed their sense of 

nationhood into the very land itself. 

The importance Darwish lays on the sheer 

name of Palestine lends itself to the 

veneration of the homeland as a strategy to 

reconstruct national identity. The 

reinscription of the homeland’s identity is 

also demonstrated earlier on in the poem: 

 

 وأُقسم: 

 من رموش العين سوف أُخيط منديال

 وأنقش فوقه شعراً لعينيك  

 ترتيال...واسما حين أسقيه فؤاداً ذاب 

 ...  يمدُّ عرائش األيك 

:  سأكتب جملة أغلى من الُشَهدَاء والقُبَل 

" . ولم تزل   "!فلسطينيةً كانت 

I vow  

To weave a veil from my eyelashes  

And embroider it with verses for your 

eyes 

And with a name which,  

When watered with a heart 

That was melted with your love.  

Would make trees grow green again. 

I will write a sentence dearer than 

martyrs and kisses: 

“Palestinian she was and still is!” 

 

Darwish “swears” (uqsimu) that he takes care 

of the homeland, waters her name, and writes 

down a sentence that is dearer, or more 

valuable, than “martyrs” and “kisses” (aghlā 

min al-shuhadāʾ wa-l-qubal) in an effort to 

preserve and cultivate the homeland: 

Darwish contends that his homeland was, and 

was always, Palestinian. The use of the 

negative perfective tense indicates that this 

action is completed and perhaps suggests 

that, contrary to my previous reading of the 

poem, she is no longer considered Palestinian 

in the present world. Nevertheless, 

considering that the verb ‘I will write’ in the 

previous line adopts the future tense, I would 

argue that Darwish memorializes this 

statement and frames it as a premise 

underlying the case for the future “Return” to 

the homeland.56 Darwish accordingly 

reinscribes the homeland’s name into the 

active part of the readership’s consciousness.  

Darwish’s adoration of the homeland as a 

paragon of beauty is further illustrated by his 

assimilation of her speech to a melody, which 

is exemplified by the stanza below:  

 

... كان أغنيه    كالُمك 

 وكنت أُحاول اإلنشاد 

 ولكنَّ الشقاء أحاط بالشفة الربيعيَّة

 ك، كالسنونو، طار من بيتي كالم

Your words were a song  

I tried to sing, 

But agony encircled the lips of spring 

Like swallows, your words took 

wing. 
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Darwish lends his beloved a harmonious 

nature as he likens her words to a melody, 

which he attempts to “recite” (al-inshād) 

himself. This verbal noun typically collocates 

with national and religious anthems, 

suggesting that Darwish idolizes and 

worships the homeland. This description of 

the homeland as a divine woman highlights 

the deep-seated, sacred love harbored by the 

Palestinians for their land. Darwish further 

recalls how, as Spring approached, his 

beloved’s words flew like a “swallow” 

(sunūnū) from his house. While the bird’s 

flight from Darwish’s house may figuratively 

reflect the Palestinians’ separation from the 

homeland, it also symbolizes the homeland’s 

elegant departure from its trauma, arousing 

optimism for the nation’s future. 

Having fleshed out the nuances of Darwish’s 

relationship with the Palestinian homeland in 

A Lover from Palestine, it is clear that the 

poet makes a concerted effort to keep the 

Palestinian cause alive in the reader’s 

consciousness. Rather than merely accepting 

the destruction of the homeland as a 

weakness from which there is no rebound, 

Darwish accepts and compartmentalizes this 

tragedy, and presents it in such a way that 

empowers Palestinians and encourages them 

to be proud of this distinct feature of their 

national identity. This fiery defiance to 

colonial powers is echoed in the work of the 

renowned Kurdish poet Abdullah Goran, in 

which the symbiotic relationship between the 

people and the land similarly lends itself to 

the reconstruction of the national identity of 

a people who have similarly been severed 

from their homeland and are “threatened with 

erasure.”57 

 

Kurdistan as Dead 

Just as Darwish’s portrayal of his beloved 

homeland in A Lover from Palestine serves to 

reconstruct national identity, Abdullah 

Goran, who is considered to be one of the 

most “well-known Kurdish poets of the 20th 

century,” feminizes the homeland to generate 

a patriotic energy within the Kurds.58 

Throughout his work, Goran expresses how 

his feelings of anguish become alleviated by 

the reunion with his beloved Kurdish woman. 

Much of my analysis is predicated on the 

notion that this woman represents the 

homeland. I claim that Goran reconstructs 

Kurdish identity through reframing the 

connection between the people and the land 

in such a way that empowers the Kurds—his 

poetry’s supposed audience. In the following 

section, I analyze how Goran, akin to 

Darwish, presents the homeland in three 

mutually exclusive conditions in his poem 

Desire: Kurdistan as (1) decomposed, (2) 

reinvigorated, and finally (3) beautiful.  

The death of nature in Goran’s Desire 

metaphorically reflects the insidious 

decomposition of Kurdistan: 

In the sky of my hopes, the stars— 

Thousands of bright and beautiful 

regal stars 

Were submerged in a dark, black sea,  

And engaged with death, just like 

broken flowers.59 

 

Goran describes how the “stars” that 

symbolize his “hopes” are subjected to death 

as they become “submerged” in “a dark, 

black sea.” This metaphor evokes the 

drowning of such “stars,” and a chiaroscuro 

between light and dark, producing the 

inorganic imbrication of sky and water. This 

unnatural image captures the physical and 

psychological damage done to the Kurdish 

landscape, which has shattered Goran’s—and 

the Kurds’—“hopes” of attaining 

statehood.60 The word “regal” furthermore 

ascribes a royal, divine character to the sky of 

Goran’s “hopes,” suggesting that he had 

perhaps hoped for a more dignified society.  
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This sense of loss is amplified when Goran 

frames his dejected feelings as a part of his 

external environment later in the poem: 

 

There was a time, when the gardens 

of my life, were without music;  

The nests of my nightingales were 

without songs;  

My dreams were not dreams, my 

thoughts made no sense; 

My feelings were like a disturbed 

ocean under heavy waves;  

                                                                                                     

His gardens’ lack of harmony suggests that 

the homeland has been stripped of its 

fundamental function and purpose. The loss 

of the nightingales’ ability to sing, of the 

rationality of Goran’s thoughts, and of 

substance in his dreams point to the erasure 

of the homeland’s identity, which has 

resulted from the “destruction” and multiple 

“massacres” of the Kurds.61 In the same 

fashion that Darwish reiterates the 

prepositional phrase bi-lā (without) in the 

context of the Palestinian environment in A 

Lover from Palestine, Goran associates the 

decomposition of nature with the hegemonic 

suppression of ‘Kurdishness’ to address the 

Kurdish cause. 

 

 

Kurdistan as Reinvigorated 

Following Goran’s reunion with his beloved 

“lady,” the decomposed landscape of 

Kurdistan becomes reinvigorated, as 

demonstrated by the stanzas below: 

 

But my love, my sweet love, my 

stunning lady; 

With your rose red lips and dark black 

eyes;  

 

With your tall figure, so supple and 

attractive;  

With your sweet walks, graceful 

movements, and melodious voice;  

 

With all this exquisiteness in the 

beauty of heavens;  

With all the magnificence that is in 

you;  

 

From the first day that I saw the magic 

of your smile,  

The nightingales of my soul began to 

sing 

 

As soon as Goran notices his “stunning 

lady”—the woman who represents 

Kurdistan—his “soul” becomes reenergized. 

Given the aforementioned inseparability of 

nightingales from the melody they emit, the 

renewed ability of the “nightingales of [his] 

soul” to sing symbolizes the restoration of the 

environment’s essence. Presupposing that the 

decomposition of nature symbolizes the 

disfiguration of Kurdish identity, this image 

emphasizes the deeply rooted relationship of 

the Kurds with the land; Goran as such helps 

rekindle the Kurdish spirit of “resistance”' in 

light of his reconciliation with his beloved.62 

The revitalization of the nature of the 

homeland is further demonstrated by the lines 

below: 

 

The spring of my youth now flows 

once more;  

The gardens of my life are filled with 

flowers 

 

The reinvigoration of Goran’s soul is further 

exemplified by the flow of the “spring” of his 

“youth” as well as his “gardens.” The reunion 

with Goran’s beloved lady relieves him of his 

depression resulting from the bereavement of 

his father, reflecting the depth of his ethereal 

connection with nature.63 Considering that 

nature functions as a form of ‘compensation’ 

for suffering in Goran’s poetry, the depiction 

of the Kurds’ relationship with their 

homeland restores an integral part of their 

identity.64 Whereas Goran’s external 
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environment is only restored after seeing his 

lady, Darwish’s luscious “green orange 

grove” retains its original color and character 

despite being subjected to colonial 

oppression, suggesting that Kurdistan is 

perhaps more vulnerable to the destruction 

from external actors.  

 

Kurdistan as Graceful 

In addition to the depiction of the resurrection 

of the homeland, Goran speaks to the 

elegance of his beloved lady to anchor a 

stronger sense of Kurdish national identity 

within the reader’s consciousness: 

 

But my love, my sweet love, my 

stunning lady; 

With your rose red lips and dark black 

eyes;  

With your tall figure, so supple and 

attractive;  

With your sweet walks, graceful 

movements, and melodious voice; 

 

Goran attributes a sensual, divine nature to 

the homeland by alluding to her “rose red 

lips,” her “tall figure,” and “melodious 

voice”. In the same vein that Darwish 

anthropomorphizes the homeland in A Lover 

from Palestine through the depiction of his 

“love for the lost homeland,”65 Goran utilizes 

these images to emphasize the rich beauty of 

the homeland as well as the Kurds’ attraction 

to it and their “self-sacrificing love” for 

Kurdistan that often colors the cultural 

products of nationalism.66 The corporeal 

form of Goran’s lady is further illustrated by 

the stanza below: 

 

Now my love, my goddess, my 

Venus,  

Don’t permit the nightingale of my 

poetry to stop singing. 

 

Goran’s assimilation of his beloved 

homeland to the “goddess” of “Venus,” 

coupled with the repetition of the possessive 

pronoun “my,” demonstrates the uniqueness 

of the case made for the Kurds’ right to self-

determination. Considering that the goddess 

of Venus mythologically embodies beauty, 

desire, and sex, this sexualized image 

reinforces the metaphysical entwinement of 

the Kurds and the nation and their 

inseparability. The sheer acknowledgment of 

a Greek deity further sets the Kurdish cause 

apart from the nationalist aspirations of other 

states that disdain the idolization and 

eroticization of the homeland. Goran thus 

advances the Kurds’ nationalist aims through 

emphasizing their spiritual ties to the 

homeland and the ‘uniqueness’ of their 

national identity vis-à-vis outsiders.67 

 

The previous two sections show that a 

comparative framework unlocks a more 

nuanced analysis of the methods that 

Darwish and Goran employ to reconstruct a 

sense of Palestinian and Kurdish national 

identity. Both poets depict the suffering faced 

by their nations and frame this sense of 

fragmentation as a source of resilience, to 

empower the Palestinians and the Kurds. 

While both poets utilize imagery to illustrate 

the political status of their nations in a similar 

fashion, Darwish depicts his external 

environment as fiercelessly resilient in spite 

of the unrelenting violence inflicted upon it, 

however Goran frames the Kurds’ resilience 

as a direct consequence of this brutality. 

Another key difference is found in the nature 

of their individual connection to the land: 

Darwish is spiritually connected but is 

physically detached from the homeland 

having mainly lived outside ‘the occupied 

land’ throughout his life,68 whereas Goran 

remains both physically and spiritually 

connected to Kurdistan. This distinction 

perhaps suggests that the relationship of the 

Palestinian diaspora to the land is more 

abstract and that of the Kurds is more 

concrete, hence the more urgent need to keep 
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the Palestinian cause active in the 

consciousness of the nation. 

 

Concluding Remarks 

My analysis of the relationship between the 

people and the land in the poetry of 

Mahmoud Darwish and Abdullah Goran has 

shown that oppressed people with similar 

cultural heritages oftentimes produce similar 

literature. Darwish evidently employs a range 

of metaphorical devices in A Lover from 

Palestine to rebuild a fractured national 

identity through the depiction of the 

Palestinians’ trauma within the context of 

nature, which is rooted in their natural, 

‘unchosen’ ties to the homeland.69 Rather 

than dismissing his nation’s suffering as a 

weakness, Darwish embraces it and 

highlights the crucial role played by the scars 

of the Zionist occupation in bringing the 

Palestinians’ inviolable connection to their 

homeland to full consciousness. By the same 

token, Goran depicts his external 

environment as both a site of the Kurds’ 

political, physical and psychological 

oppression and their resistance in Desire, 

which serves to empower the Kurds and 

reconstruct a sense of Kurdish nationhood.  

Adopting a comparative framework for 

analyzing both poems highlighted the 

conceptual similarities as well as the 

structural differences in the narratives of A 

Lover from Palestine and Desire. Whereas 

Goran’s narrative is centered around how the 

reunion of him and the Kurds with the 

homeland constitutes the solution to his 

predicament, Darwish illustrates how the 

suffering arising from the detachment of the 

Palestinians from their land is what defines 

their national identity and motivates their 

nationalist aspirations. As such, Goran 

perhaps uses his work to paint an idyllic 

future in which the Kurds can peacefully 

reclaim the right to independently govern 

their homeland, rather than the more 

pragmatic view of the Palestinians’ political 

situation conveyed by Darwish.  

It is not often that the fields of Arabic and 

Kurdish studies have been brought together, 

and it is my hope that this comparative 

analysis demonstrates the urgency of such a 

project. The poets’ use of the object of nature 

as a form of resistance to colonization to 

rebuild the homeland in the text sheds light 

on the power of human interaction with 

nature to consolidate the relationship with the 

nation in poetry. Despite the ample work 

focused on the relationship between the 

people and the land in Arabic literature, 

literary criticism of poetry through an 

ecological lens remains in its infancy.70 

Considering that these are two people who 

share the position of being a stateless nation 

spread across different states, the prominence 

of the territorial element that makes up their 

national identity warrants the development of 

a new framework for this literary domain: a 

literary framework for eco-nationalism.  

Setting my thesis into its modern-day context 

sheds light on the purpose of this paper, given 

the scale of the issues that continue to bedevil 

the Palestinians and the Kurds. Since the 

publication of Darwish’s A Lover from 

Palestine in 1966, Israel has expanded its 

territorial control with the recent conquest 

and settlement of the West Bank and Gaza.71 

Nonetheless, the Palestinians have resisted 

this control, and—as Darwish’s poetry 

articulates—the occupation has rather 

stimulated the growth of a stronger 

opposition to Zionism, demonstrated by the 

unjustifiable desire to dispossess Palestinians 

from the Sheikh Jarrah neighborhood in East 

Jerusalem, which resulted in violent protests 

since May 2021 and until the editing of this 

essay.72 Likewise, the late 20th century 

witnessed myriad attempts to ‘exterminate 

the entire Kurdish population’, such as the 

chemical attack on the town of Halabja in 

1988.73 That said, with the establishment of a 
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de facto state of Kurdistan and the recent 

resurgence of Kurdish uprisings during the 

21st century, Kurdish nationalism has begun 

to regain steam.74 Resistance against colonial 

oppression evidently operates in two distinct 

but interrelated manners: an armed response 

along with a literary movement.75 As noted in 

the very beginning of this paper, whereas an 

armed attack is essentially short-lived and 
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While such a small, vibrant plant, the rose has 

been a powerful source of imagery across 

many different regions and religions. The 

rose has played an especially significant role 

in Islamic culture as a symbol for the divine, 

specifically evoking the Prophet Muhammad 

and paradise in ways that have caused it to 

historically function as a sign of status in 

religious practices, festivals, and food.  

The rose is perceived as a queen within 

multiple regions and cultures. It has been 

used to reference the heavenly in multiple 

religions; in Christianity, the rose has been 

thought of as a symbol for the Virgin Mary 

and the 'rosary' is named after the flower.1 

Although the emphasis is placed on the 

power and significance of the rose in Western 

culture and religions, it also plays an 

important role as a metaphor in Islamic 

cultures. For this paper, Islamic culture will 

represent regions with prevalent Muslim 

populations and traditions and generally 

focus on the Middle East and North Africa 

areas. Sources will range from the modern era 

back to the 13th century.  

This paper draws on several articles about the 

history and divinity of the rose in Islamic 

culture while approaching the subject via 

poetry, perfumery, and art. Writings from 

Islamic scholars across many eras provide a 

basis for understanding the role of the rose in 

religious allegory. The paper also references 

a range of newspaper articles, blogs, and 

recipes that cover modern uses of the rose, 

especially rosewater, in the Middle East as 

well as in Persian and Islamic traditional 

practices and cuisines. The paper will start 

with a brief presentation of the meaning of 

scents and perfume in early Islamic culture 

and through the Ottoman era, which stretched 

from approximately 1300 to the early years 

of the twentieth century. Then, it will present 

some background on the rose, its cultivation, 

and its development in Islamic culture. Next, 

the paper will explore the importance of the 

rose and its symbolism for the divine through 

allegory in poetry and art. It will cover 

different elements of the rose, such as its 

color and spelling in different languages. 

Finally, the paper will conclude by 

considering applications of the rose in 

modern contexts through traditions, 

medicines, and food. It will connect these 

uses with the rose's ongoing relationship with 

ideas about the divine.  

 

Scents During the Ottoman Empire 

Sweet scents have been an integral part of 

Islamic and Ottoman culture since their 

inception and remain so today. Historic 

textual sources describe how these scents 

permeated every corner of sacred spaces to 

create a greater connection to the divine. 

Historically, sweet scents were especially 

important in Islamic spaces such as the 

Kaaba in Mecca and Prophet Muhammad's 

Mosque in Medina.2  Muslim authorities, 

such as caliphs and governors, were tasked 

with ensuring that these destinations were 

constantly fragrant, through the use of 

incense burners inside the structures and 

perfume on the foundations. 3 Sweet 

fragrances are thought to be related to the 

Islamic idea of paradise: “paradise itself has 

soil that smells sweet”.4 By introducing the 

scents into these spaces, Muslims could 

connect to paradise by moving past the 

material aspect of the location into a richer 

sensory experience.5 These scents, therefore, 

added another layer to the experience of 

visiting such a sacred place. Additionally, as 

the scents permeated into visitors’ clothing, 

even after leaving the site, they were able to 

create a continued connection to the divine. 

In early Ottoman culture, the ability to use 

strong, sweet fragrances on the body and 

within these sacred spaces was a sign of 

wealth and social capital among the elite.6 

The provision of scent could be interpreted as 



 Queen of Flowers 81 

 

 

a “symbol of patronage signaling both care 

for, and control of, these sites.”7 

Sweet scents were also specifically 

associated with Prophet Muhammad. Early 

literary works describe how his scent was 

sweet and rosy, adding to his prophetic 

beauty and divinity.8 Numerous hadiths, 

traditional sayings of the Prophet, describe 

the “Prophet’s pleasant body odor, which 

reflected his piety and proximity to God.”9 

Circling back to the adoption of scents in 

sacred spaces, it is possible that when some 

Muslims entered these spaces, they felt closer 

to the divine given that they smelled similar 

to their prophet, who is a strong source of 

their veneration. Many sources have 

suggested that the Prophet Muhammed 

carried scents of paradise on his person, such 

as the scent of the rose.10  

Other elements of the rose provided 

additional sources of significance for the 

divine. The color and form of the rose and the 

spelling of the word in multiple languages are 

also important tools to reference religious 

allegory. Additionally, food and cultural 

practices were and still are another way to 

connect with the heavenly. The rose was 

cultivated regularly during the Ottoman 

Period to be used in ceremonies such as 

perfuming the Kaaba in Mecca or in tombs 

and shrines and has been incorporated into a 

number of recipes.11 This paper will cover 

these topics in more depth in later sections.  

 

Early Rose Use and Cultivation 

Roses have been an important part of Islamic 

culture and dynasties which has contributed 

to the flower’s presence in many Asian 

regions both in the East and West. It was a 

regular practice to grow roses in special 

gardens; in Persian and Mughal areas, these 

gardens were seen as reflections of paradise. 

Palaces, such as the Golestan Palace of 

Tehran, built in 1865, became namesakes for 

these flowers, receiving name like “The 

Palace of Roses.”12 In the Ottoman Empire, 

roses were classified into ten different 

classes. Roses were ranked in the following 

manner from one to ten: The Simple Leaf 

Rose, The Ripper Rose, The Pazulu Rose, 

The Cinnamon Rose, The Stamp Leaf Rose, 

The Hundred Leaf Rose, The Tevekkeli 

Rose, The Rust Rose, The Indian Roses, and 

the Summer Winter Rose/The Everblooming 

Rose.13 A number of these names were based 

on the original location, appearance, and 

other distinguishing properties of the roses.  

Rose production in the form of rosewater, 

syrup, and essential oils was common in 

Persia, and is still produced in this region 

today.14 These products were used both 

locally and traded across Asia, to regions as 

far away as China.15 From a local Persian 

perspective, rose petals were used within the 

royal house as a way to perfume the bedroom 

of the Sultan. Other practices included 

throwing roses in the water to welcome 

Mughal emperors home.16 It can be 

concluded that rose cultivation was, and still 

is, an integral part of Islamic culture.  

 

Symbolism of the Rose 

Spiritually, the rose has a number of different 

sources of origin within Islamic culture. 

Persian poets throughout history believed 

that Allah created the white rose as the queen 

of flowers.17 The nightingale, another source 

of allegory in Islam, fell in love with the rose 

and flew too close resulting in its wings being 

pierced by the flower’s thorns, turning the 

petals red. In Turkish and Arab tradition, the 

rose is thought to have originated from the 

perspiration of Prophet Muhammad.18  

The rose has long been a symbol of divinity 

within Islamic culture. Generally speaking, 

the rose acts as a pathway to Allah through 

the stem of the flower. The Sufi poet, Rumi, 

who lived from 1207 to 1273, wrote, “What 
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is the scent of the Rose? The breadth of 

reason and intelligence, a sweet guide on the 

way to the eternal kingdom.”19 This connects 

back to the the emphasis of a rose’s scent, and 

it can be interpreted that the common usage 

of scents within Islamic culture comes from 

the significance of the sweet, floral fragrance 

the rose is thought to emit in heaven.  

The rose is commonly used to describe 

Prophet Muhammad and his supernatural 

beauty as his scent and appearance have been 

closely compared to the rose in Islamic 

literature.20 For example, many sources 

attested that he had a rosy complexion and 

that he averred that, “He who desires to smell 

my own perfume, let him smell the red rose,” 

signifying his olfactory relationship to the 

flower.21 The rose is also interpreted as a 

graceful and delicate creation, acting as 

another symbol for the Prophet’s “graceful 

disposition and harmonious complexion.”22 

A sixteenth-century Ottoman poet, Hakani, 

wrote that “Muhammad’s body was of a 

medium height, much like the rose buds in 

the garden of paradise, that his round and 

wide-open face resembled the rose, and that 

nobody had smelled anything more beautiful 

than his body’s rose scent.”23 The Prophet 

was also said to constantly be surrounded by 

roses in the garden of paradise.24  

In short, the rose became the flower of the 

Prophet, symbolizing both his physical and 

supernatural forms and qualities. In texts, 

such as the Qur’an, depictions called the 

“rose of the Prophet” were included to create 

a deeper connection with the divine and to 

gain protective blessings. For example, some 

Ottoman Qur’ans and hilyes, descriptive 

albums of the Prophet, include rose-shaped 

calligraphic icons.25 Even when these 

drawings weren’t accompanied by religious 

text, they still can evoke devotional thoughts, 

actions, and connections.  

 

The Physicality of the Rose 

The physical appearance of the rose also 

creates allegory within Islamic culture. The 

color of the rose is used in the Qur’an to 

describe heaven: in Surah 55:35, the religious 

text states, “When the heaven is rent asunder 

and becomes rosy red-melting like grease.”26 

The color pink is also a strong metaphor for 

the divine, given that it is the combination of 

red and white. The fusion of these colors is 

thought to encapsulate the connection 

between God and the Prophet Muhammad 

and more broadly divinity and the human 

race. Red specifically represents the human 

aspects of the rose, through the Qur’an’s 

description of humankind as originating from 

a blood clot.  

On the other hand, white signifies light, or 

nur, which represents Allah’s presence and 

being.27 The physical structure of the rose is 

also significant in Islamic culture. One 

interpretation of the rose has three layers of 

five petals, then six, and then seven. The 

inner layer represents the five pillars of 

Islam: faith, prayer, alms, fasting, and 

pilgrimage. The second layer represents the 

six directions of belief: above, below, front, 

back, right, left. The third layer represents the 

seven verses in the opening chapter of the 

Qur’an. Last, the addition of all the numbers, 

18, is the number value of Hayy which 

meaning “God as the ‘Eternally Living 

one’.”28  

 

The Wording of the Rose 

Lastly, the actual words for the rose in 

Ottoman Turkish, gul and verd, have 

religious symbolism. The former is 

associated with Allah’s sacred names. It is 

made up of the letters kaf, which means 

“Sufficient” and lam, which means 

“Gracious.” The singular letters of the word, 

verd, also have Islamic significance: “‘v’ 

stands for velilik (guardianship/friendship), 
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the ‘r’ for Rahim (Merciful), and the ‘d’ for 

Davetci (Inviter). These three constituent 

letters of the term thereby pay homage to 

Muhammad’s divinely decreed apostleship 

by describing him as both God’s intimate 

friend and His caller to belief.”29  

The Arabic translation of the term rose is 

warda, which also yields an Islamic 

connotation that dates back to a Quranic 

verse.30 The source—Surah Ar-Rahman, 

Ayat 37 (انَشقَّت فَإِذَا فََكانَت السََّماء ِ َهان ًَوْردَة ْ  —(َِكالد ِ

speaks of how the color of the sky on the Day 

of Resurrection would resemble that of a rose 

in its shade of redness.31 

 

Modern Uses of the Rose 

There are a number of sources of symbolism 

for the rose within Islamic culture that come 

from its physical appearance, scent, and 

spelling. It is possible that is some modern 

contexts some of these associations may have 

been partially forgotten. However, many 

Muslims today still incorporate roses into 

their traditional practices, medicine, and 

food, demonstrating the flower’s continued 

relevance.  

 

The Rose in Tradition 

The rose is used in a number of traditional 

Islamic practices in order to receive further 

protection and blessings. Rosewater is used 

to perfume a number of religious structures. 

For example, rosewater is currently used to 

wash the Kaaba twice a year in Mecca, Saudi 

Arabia.32 Specifically, rose oil is burnt in the 

Kaaba’s oil lamps and the black cloth 

covering the structure is sprinkled with rose 

water.33 In the past, when certain buildings 

were converted to mosques they were also 

purified through rose water: “when Sultan 

Mehmet II conquered Istanbul in 1453, he 

had the renowned Aya Sophia church in 

Istanbul washed thoroughly with rose water 

before converting it into a mosque.”34  

Roses are also used to welcome guests into 

some Arab households and in funeral 

practices. When entering an Arab household, 

guests are welcomed through the sprinkling 

of rosewater on their hands. At the end of the 

night, their hands are sprinkled again to 

ensure that there are no lingering odors from 

eating together.35  In funeral settings, 

rosewater is offered to participants to wash 

their hands before reading the Qur’an during 

the service.36 It is also used as a way for 

visitors to acquire blessings from important 

religious figures, such as Imam Ali, through 

“dipping their hands into the (rose) perfumed 

water and applying it to their faces,”  at the 

location of his tomb. The power of scent 

returns, as the more fragrant the tomb, the 

higher the deceased stood in society.37  

Finally, the rose is also included in traditional 

dress. During the late Ottoman period, some 

Muslims would wear talismans that have the 

Prophet Muhammad’s name engraved in the 

center of a rose to provide them with further 

protection. Others wore rings that contain 

abstracted, rose-like designs.38 The rose has 

also been embroidered on turbans and 

garments and has been especially common 

among members of the Qadiri Sufi order. 

Rose-tinted paper is also popular in Islamic 

prayer books as a method of further visual 

connection to the divine.39  

It can be interpreted that the use of the rose in 

tradition is a way to increase the sensory 

experience of connecting with the divine, 

given the flower’s allegory for paradise and 

Prophet Muhammad. Due to its divine 

symbolism, the rose is seen as a cleansing 

force that can be used to wash and scent 

houses of prayer as well as guests you bring 

into your household. It can also be used as a 

way to further connect with the deceased and 

ensure that they have blessings before they 

enter heaven.40 Finally, wearing the rose on 
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articles of clothing is a way to continuously 

carry your spirituality with you and can be 

used as a protective force against sources of 

evil.  

 

The Rose in Medicine 

The rose has been a source of medicinal 

wonder within Islamic culture throughout 

history and until the present. The rose played 

an important role in Ottoman medicine 

beginning in the 14th century and appeared in 

most medical textbooks written by Ottoman 

physicians. For example, Edviye-i Müfrede, a 

medical text written by Ishak bin Murat in the 

14th century, mentions dried rose petal 

powder as a remedy to treat scabies and 

pimples.41 Even long before then, in the late 

tenth and early eleventh century (the Abbasid 

era), the Muslim physician, Ibn-Sina, had 

emphasized the importance of the rose in his 

medical text, “The Canon of Medicine,” 

stating that ingesting it enhanced one’s 

memory and was beneficial for eye 

diseases.42 Different forms of the flower are 

used for different purposes: “rose ointment 

and/or rose water to relieve headaches, rose 

oil to sooth stomach pain and…to alleviate 

heart pain”43 as well as rose jam to heal lung 

issues.44 The rose has also been used in the 

traditional drink, sherbet, to relieve nausea 

and indigestion.45 On top of the scientific 

basis to the healing provided by roses, it is 

possible that Islamic medical cultures have 

drawn the healing properties of the flower 

from its connection to Prophet Muhammad. 

 

The Rose in Food 

The rose is a common ingredient in Islamic 

cuisines due to its sweet, distinct flavor and 

its connection to the divine. Rosewater is one 

of the most common forms of rose used in 

cookbooks and can appear as golâb, jolab, or 

julep. A Persian cookbook published in 2017, 

called The legendary cuisine of Persia, uses 

the flower in almost all of its beverages, 

desserts, and confections.46 The rose ranges 

in its role in cooking: in some dishes it is 

lightly added in at the end, while in others, it 

is fully incorporated as the base flavor. For 

example, some Persian cookbooks call for the 

cook to sprinkle rosewater on top of rice, 

meat, noodles, and pastries while other 

generously use it to flavor milk pudding, ice 

cream, and cookies.47 The use of roses in food 

also seems to be slightly based on the 

seasons, with spring and summer dishes 

using more of the flower. In Maryam 

Sinaiee’s acclaimed 2019 cookbook called 

From the Land of Nightingales & Roses, 

dried rose petals and rosewater are 

incorporated into many more of the dishes 

from the warmer seasons than those of the 

cold ones.48 Additionally, rosewater is 

traditionally consumed to break the fast 

during the month of Ramadan when the sun 

sets, and Muslims are allowed to eat.49 

Ingesting rose products is not only a sensory 

experience, but also a spiritual experience as 

it creates a full sensory immersion of both 

tasting, smelling, and feeling the food as well 

as an internal connection to the divine.  

 

Conclusion and Further Research 

The rose has offered a powerful source of 

allegory within Islamic cultures, spanning 

across many generations and geographies. Its 

link to paradise, Prophet Muhammad, and 

other aspects of divinity have made it an 

integral part of Islamic poetry, tradition, 

medicine, and cuisines. While rose-growing 

may not be as common a practice as it once 

was, the appeal of the rose persists among 

Muslim communities today, especially in 

culinary forms.  

However, although this paper provides a 

thorough overview of the use and 

significance of the rose in traditional and 
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modern Islamic culture, it is important to 

remember that this paper only covers broader 

themes and specific traditions in certain 

regions may differ greatly. Modern uses of 

the rose need to be investigated further. 

Research also needs to be conducted on the 

significance of the rose depending on 

environmental factors such as geographic 

location or sect of Islam. It would be 
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Abstract 

This paper contributes to outline both socio-cultural framework and personal pathways behind the 

journalistic career of the Turkish writer Yaşar Kemal at the daily newspaper Cumhuriyet. Firstly, a 

general account of the development of the edebî röportaj, the literary reportage as well as its place 

in the Turkish literature in the XXth century will be given. Secondly, an overview of Kemal’s life 

and of his own concept and practice in writing literary reportage is provided. Particularly both 

historical and political environment, where he roughly managed to work are focused. The surrounding 

context and contemporary Turkish reality are key points for understanding his thought about the 

literary dignity of the reportage. The first part of this paper outlines the Turkish literary criticism as 

main source to explore the growth and importance of the edebî röportaj in the first two decades of the 

last century in Turkey in comparison with western European countries. The second part focuses on 

Kemal’s personality and his original pathways in practicing both journalistic job and literary activities 

in their reciprocal relations. Quotations from his own speeches and interviews highlight essential 

aspects of his literary theory and his professional career. 
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The origins of the literary reportage in 

Turkey 

Journalism and reportage are often 

intertwined, and the latter is usually considered 

as a subcategory of the former. Even though 

the Turkish literary reportage has its own 

dignity, it is necessary to frame this genre in a 

solid historical perspective. The first examples 

of literary reportage date back to the period 

between the two world wars in the 19th 

Century, with the aim of describing in a rapid 

and short style the most significant events. In 

the newspapers, it was possible to find them as 

a column or a text apart. One of the reasons 

why this genre obtained success is due to the 

specific style authors used to describe the 

events they had witnessed. In this style, the 

author is not detached: rather, they move 

within a multidimensional and deep text in 

order to prove the authenticity and truthfulness 

of the texts’ contents.1 The language used is 

rich of metaphors and allegories; the 

conversation can be reported as a monological, 

dialogical, or choral communication. The 

decades when this genre was born were 

extremely fertile for the authors of that time: 

on one hand there was a natural inclination for 

any cultural innovation; on the other hand, the 

never-ending of historical events allowed 

writers and journalists to add to their writing’s 

new elements, strictly related to the 

contemporary time. The reportage allows the 

author/observer to move easily from 

journalism to literature, combining each 

writer’s vein with the journalistic style: the 

main feature lies in the author’s perspective 

and the impartial narration. 

Even though the rise of the literary reportage 

seems clear and linear in the European context, 

a more in-depth investigation is required to 

understand the origins of Turkish literature, 

journalism and reportage.  A significant 

section of contemporary Turkish narrative 

production was derived from French and 

European literature: the novel, the theatre (in 

the European style), and the short novel arrived 

in the Ottoman Empire from Europe.2 Multiple 

and thriving translations, publication of 

literary works, and a great cultural movement 

increased the interest towards European 

cultures among Turks. Yet, edebî röportaj, 

which translates as “literary reportage,” is 

unique as Turkish literary criticism considers 

it as a native genre and not as a product of the 

modernity from France.  

In Turkey, literary reportage is considered as a 

genre featured by skills such as velocity, 

memory and perspicacity, with a subtle 

didactic purpose. The first example of literary 

reportage dates back to Jules Huret3, who 

published Enquête sur l’Évolution Littéraire in 

1913 in France after working on a manifesto in 

the newspaper L’Écho de Paris.4   

The Enquête consists of a collection of 

interviews with sixty-four French authors - 

Paul Verlaine and Guy de Maupassant among 

them -. The aim of the book was to give a 

description of different literary “schools'' and 

styles, by using the perspectives of the authors 

themselves. The main feature of the book 

consists in the author’s approach in his 

interviews: he work consisted in creating a 

deep dialogue with the person he was 

interviewing. Doing so, every writer is given 

enough space and dignity and Huret’s own 

perspective and leading ideas emerge.  

The first example of edebî röportaj or Turkish 

literary reportage is attributed to Ruşen Eşref 

Ünaydın, author of the interview Abdülhak 

Hamid Beyde Bir Gün, published in 1917. 

Even if Huret had published his work four 

years earlier, Ünaydın denied any connection 

between his own publication and Huret’s, in 

order to claim originality, authenticity and 

independence from the European tradition. 

Recent academic works5 seems to confirm that 

there is no connection with the flourishing of 

this genre in Europe, due to the different 

historical conditions in Turkey and Europe. 

Differences in the cultural and literary 

backgrounds, the political implications 

following the death of the Ottoman Empire and 
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the slow rise of a Turkish national identity did 

not allow Turkish intellectuals to follow the 

same paths of their European colleagues. 

Ünaydın, who graduated from Galatasaray 

Lyceum in 1911 and attended the faculty of 

Literature to become later a teacher, started 

interrogating himself about some defects in the 

study of Turkish literature. As an expert in the 

field, he realized there was a lack of 

information regarding the different genres, 

styles and patterns, innovative and outdated 

perspectives in modern Turkish literature -

which, it must be reminded, was born in the 

XIXth century in the context of a cultural and 

social innovation and redefinition. The main 

characteristic of Ünaydın’s work consists in 

having conceived and carried out a project 

about the history of literature 

programmatically, as shown by his numerous 

interviews with authors that were published in 

the newspapers Vakit and Türk Yurdu and 

collected in 1918 in a book titled Diyorlar ki.  

The author was interested in shaping profiles 

of literary authors or scientists in the context of 

Tanzimat6, Edebiyat-ı Cedide7  and Millî 

Edebiyat8  literature. Apart from the aim of 

developing a literary theory combining both 

literary works and the authors’ perspectives, 

the most noteworthy aspect is Ünaydın’s idea 

of the interviewer’s job, which is quite 

different from the usual role we attribute to a 

journalist nowadays (i.e. in contemporary 

times the public opinion usually conceives an 

interviewer just as a passive voice, whose 

maieutic power is quite resized). In order to 

better understand Ünaydın’s thought, it seems 

helpful to read his own words:  

Mülâkatçılık kayıtçılık değildir. [...] 

Konuşmaları böyle bir sonuçtan 

kurtarmak istenirse şunu bilmeli ki bir 

mülâkat aşağı yukarı bir portredir ve 

mülâkatçı, sadece kuru kayıtçı değil, 

konuşma denilen esas kayıt 

malzemesini, modelin ruh çizgileri, 

duruş ayrılıkları ve söyleyiş özellikleri 

ile kavratacak bir şekilde kullanıp 

bezeyerek okurların gözleri önüne 

koyan bir portrecidir.9  

Interviewing is not recording. [...] In 

order to save this speech from such a 

conclusion, it is important to know that 

the interview is, more or less, a portrait, 

and the interviewer is not merely a 

recorder: he is a portraitist who uses 

and shapes the content of the recording 

(or conversation) including the 

personal aspects, respective 

differences and the peculiarity of the 

interview in favor of the reader. 

This quotation highlights that Ünaydın was 

one of the first Turkish authors to introduce the 

concept of literary reportage and outlined the 

role of the interviewer’s work. 

In his view, the task of a journalist is not 

recording information from sources and 

reporting them on paper in a manner devoid of 

life. Instead, Ünaydın believed interviewing 

should consist in creating a vivid and realistic 

portrait of his own inquiry.  

As mentioned above, during the Tanzimat 

period the constant work of translators and 

intellectuals allowed the introduction of new 

literary genres, borrowed from the European 

tradition, into the Ottoman literature, which 

basically was a very close imitation of Arabic 

and Persian literary production. Introducing 

the prose and new themes, intertwined with the 

rise of an increasing national consciousness, 

led both intellectuals and writers to 

contextualize this new-born literature. It is 

within this perspective and with a specific aim 

that Ünaydın collocated his work:  his 

approach was influential in the formation of 

the new literary field, which was defined by the 

uniqueness of using  literature as both the main 

goal and the field to deepen, in order to 

understand it  exclusively from a historical and 

critical perspective.10  

Despite the fact that European literature was 

becoming gradually influential in Turkish 

literary production, the literary reportage in the 
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Ottoman and Turkish culture was born thanks 

to Turkish writers. The beginnings of this 

genre are marked by the interviews collected 

in Diyorlar ki, as shown by some authors who 

decided to follow Ruşen Eşref’s path in the 

following years. Later, further authors were 

attracted to this type of reportages: among 

them it is noteworthy to cite Nusret Safa 

Coşkun, author of Millî Bir Edebiyat 

Yaratabilir miyiz?, published in 1938, a survey 

of interviews in order to deduce a proper 

definition of Turkish national literature; in 

1953, the publishing house Varlık Yayınları, 

whose name derives from the homonymous 

newspaper, published Edebiyatçılarımız 

Konuşuyor, a collection of interviews and 

literary portraits made by Turkish authors to 

themselves; Mustafa Baydar published a series 

of interviews to many great names of Turkish 

literature on different newspapers, then 

collected in 1960 in a book titled 

Edebiyatçılarımız Ne Diyorlar.11  

Yaşar Kemal Early Life and Interest in 

Journalism 

Nowadays Yaşar Kemal, also known by his 

pseudonym Kemal Sadık Gökçeli, is 

considered to be one of the main pillars of 

contemporary Turkish literature. His novels 

and short stories, even though written decades 

ago, are still of extraordinary relevance today. 

Despite the numerous academics and 

journalists conducting studies and research on 

Kemal’s works, it is significant the lack of 

attention directed to his short but significant 

journalistic career and production. 

In order to understand Yaşar Kemal’s 

approach to the reportage, it is necessary to 

start from his school career and to examine the 

reasons that enabled him to work for a famous 

newspaper despite his humble origins. 

Kemal’s formal schooling was irregular, and 

he never completed his studies nor graduated.  

It is also important to note two influential 

events that left a mark on his childhood. 

Firstly, when Kemal was three years old, a 

knife, during a kurban, a ritual sacrifice, was 

accidentally stuck in his right eye, which lost 

its vision. Secondly, Yusuf, Kemal’s 

stepbrother, murdered their father during the 

namaz. Many presume that Kemal’s exposure 

to these traumatic events resulted in the 

development of his muteness and stutter, 

which he overcame when he was 12-years-old. 

Although Kemal never had the chance to begin 

primary school, he was exposed to oral stories 

from a young age. In the rural South-Eastern 

region of Turkey, where Kemal spent his 

childhood, in the village of Hemite, it was 

common practice for a family to gather in one 

village or house to listen to the aşık or dengbej, 

respectively Turkish and Kurdish terms 

referred to figures very similar to Greek epic 

poets and aoidos; the main feature is the oral 

transmission of stories from the popular beliefs 

and traditions deeply rooted in the epic genre 

and its poetry. When Kemal was nine, he 

decided to attend a primary school in Kadirli to 

learn how to write all the stories he had learned 

orally from the epic tellers in order to preserve 

their memory.  Kemal found shelter from his 

silence and stutter in the oral tradition, folk 

songs,epics and the mnemonic learning of the 

stories sung by the aşık.12 During the final 

period of primary school, when he became able 

to read the newspapers, he met someone who 

could completely change Kemal’s life. One 

evening, a very famous aşık, named Rahmi, 

came from the Taurus mountains to Kemal’s 

village. After a night spent among the stories 

and folk songs, the aşık invited Kemal to 

follow him to come with him to mountains and 

villages and become a bard. However, instead 

of joining Rahmi, Kemal decided to stay and 

continue his studies at the middle school in 

Adana. 

 

Next Stage of Life for Kemal 

Kemal first became involved in the 

contemporary Turkish political and artistic 

environment when he moved to Adana. 

Between 1942 and 1944, he first held a part-

time job at the Ramazanoğlu Kitaplığı library 

in Adana where he read dozens of Turkish and 

https://tureng.com/en/turkish-english/a%C5%9F%C4%B1k
https://tureng.com/en/turkish-english/a%C5%9F%C4%B1k
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French authors. Despite his young age, in the 

early 40s Kemal started to show some interest 

in the leftist ideology and causes, an 

inclination that caused his first detention: an 

experience that helped him to conceive and 

write down his first literary works, His first 

reads, ranging from books about the South-

Eastern Anatolia to the greatest classics of 

European literature, ran at the same pace with 

the first two years of his military service, spent 

in Kayseri since 1944. In this period, he 

became familiar with authors such as Čechov, 

Dostoevskij, Tolstoj who are often considered 

to be the main pillars of Turkish literature.13 

Also during this time, Kemal also became 

interested in political issues and specifically 

the socialist perspective: an interest that led 

him to being imprisoned at the age of 

seventeen already. The author’s life work as 

librarian at the Adana public library, where he 

had the chance to read and deepen his culture 

and widen his political ideas, enhanced his 

growing involvement in both a new 

stimulating literary and cultural world. The life 

in Adana allowed him to meet new people and 

to interact with new social groups and places, 

which contributed to the gradual emergence of 

his personality, both as a human and as an 

intellectual.  

It is not a coincidence that Kemal met in Adana 

the brothers Arif and Abidin Dino, a writer and 

a painter who were respectively famous in the 

art world. In early ‘40s Kemal published some 

of his first writings thanks to the local halkevi, 

literally “People’s Houses, which were 

institutions founded by Atatürk in 1932 with 

the aim of spreading principles of the new-

born Turkish Republic, i.e. nationalism and 

modernization. Among these publications, 

Kemale wrote Ağıtlar14 which is considered to 

be one of the first examples of literary 

reportage and is one of his most important and 

interesting works. First published in 1943 and 

then reissued by the Turk Dil Kurumu15 In 

1991, the work highlighted the importance of 

oral tradition.  

 

Moving to Istanbul and Launching Career 

In 1946 Kemal worked in Istanbul as a gas 

technician in private households, and, four 

years later, in 1950, after a second 

imprisonment, he returned back to the city as a 

traveler. The purpose of this journey was to 

pursue the friendships he formed in Adana, 

however his friendships played an influential 

role in launching his career as a reporter.  

Arif Dino was friends with Nadir Nadi, the 

director of the newspaper Cumhuriyet, and 

connected him and Kemal. After publishing a 

few of Kemal’s pieces, the newspaper offerred 

him a job as a reporter.  At this time, Kemal 

focused on writing about his trips in Anatolia 

and Istanbul. His job at Cumhuriyet gave him 

a burst of enthusiasm that allowed him to give 

himself up completely to the writing career:   

Ben her zaman, bugün bile bir romana 

başlamaya, yazmaya korktum. 

Gencliğimde daha cok korkuyordum. 

Röportaj yazarlığı bu korkumu biraz 

olsun azalttı. Gazetecilik cok vaktimi 

almişsa da, beni korkularımdanan 

kurtardı. 

Since ever, even today, I’m afraid of 

beginning to write a novel. When I was 

young I was much more scared. 

Writing reportages has helped me with 

this fear. Even though journalism has 

taken a lot of time of mine, it saved me 

from my fears. 

In 1955, Kemal  won the Turkish Journalists’ 

Association, Gazeteciler Cemiyeti Başarı 

Armağanı, award for his series of reportage 

collected under the name Dünyanın En Büyük 

Çiftliğinde Yedi Gün16. That year, he also 

published the first volume of the İnce Memed’s 

tetralogy in the newspaper Cumhuriyet.  

 

Kemal’s perspective on literary reportage    

Kemal’s career at Cumhuriyet lasted for 

thirteen years until he decided to leave the 
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editorial staff in 1962. In an interview 

published by the newspaper Milliyet in 1975, 

Kemal spoke about the role that journalism 

played in his personal life and career: 

Yaşamım boyunca röportaj benim ana 

işlerimden birisi oldu. Koşullar bana 

yardım etseydi röportaj yazarlığımı 

bugüne kadar sürdürürdüm. Koşulların 

bana yardım etmemesi, benim işimi 

sürdürememem çok acı oldu. 

Gazeteciliğimiz olağan yaşamını 

sürdürseydi, şimdiye benim bir sürü 

röportaj kitabım olurdu. İşimi çok 

seviyordum ama on iki yıl 

sürdürebildim. O da zor bela. Çok ağır 

koşullar altında. [..] Ortada daha 

Hürriyetler, Günaydınlar, gazete 

olmayan parti gazeteleri fink 

atmıyorlardı. Makas gazeteciliği pek 

öyle azıtmamıştı. [..]Buna karşın 

benim röportaj yazarlığım inanılmaz 

ağır koşullarda geçti.17 

During my life writing reportages has 

been one of my main jobs. If the 

conditions had been favourable, I 

would have continued to write them 

until nowadays. Not being able to 

keeping up with my job has been 

extremely painful. If journalism in 

Turkey had a regular life, I would have 

published many books containing my 

reportages. I loved my job, I was able 

to write reportages only for twelve 

years, and those were complex too.18 

[...] Besides, there weren’t party 

newspapers different from Hürriyet or 

Günaydın. Low-quality journalism, in 

a “copy and paste” style, was quite 

common. [...] This is the reason why 

my journalistic career was difficult. 

In the same interview, Kemal explains 

reportage’s main concepts, starting from the 

difference between haber, the news, and 

reportage itself and that consists in the 

different approach to reality and to writing 

itself. While the news is an image mirroring 

reality, reportage aims to reach the vibrating 

essence of the surrounding world. The news 

seems to be a curtain of hidden nuance, while 

reportage makes something inexplicable by 

illuminating the shadows and the shapes. 

According to Kemal, the greatness of this 

genre does not rest on the fact that a piece of 

news is transferred to paper, but it results from 

the underlying creative process. This 

innovative talent does not modify the reality of 

the facts, rather it is given a broad, rich and 

empathetic version of the reality itself. By 

adding creativity, it is possible to reach a depth 

that a news would not be able to achieve. 

The interview with Milliyet can be considered 

a manifesto: the initial statement, “Gerçeğin 

kabuğuna bile varamıyoruz haberle,” makes 

Kemal’s opinion about traditional journalistic 

works unmistakable.19 Few lines prior to the 

above mentioned sentence make clear a new 

element in the interview, which seems a duty 

assigned by the author to the genre of reportage 

and, consequently, to the writer: it is a 

necessity to attach much more importance to 

the reportage as a vehicle for social change. As 

it is said in the following text,  

Dünyayı, insanı ne kadar çok 

öğrenirsek, ne kadar çabuk gerçek 

yaşama varırsak o kadar çabuk 

mutluluğa kavuşuruz. Haber, bize 

dünyayı çok az vermekte.20  

As quickly as we learn about the world 

and the human being and we reach the 

real life, in the same way we can 

manage to be happy. The news gives us 

just a little about reality.   

A reportage, that paints a realistic portrait of 

facts, would have remedied the modern 

unhappiness caused by a distorted narration of 

truth and reality, if it only gained more 

acceptance during the years. Once the people 

are fully aware of this manipulation, it will be 

possible to start all over to make the world a 

better place.  
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  This point of view would be sufficient 

to compare Yaşar Kemal’s approach to 

journalism and reality with creative non-

fiction.21 This term was used to explain briefly 

the main feature of literary reportage: that is, 

the objectivity of the content combined with 

the creative process of the writer, who 

manages to include his own subjective self-

narration.  This combination has a profound 

impact on the emotional involvement of the 

reader. A social purpose, attained through 

realistic portraits of the state of facts, and a 

peculiar way of writing, resulting from specific 

linguistic choices required by the creative 

style, merge into this approach.  

Concerning the author’s own conception of 

reportage, it's worth mentioning to what extent 

he considers it either as a genre on its own, 

belonging to the literary field, or as a certain 

type of journalism. Kemal considers the 

reportage as genre in itself, as he states: 

Röportaj bir edebiyat sayılabilir mi? 

Bu soruyla çok karşılaştım. Röportaj 

bir edebiyat dalı sayılmak ne, röportaj 

bal gibi edebiyattır. Onu haberden 

ayıran nitelik onun edebiyat gücüdür. 

Haber bir yaratma değildir, bir 

taşımadır. […] Röportaj bir 

yaratmadır.22  

Can the reportage be considered as a 

literary genre? I ran into this question a 

lot. Actually, the reportage is a branch 

of literature. The peculiarity that 

distinguishes it from the news is its 

literary strength. The news is not a 

creation, but instead a transposition. 

[...] The reportage is a creation.  

As a result of the creative process that 

distinguishes it from traditional journalism, the 

reportage rightfully manages to take part in the 

literary universe. Kemal’s creativity and 

brilliant mind allowed him to approach the 

journalistic works with the same style applied 

to novel production. Moreover, the fact that a 

quantity of his reportages are an outcome of 

trips in mostly unknown and underrated places 

in Anatolia probably made easier the readers’ 

deep immersion in reading. This effect was 

produced by Kemal’s effort to be like the 

people he met, in order to encourage a more 

intimate contact with them. On account of the 

fact that the author wanted to describe reality 

in the most accurate way, he was accustomed 

to avoiding typical work tools: recorders, pens 

and notebooks.  

At times, he seems even to have been inclined 

to forget the professional instruments before 

leaving for a new trip, because he was aware 

that they would have standed in the typical way 

of perceiving the surrounding world and the 

unusual circumstances he wanted to describe. 

The peculiarity of Kemal’s journalistic works 

and, particularly, the fact that they are a 

rightfully literary genre is signaled by their 

multifaceted content and style. The careful 

attention paid to reportages he drafted is 

manifested by both stylistic variety and rich 

vocabulary that the reader can notice at first 

reading.  

An interesting term of comparison is provided 

by George Orwell23’s Down and Out, 

published in 1933, which is generally 

considered as the author’s first mature work: it 

is a compendium about poverty in two main 

cities of Europe at that time, Paris and London. 

The book is divided in two sections, one set in 

France and the other one in Great Britain. 

While in the first part of the work Orwell does 

not hide his being amazed and curious about 

the French capital city, in the second part he 

shows a radically different attitude and 

approach towards London, better known to 

him than Paris. The French section of the book 

is considered to be less close to reality, as a 

consequence of the nodding acquaintance with 

this country. In contrast, the tone and the 

language used in the other section are 

different: vivid and brutal scenes are 

described; the English is not pure, but mostly 

incorrect and the slang is often preferred to the 

“official” version of the language. This use of 



94 Gaia Poccetti 

 

 

language, however, has no disparaging or 

derogatory purpose, but it betrays a genuine 

attempt to describe the brutal and bitter reality 

of poverty of the urban communities. 

From comparison between those authors, it 

emerges that George Orwell differs from 

Kemal in the writing style, in that the former is 

less literary and lyrical, as proven by the fact 

that the English writer does not refrain from 

including some personal judgements in his 

works. Both authors describe different cities 

and social contexts, which were partly familiar 

and partly unfamiliar to them. In this respect as 

well, the reportage’s ductility comes clearly to 

light. For example, while in Down and Out 

Orwell shows a different approach in the 

London section, Kemal never changes his 

attitude and style in his trips in Anatolia. A 

slight difference, however, in the tone and 

style can be appreciated only when reading the 

reportages written in Istanbul. In Kemal’s 

works set in Turkish small villages political 

issues and especially his socialist ideas are not 

so evident as in descriptions of the urban 

reality. This inclination towards political 

themes is stimulated by the social problems 

and contrast of the urban context that provoked 

Kemal’s involvement in the TİP. 

Due to his support of the socialistic ideas and 

his interest in the most marginalized people he 

abandons his journalistic career: the low 

quality of the Turkish journals, the oppressive 

working environment and conditions prevent 

Yaşar Kemal from pursuing his creativity and 

productiveness in writing reportages. 

Instinctively, one could be surprised by the fact 

that this literary genre did not receive enough 

success among the readers and the writers 

themselves. The diffusion of the literary 

reportage, which in Kemal’s opinion 

represented a way to acquire a more detailed 

and intimate knowledge of reality was 

hindered by Turkish politics, whose aim in 

those years consisted in hiding reality and 

sweetening it.  

The reportage was seriously threatened by 

those years’ dominant culture. According to 

Yaşar Kemal: 

Türkiye uzun yıllardır demokrasi 

uydurması, perdesi altında bal gibi 

faşizmi yaşıyor. Demokrasi demokrasi 

diye kendimizi aldatıyoruz. 

Çoğunlukla gazetelerimiz bu örtülü 

faşizmin birer çığırtkanı. Gelen ağam, 

giden paşam gazeteleri bunlar. Bunlar 

yurdun, insanın gerçeğine varmak için 

kişilikli kimseleri bulacaklar, 

yetiştirecekler de insan ve yurt 

gerçeğine varacaklar, öyle mi? 

Faşizmin yoğunlaşması Türkiyede 

röportajın ölümüyle sonuçlanmıştır.24  

From many years in Turkey exists 

clearly a kind of fascism, hidden by a 

fake democracy.  Keep talking about 

democracy, we are fooling ourselves. 

The majority of our newspapers 

promotes this fascism, but to get to the 

core of reality and of the human being, 

is it going to find somebody with a 

personality, is it maybe going to get to 

the core of the things and people? In 

Turkey, the strengthening of the 

fascism corresponds with the decline of 

the reportage. 

This authoritarianism comes to light in the way 

the surrounding world is described and 

represented by the newspaper, whose contents 

and quality are deeply influenced by politics. 

This intrusive approach, widespread in Turkish 

society, coincided with reportages’ slow 

decline, due to the fact that its raison d'être 

started to decrease. As a matter of fact, this 

genre must be free from external forces and 

pressures, in order to express in the most 

powerful way the frames and contents of 

reality.  

 

 

 



Turkey’s Edebî Röportaj 95 

 

 

Conclusion 

This work aimed at giving an overview of the 

social and cultural context in which Kemal was 

born and has lived. Thanks to the small town 

in the South East of Anatolia in which he was 

raised and the huge traditional heritage he had 

access to, he has been a witness of a 

disappearing world. 

 Despite the fact that Kemal used to write his 

reportages using a systematic and organized 

narration, often developed as a travel journal 

or dialogically, it would be impossible not to 

assign literary value to his journalistic works. 

The usage of folklore, memories and 

expressions learnt during his childhood clearly 

contribute to consider Kemal's journalistic 

work as a collection of writings belonging to a 

hybrid literary genre: the literary reportage. 

The writer's multidimensional life and career 

have helped him fusing literature with 

journalism: as a matter of fact, both of them are 
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This paper explores the foundation and impact of the British administration in Egypt, headed by 

Lord Cromer, during the first decades of the occupation (1882-1914), examining the regime’s 

implementation of financial centrality as a principal of administrative organization. It argues that 

the form of power exertion pioneered by the British in Egypt embodied a new manner of 

moderating international power dynamics, which transcended the bounds of traditional 

imperialism. Using historical literature, US government commissioned reports from American 

economists Jeremiah Jenks and Edwin Kemmerer and the works of Englishmen, including Cromer 

himself, the paper demonstrates how the American perception of the British project is indicative 

of a larger reconstitution of global space. The paper first identifies the principles of the British 

project in occupied Egypt. It argues that from the regime’s inception financial prerogatives 

dominated policy, as the administration shifted from a focus on staving off bankruptcy to a 

reorganization of internal economic relations, which casted the fellaheen, or the peasant class, in 

a newly active role. The paper then moves to a discussion of how this manner of financial 

organization was viewed by American imperialists as a model that was adaptable in their own 

dependencies. Using the reports of Jenks and Kemmerer, the paper dissects the two economists’ 

desire to export the British model of financial centrality. Ultimately arguing that the two men’s 

aspirations were part of an active reorganization of global power which fundamentally altered the 

relationship between a dependency and metropole and foreshadowed modern systems of 

international spatial organization. 
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The British occupation of Egypt 

began in 1882 with the joint Anglo-French 

invasion in August of that year. This event 

would effectively mark the advent of a new 

and what would prove the final period of 

formal Western imperial expansion. The era 

of empire-building that      followed the 

establishment of England’s “veiled 

protectorate” in Egypt was markedly 

different from former colonial phases in 

various ways. Early British presence in 

Egypt, prior to the onset of WWI, embodied 

this new manner of global power relations in 

two ways: through the stated intention of the 

dominating power (the colonizer) and a 

recognition of finance as a central organizing 

principle. Both the ingenuity of the British 

project in Egypt and the program's initial      

“success” was recognized globally. The 

British occupation in the American imperial 

imagination was a manifestation of the 

international intrigue Britain’s Egyptian 

project inspired.  

 

In the first decade of the twentieth century, 

the United States deployed their first 

overseas financial advisors, several of whom 

traveled to Egypt on behalf of Washington, in 

order to observe the British administration. In 

their reports, American commentators 

identified the potential applicability of the 

British project, offering hope that America 

could export aspects of this new Egyptian 

model to their own recently acquired 

colonies, notably the Philippines. This 

aspiration for exportation was realized across 

the globe, as the model for a new form of 

global power dynamics centered around 

finance, took root. The standard developed 

by the British in Egypt, coupled with various 

international iterations of similar projects, 

contributed to a reorganization of 

geopolitical power dynamics. This gradual 

restructuring was indicative of the 

burgeoning awareness in the international 

consciousness of a stratification of global 

space, foreshadowing post-colonial systems 

of spatial organization.  Ultimately, 

international observers, including American 

economists, recognized that at the center of 

the British occupation in Egypt, was a belief 

that the proper organization of finance was 

both the core problem and fundamental 

mechanism of empire. Adjusting to this 

manner of administrative organization, 

American imperialists translated this rather 

insular story of success into a new model of 

global power projection, which superseded 

the bounds of any one colonial framework. 

 

Finance as the Impetus for British 

Intervention 

From its inception, the British occupation in 

Egypt was shaped around a financial 

prerogative. Necessary for understanding the 

later American interest in the system 

established by the British is a basic 

comprehension of what their project in Egypt 

was, specifically, how the principle of 

financial centrality came to be 

operationalized and why such a system for 

mediating the relationship between an 

occupying and dependent state proved 

successful. The immediate catalyst for 

Britain's intervention in Egypt was the 

growing power of a joint Egyptian-Sudanese 

nationalist uprising headed by Egyptian 

army-officer Ahmed Urabi against the 

Egyptian khedive. The Anglo-French 

bombardment of Alexandria, a response to 

Urabi’s forces’ massacre and displacement of 

Europeans residing in the city, marked the 

first act of the Anglo-Egyptian War. The 

Anglo-Egyptian War would ultimately result 

in the installation of the British “veiled 

protectorate,” following decades of increased 

European interference in Egyptian autonomy 

despite native discontent. Prior to the 

conflict’s outbreak, Egypt had been 

administered by the khedive, an honorific 

assigned to the head of the governmental 

body, composed in Egypt of a ruling dynasty 
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of Ottoman empire viceroys. Instillation of 

the British “veiled protectorate” in 1882 

weakened the already strained power of the 

Ottomans over their Egyptian province and 

upset the interests of other European powers, 

notably the French, who had “regarded Egypt 

as a special sphere of their influence ever 

since Bonaparte’s invasion of the country.” 1 

Over the course of the nineteenth century, the 

two nations, Britain and France, had achieved 

a tenuous parity of control, working together 

in opposition of a larger enemy and 

cooperating in an attempt to preemptively 

check the other.2 Once established, England’s 

“veiled protectorate,” while in theory leaving 

the khedive and other governmental 

apparatuses in place, situated Britain as 

effectively the sole sovereign power in the 

state.  

The British decision to occupy Egypt was 

motivated by an amalgamation of political 

and economic factors and followed years of 

consideration in Parliament and among 

British intellectuals as to the necessity of 

such action. The primary anxiety of 

Englishmen regarding the situation in Egypt 

was a loss of British capital and the threat 

posed to British bondholder interests. The 

nineteenth century prior to the Anglo-

Egyptian War, witnessed the investment of 

$80 million from European states into 

Egypt.3 For decades, British investors had 

been a part of this flow of capital, directing 

loans to the Egyptian state in support of the 

latter’s attempted shift towards 

modernization. Under the rule of Ismail 

Pasha (1862-1879), the Egyptian khedive 

became increasingly focused on projects of 

public works and infrastructure development, 

borrowing and investing vast sums of foreign 

capital to finance their efforts. In keeping 

with the professed desire of Ismail Pasha to 

assert Egypt as “part of Europe” and 

“abandon [the country’s] former ways…to 

adopt a new system,” as stated in 1879, his 

reign saw thousands of laborers employed in 

the construction of irrigation canals, dams, 

railways and the completion of the Suez 

Canal.4  

Despite the Khedive's liberal economic 

ambitions, his projects of modernization 

were–at least in the Western consciousness–

well-founded, yet misguided, representing 

“productive works carried to in the wrong 

way, or too soon.” 5 In the latter years of the 

khedive’s reign, projects in the sector of 

public works fell into disrepair or remained 

incomplete as the state struggled to realize 

the full scope of their infrastructure 

ambitions, despite the copious amounts of 

borrowed foreign capital.6 While the results 

of the khedive’s modernization efforts failed 

to materialize tangibly, the toll of these 

programs was certainly realized 

economically, with the latter years of Ismail 

Pasha’s reign characterized by near financial 

ruin. Crippled by outstanding international 

debt and having already declared bankruptcy 

once in 1876, the overall Egyptian state debt 

had again ballooned by 1879 to 

approximately $116 million.7 The 1870s 

would find Egypt locked in a seemingly dire 

and inescapable cycle of borrowing, with the 

state’s expenditures significantly 

outweighing Egypt’s revenue at a deficit of 

$14.7 million to $9.4 million per annum as 

recorded from 1864 to 1875.8 The Khedive’s 

continued reliance on additional foreign 

loans used to meet existing debt payments 

each year, paired with the arduous rates of 

interest from European lenders and the state’s 

deficit, made Egyptian bankruptcy seemingly 

inevitable.  

Although not making up a great portion of 

Britain’s overseas lending, the prospect of a 

second Egyptian bankruptcy was worrying. 

Britain had already failed to recoup 

significant amounts of capital in other “semi-

solvent” states.9 As such, the compounding 

socio-economic instability of the Egyptian 

state became a major concern for British 

investors and statesmen. This concern would 
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later translate into panic over the Egyptian 

ability to pay her debt following the Urabi 

revolt, ultimately acting as the trigger for the 

United Kingdom’s eventual intervention. 

Financial equilibrium would go on to play a 

fundamental part in the organization of the 

British project in Egypt and the so-called 

“race against bankruptcy,” as coined by Lord 

Milner, proved to be central in the British 

administration of Egypt. Keeping with the 

period of international financial oversight, 

which preceded the Egyptian bankruptcy of 

1876, upon the advent of their control, British 

officials immediately began their ambitious 

plan of a radical reorganization of financial 

relations. Out of necessity, a settling of the 

debt proved to be the immediate priority of 

the occupation. British administrators were 

afforded a degree of agency on the 

international stage that had been inaccessible 

to the Khedive, allowing them to renegotiate 

the question of the Egyptian debt in a manner 

which better suited them. Owing in part to the 

power of British credit, British administrators 

were granted: a reduction of interest on the 

debt, the negotiation of new loans, 

particularly with British lenders, and 

amendments to legal impositions, such as the 

Law of 1880, that detracted from the state in 

the interest of bondholders.10,11 The 

hypocrisy of British action in regard to the 

debt is not to be understated, as numerous 

methods of intervention implemented post-

1882 had been decried or denied by the 

British themselves when proposed by 

Egyptians in their own self-interest.12 

Regardless, the “race against bankruptcy” 

was considered virtually won by 1888 and the 

objective of the occupying administration 

shifted towards the ideal that would later 

define the occupation in the American 

imperial imagination. At this point, the 

British began to focus on preventative fiscal 

reform meant to safeguard Egypt from 

“slip[ping] back into the slough of 

bankruptcy from which it had been so hardly 

and so recently rescued.”13
  

 

Financial Centrality and the British 

Project in Occupied Egypt 

The question of Egyptian debt had acted as 

the primary motivation for British interest in 

the state and laid the groundwork for its 

administration, which centered itself around 

finance as a mechanism of organization and 

control. Once the immediate fear of 

bankruptcy had been assuaged, the financial 

prerogative of the occupation continued to 

shape policy. British administrators worked 

to secure and improve the position of Egypt 

in the larger global financial order. The 

architect of the British project in Egypt, 

Evelyn Baring, the first Earl of Cromer, 

described Egypt as “a land whose 

government had for many years been one 

gigantic falsehood.” 14 Cromer viewed Egypt 

as a land governed by despotism, riddled with 

corruption and filled with a “backward race,” 

which tended towards an “Oriental 

barbarity,” characterized by unscrupulous 

morals and a lack of thrift.15,16 To this effect, 

Cromer and other British officials framed 

their interference in Egypt as a civilizing 

mission. Administrators espoused that the 

British were effectively saving the general 

Egyptian population from themselves, by 

lifting them from the deplorable depths of 

despotism and putting them on the path 

towards self-governance, by providing the 

general masses with advancements in their 

material standard of life.  

The project Cromer’s administration would 

implement in Egypt was influenced both by 

Cromer’s service in colonial India and his 

prior experience in Egypt, serving as the 

British controller-general following the 

Egyptian bankruptcy of 1876.17 Cromer 

believed that effective self-governance–as 

defined by Western Christian and 

Enlightenment standards–could not be 

achieved in Egypt organically.18 Thus, 
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British intervention was needed for the 

preservation of propriety and to prevent 

Egypt from retreating back to “the tranquil 

Oriental barbarism.” 19 Using the failed 

reforms of Ismail Pasha as an example of the 

ineptitude of “subject races” to independently 

pursue modernization, Cromer and many 

other English policy makers casted British 

interference as a necessity. Under Cromer, 

the project of occupation mutated from a 

short-term plan with the primary intent of 

staving off bankruptcy to an indefinite 

intervention with an objective colonial 

overlordship. Cromer himself, stated in 

correspondence with Parliament in 1886 that 

“the continuation of British occupation for a 

period to which at present no limit can be 

fixed should be taken as the point of 

departure for all discussion on Egyptian 

affairs.” 20 

While Egypt was not officially considered a 

colony and thus, a part of the British empire, 

Britain’s “veiled protectorate” afforded 

London and ultimately Lord Cromer a high 

degree of control in the state and particular 

influence over strategic institutions, namely 

the Egyptian Ministries of Finance and 

Public Works.21 Using these two sections of 

government, Cromer constructed his new 

model of geopolitical power mediation. His 

administration instituted a regime of material 

advancements, concerned with the economic 

and social betterment of the fellaheen, 

Egypt’s peasant class, that would eventually 

represent the primary interest of outside 

observers. As Egypt was not a fully 

integrated British colonial possession, Lord 

Cromer was merely the consul-general of 

Egypt, rather than a colonial governor, which 

was the title assigned to similarly appointed 

British officials in other dependencies. 

Likewise, the British administrators relocated 

to Egypt as an integral part of Cromer’s 

project, while wielding near total power, 

worked under the title of advisors, and 

leaving the existing Egyptian ministers 

nominally in place.22 Important also to the 

story of the Cromer administration's legal 

position within the occupation, was the role 

of the Caisse in the first decade of British 

intervention. Established subsequent to the 

Egyptian bankruptcy of 1876, the Caisse was 

an international commission-representing 

Austria-Hungary, France, Italy, and the 

United Kingdom-meant to supervise the 

payment of the Khedive’s loans. Following 

British intervention, the Cromer 

administration remained subject to the 

commission, thus the wants of global 

bondholders continued to impact policy. 

However, with the question of Egyptian debt 

largely settled by 1890, the commission’s 

influence began to have less weight on the 

decisions of Cromer and his administration.  

Due to Egypt’s unique status as a non-colony 

dependency, that was in the occupation’s 

early years responsible to not just Britain but 

an international assembly of nations, Cromer 

and his administration generally existed 

outside of the Crown’s purview. Increasingly 

so after the appointment of Lord Rosebery as 

Foreign Secretary in 1886 under the new 

Gladstone government; Lord Rosebery wrote 

to Cromer in 1887 expressing how, “[he had] 

no wish to disturb for a moment the even 

current of Egyptian affairs.” 23 The unilateral 

control gradually afforded to Cromer in 

Egypt through the Crown’s apathy, the 

waning power of the Caisse and the state’s 

legal standing, were recognized as factors 

which worked to enable Cromer’s project of 

financial reordering. However, the necessity 

of this overarching framework for occupation 

was later nullified. Nevertheless, the ability 

of the British to exert near total control over 

another sovereign state without formal 

integration into the colonial framework, but 

rather through a projection and gradual 

expansion of financial oversight, embodied a 

new manner of global power meditation, 

centering finance on the world stage. 
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The cornerstone of Cromer’s Egyptian 

project was his ability to transform the 

economic relations of Egypt both internally 

and at the international level. Utilizing 

finance as the central principle of 

administrative organization, Cromer’s 

administration worked to solidify in the mind 

of the fellaheen “the contrast between 

‘British Justice’ and ‘Oriental despotism.’” 24 

Providing the fellaheen with advancements in 

their economic and social standing that were 

inextricably linked to the British occupation 

and their imposition of Western ideals was 

meant to lead Egypt’s agrarian class away 

from the oppression of despotism. The “first-

fruits” of British interference were the 

rooting out and punishing of political 

corruption, elimination of state-sanctioned 

torture and the courbash,25 and the nearly 

complete abolishment of the corvée system 

of labor extraction.26 Superseding the 

demand for social reform, however, was the 

British imperative of economic rehabilitation 

for Egypt’s rural masses. As Cromer noted, 

for Egypt, “[f]iscal relief had a prior claim to 

administrative reform.” 27 The prioritization 

of fiscal policy comprised the bulk of what 

American economists considered as factors 

in the occupation’s success. Such 

observations are unsurprising, as the entirety 

of Cromer’s plan for the modernization of 

Egypt and the liberation of the agrarian 

majority was birthed from a belief in 

financial centrality, as “[all] other reforms 

which were effected flow[ed] from this one 

fact, that [under the occupation] the financial 

administration of Egypt [had] been honest.” 
28 

Cromer’s plan of the economic 

reorganization of the Egyptian state 

encompassed the broader renegotiation of 

state debt which dominated the first years of 

the occupation, as well as the recognition of 

the individual peasant as an influential 

economic unit. This latter idea was 

intrinsically linked to the British regime of 

material gains and proved integral to the 

American conception of the British Egyptian 

project constituting an exportable prototype. 

Cromer’s administration sought the 

economic empowerment of the Egyptian 

fellaheen through a variety of means, 

involving the establishment of new national 

financial institutions, general fiscal reform, 

land reform and a buildup of necessary social 

infrastructure. In keeping with this task, 

Cromer stated that “the principal efforts of 

the Government should be devoted to 

devising means for the relief of taxation.” 29 

In the final years of Ishmael Pasha’s reign, 

the fellaheen class grew increasingly angered 

with the ever-rising tax levy they faced in an 

effort on the state’s part to offset their 

overwhelming debt. In the first two decades 

of the occupation there was an overall 

reduction in taxation of slightly less than $2 

million per year.30 In their fiscal reform 

efforts, the Cromer administration centered, 

to a degree, the issue of equity, working to 

eliminate the disparity found in the unequal 

urban/rural tax distribution. Similarly, the 

Cromer administration also grounded their 

projects of public works in equity, though the 

true effectiveness of such planned 

impartiality is debatable. Employing largely 

their own advisors and engineering 

technicians, many borrowed from the British 

colonial project in India, the Cromer 

administration undertook immense projects 

of irrigation reform aimed at water 

distribution on “just and scientific flows” and 

the production of “an agrarian landscape 

nourished by steady and even flows.” 31 The 

British believed that through tangible 

advancements - fiscal and irrigation reforms 

- the rural population of Egypt would 

recognize the progress created by Western 

rule as not only advantageous but as an 

impossibility under the “Oriental despotism” 

of old.  

Aside from merely alleviating a portion of the 

financial burden faced by the Egyptian 
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fellaheen, integral to the Cromer 

administration’s Egyptian project was their 

stated interest in the benefit of small 

proprietors above all other classes, including 

Europeans themselves. In the words of Aaron 

Jakes, the British project was one of 

“aggregate improvements,” it prioritized a 

focus on the greater-good, employing minor 

improvement for the rural majority as a 

means of achieving heightened economic 

stability for the Egyptian state in its 

entirety.32 The administration’s fiscal policy 

took a vested interest in the protection and 

assistance of the fellaheen as minor 

landowners, casting them in a newly active 

role in the society’s economic landscape. The 

Agricultural Bank of Egypt, an institution 

that would grow to occupy an important 

position in the American imperial 

imagination, was founded in the occupation’s 

early years. By 1908, an aggregate amount of 

$9,000,000 in small loans had been dispersed 

throughout the state’s rural population.33 The 

bank was able to uniquely and more directly 

link European creditors and Egyptian 

borrowers, reaching “a surprisingly large 

number of the Egyptian fellaheen,” who used 

the loans for the primary purposes of 

purchasing land and paying off old debts set 

with excessive rates of interest. 34, 35  

A major problem of the pre-occupation era 

was, in the minds of British administrators, 

the tendency “for the land to pass out of the 

hands of present owners into those of foreign 

creditors.” 36 This phenomenon often left the 

fellaheen greatly indebted to usurers or 

completely displaced from their agrarian 

holdings. In Cromer’s own words, there was 

“no measure more calculated to destroy any 

hopes that the Egyptians will eventually 

become really autonomous…than the 

displacement of the small proprietors.” 37 A 

transfer of land at a great magnitude the 

British believed would ultimately lead to 

agrarian crisis, destabilizing the nation which 

depended on agriculture and keeping Egypt 

from becoming a stable participant in global 

economy. During the Agriculture Bank’s first 

decade of operation, the proportion of 

landowners who were small proprietors 

increased nearly 10%, from 78% in 1894 to 

over 86% in 1904.38 Moreover, under the 

Cromer administration’s oversight “there 

was a large increase in the amount of land 

under mortgage, and the increase was greater 

among the peasant proprietors than among 

the proprietors of large estates.” 39 These 

figures would appear to indicate the Cromer 

administration’s successful subversion of the 

impending financial crisis wrought by the 

growing displacement of the fellaheen as 

landed citizens. As such, the financial 

empowerment of the fellaheen by Cromer 

can be seen–and ultimately was seen by 

American imperialists–as fundamentally 

working towards the occupation’s end goal of 

self-governance for Egypt.  

The British project in occupied Egypt, 

headed by Lord Cromer, centered the 

question of Egyptian finance and particularly 

the relationship of the individual agrarian 

peasant to the larger state economy. Within 

this project, finance operated a mechanism of 

control and Cromer himself attributes the 

success of the British occupation in Egypt to 

proper financial organization, stating, “the 

beneficial results which have accrued to the 

population of Egypt in every direction from 

the substitution of a sound fiscal policy for 

the oppressive and ruinous system of 

government to which they were formerly 

subjected.” 40 This fiscal regime of aggregate 

improvement encompassed a new manner of 

moderating power dynamics between a 

subjected people and an occupying power. 

Engineered to bring stability to the state and 

cultivate in the masses a growing loyalty to 

Western values, ideals that the British 

administrators believed the fellaheen would 

view as responsible for their material 

advancement. The project was meant to allow 

Egypt to assume a fixed position in the global 
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economic order and by 1908, Cromer had 

proclaimed that “[t]here can be no doubt that 

[our] efforts have been crowned with 

success.” 41  

 

The American Imperial Perspective on 

British Egypt 

 In Cromer’s mind, Egypt represented a 

tremendously successful occupation because 

of a particular set of criteria in the state 

derived from Egypt’s specific problems of 

ruinous agrarian fiscal policy. Cromer 

himself did not surmise the project’s capacity 

for emulation. Believing Egypt to be an 

insular success, Cromer stated, “[i]t may be 

doubted whether in any other country such a 

remarkable transformation has been made in 

so short a time.” 42 While Cromer himself 

may not have imagined that his project could 

constitute an exportable model, the 

undoubted prosperity of the Egyptian project 

did not go unnoticed by other global empire-

builders.  By 1902, American economist and 

financial advisor to the United States War 

Department Jeremiah Jenks, remarked, “the 

government of Egypt seems to have been 

administered with very great success so far as 

the financial conditions of the government 

itself is concerned and the economic welfare 

of the people.” 43 These comments by Jenks 

embody the general attitude of the 

international community in regard to 

Cromer’s Egyptian project. In the global 

consciousness, Egypt was a success due to its 

tremendous modernization, stabilization and 

growing integration into the global economy, 

described by contemporaries as 

“remarkable,” “an inspiration,” and a “model 

of fiscal control without formal annexation.” 
44 

Foreign observers, such as American 

economists Jeremiah Jenks and his pupil 

Edwin Kemmerer are in large part 

responsible for translating the methods of 

financial reinvigoration pioneered by Cromer 

into a viable model of global organization 

that could be applicable in other territories. 

Jenks was Professor of Economics at Cornell 

University, who was instrumental in U.S. 

foreign policy through his work with the U.S. 

War Department’s Bureau of Insular Affairs.  

In tandem with Charles Conant, an American 

monetary expert, Jenks undertook extensive 

missions to the U.S. colony in the 

Philippines, working to establish a dollar-

based gold exchange and advising on 

America’s own colonial project. One of 

Jenks’ more notable students was Edwin 

Kemmerer. An eminent economist in his own 

right, Kemmerer would carve his own place 

in the world of international economics, 

working as an advisor to dozens of 

governments. Both men were integral to the 

American colonial project in the Philippines, 

a dependency obtained by the U.S. in 1898, 

after it was formally ceded by Spain with the 

signing of the Treat of Paris in December of 

that year. At this time, the Philippines 

represented to their new American overseers 

a people “who were not capable of self-

government and, from a standpoint of 

culture, had nothing in common with 

Americans.” 45 The colonial regime the 

American administration would go on to 

introduce to the Philippine archipelago, 

under the advisement of intellectuals like 

Jenks and Kemmerer, was important in its 

own right to the evolution of international 

financial relations, aiding in the gradual rise 

of American hegemony. However, 

undeniable to the story of American colonial 

policy in the first decades of twentieth 

century was the guiding influence of 

financial centrality established under Cromer 

in Egypt.  

Jenks and Kemmerer both spent time in 

Egypt and corresponded extensively with 

individuals high up in the administrative 

infrastructure of the British regime. Working 

under the guidance of the U.S. War 

Department’s Bureau of Insular Affairs, 

Jenks and Kemmerer both sent back reports, 
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in I902 and 1906 respectively, to Washington 

detailing in part their understanding of the 

Egyptian project and the technicalities of 

why the occupation succeeded. Reading the 

two men’s work in tandem illustrates the 

entrenchment of the British project as an 

aspirational and viable model in the 

American imperial imagination. In his role as 

Special Commissioner to the War 

Department, Jenks provided in his report a 

broad analysis of a wide range of British and 

Dutch colonial projects. Jenks hoped to 

identify similarities between and points of 

divergence within colonies regarding 

“systems of currency, labor, internal taxation, 

and police” in an effort to work towards “the 

settlement of problems presented in the 

Philippine Islands.” 46 In Jenks’ work, Egypt 

is highlighted in its own chapter, wherein he 

details how Cromer’s project is perhaps the 

prime example of “the spirt of earnest effort 

to improve the intelligence and character of 

the natives,” 47 which the Americans wished 

to emulate in the Philippines. In Kemmerer’s 

report, submitted four years after Jenks’, the 

transformation of the Egyptian occupation in 

the American imperial imagination is 

evident. Acting as the Special Commissioner 

to Egypt, Kemmerer’s examination shifted 

from one of broad ideals and a survey of 

generalities, as provided by Jenks, to a 

technical analysis of fiscal policy. 

Specifically, Kemmerer examined the 

operations of The Bank of Egypt and The 

Agricultural Bank of Egypt, detailing how 

these two new financial institutions could be 

replicated in the Philippines. Both Jenks and 

Kemmerer’s reports were ostensibly 

complimentary of the Cromer 

administration’s work in occupied Egypt. 

While recognizing the project’s success, the 

two intellectuals considered how this new 

approach to international power projection 

grounded in financial oversight could be 

adapted to the Americans’ own colonial 

enterprises.  

The fundamental reason driving the 

American imperial belief in the exportability 

of the Egyptian project, was an implicit 

assumption within the Western 

consciousness of a global peasant class. Jenks 

and Kemmerer note in their reports that no 

colonial project is identical and yet, the 

disparities wrought by factors like 

environment are for them overcome by the 

realities of a shared history and a shared 

problem. The Americans’ description of their 

Filipino subjects echoes the same tropes 

employed by Cromer and other British 

officials, relying on the same paternalistic 

attitude that shaped the British occupation in 

Egypt. Jenks notes the comparability 

between the Filipino farmer and the 

fellaheen, stating that both represented, “a 

people that for a long period in the past [had] 

been subject to arbitrary and oppressive 

rule.” 48 Similarly, Kemmerer in his writing 

describes the fellah as “possessing little 

intelligence and little business sense,” later 

remarking that the Filipino peasant 

comparatively lacks thrift and is perhaps 

even less industrious. 49,50 It is clear in the 

men’s report that the perceived issues of 

Oriental despotism, cultural backwardness 

and superstition, and historic financial 

disempowerment of the agrarian majority 

superseded borders and had retarded the 

performance of colonial states on the 

international stage. Paralleling the British 

understanding of their project as civilizing, 

with the goal of guiding Egypt to a path of 

self-governance, the Americans aspired to be 

“enlightening” in the Philippines, which 

“[w]ith the precious American gift of 

‘progress’…would evolve from a premodern 

to modern state of existence.” 51 

Sharing a common end goal for their 

dependencies, near total state transformation 

and self-governance, the British project in 

Egypt appeared to the Americans as a tried 

and true method for the regime they 

themselves hoped to implement. Both the 
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more ideological and practical aspects of the 

British regime resonated in the American 

imperial imagination and Jenks and 

Kemmerer sought to identify principles and 

strategies of the British that they themselves 

could emulate. Guided by shared disdain for 

Oriental mismanagement of agrarian sectors 

of society, Kemmerer, in particular, reiterates 

throughout his report that the British regime 

went out of its way in “assisting the fellaheen 

to free themselves.” 52 In the conclusion of 

his report, Kemmerer remarks on the success 

of the British in the moral transformation of 

the fellaheen, who during the occupation’s 

first decades “[had] become noticeably more 

industrious and thrifty.” 53 This apparent shift 

away from the Western-abhorred 

characteristics of “Oriental barbarism,” 

speaks to a point Jenks makes in the opening 

lines of his chapter on the Cromer 

administration. Prior to dissecting any 

particular policies of the British, Jenks notes 

that “[t]he government states that it has 

attempted to rule Egypt strictly in the 

interests of the Egyptians themselves.” 54 

This aspiration in Jenks view appears to have 

been accomplished, as he states in his 

discussion of Cromer’s program of financial 

reorganization that “the relief afforded to 

some thousands of fellaheen must have been 

considerable.” 55 The stated British desire to 

rule without self-regard and the reported 

evolution of the peasant character in response 

to economic security, embodied a core 

theoretical aspect of the British project, 

which in turn, aligned with the Americans 

own colonial ambitions for the Philippines.  

Important in both men’s inquiry into the 

success of the British occupation in Egypt, is 

a subscription to the idea of “the English 

brain, but the Egyptian hand.” Maintaining 

the implied power dynamics of the 

paternalistic framework that encapsulated the 

Egyptian project, the British regime “found 

[it] necessary to put Englishmen into 

responsible places which require[d] ability to 

originate plans and to direct.” 56 In contrast, 

the British found it “advisable to fill most 

subordinate places with Egyptians.” 57 This 

stratification of labor relations is referred to 

by Jenks as a “general principle of 

administration,” a reality that prevailed 

during the entirety of the bureaucratic 

infrastructure of Cromer’s Egypt. The 

necessity of this socio-political dynamic to 

the Egyptian occupations was likewise 

recognized by Kemmerer, who, in his study 

of The Bank of Egypt and The Agricultural 

Bank of Egypt’s success employs terms such 

as “efficient management” and quotes 

Cromer in attributing the Bank’s 

achievement to “the supervision which has 

been conducted by very carefully selected 

British agents.” 58 Moreover, when 

discussing Lord Cromer himself earlier in the 

report, Kemmerer credits him as being solely 

“responsible for the inception of the bank.”59 

The banks, as they existed in Kemmerer’s 

report, were entirely Anglo institutions, 

birthed from and inherently tied to an 

imposition of what he considered Western 

culture. In the American imperial 

imagination, the approach pioneered by 

Cromer of projecting power in a uniform top-

down manner represented a key feature in 

what to them was a highly successful model 

of global power arbitration. 

 

American Admiration of Financial 

Centrality 

Recognition of a shared ideological 

underpinning with Cromer’s Egypt, counted 

for only a part of the American interest in the 

British project in the occupied territory. The 

aspect of more profound importance to 

intellectuals such as Jenks and Kemmerer, 

was the use of finance as the guiding 

administrative principle. Moreover, the 

success wrought by such a projection of 

power, concentrated on the relationship 

between the advancement of the agrarian 

masses and the overall economic betterment 
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of the state. Utilizing fiscal policy and actions 

aimed at the empowerment of small 

cultivators, Cromer through his creation of 

the Agriculture Bank of Egypt was able to 

fundamentally rearrange the Egyptian 

economy, thus affecting the state’s position 

internationally. This massive reorganization 

included the freeing of considerable private 

capital formerly tied up in mortgage loans, 

increasing land values, providing greater 

security for property holdings, and inspiring 

in the fellaheen a growing confidence in the 

safety of loans. 60 Also afforded by this 

project of fiscal restructuring was a 

reputation of stability and a consistent 

improvement of the financial standing of The 

Agricultural Bank of Egypt in the global 

economy, with the institution’s stock 

increasing quarterly.61 The bank’s ability to 

assist the fellaheen in the development of 

Egypt’s agrarian capacity, “indirectly 

redound to the benefit of the government by 

reason of the greater prosperity and 

contentment of the people.” 62 Cromer’s 

theory of material improvements as the basis 

of an occupying power’s rule, contributed to 

the economic betterment of the state in its 

entirety, while simultaneously “link[ing] the 

Egyptian countryside more directly into 

global capital markets.” 63 Kemmerer’s 

report carefully detailed the Cromer 

administration’s blueprint for the purposeful 

“role [of] recasting a regime of financial 

extraction as a benefit to the debtor state,” 

commenting on the favorable effects this 

emphasis on aggregate financial 

improvement brought to a previously 

‘backwards’ nation. 64   

The structure of the Bank of Egypt, a private 

institution that utilized government services, 

appeared to both Jenks and Kemmerer as a 

“distinctive feature” of the bank and of the 

later Agriculture Bank of Egypt.65 This 

peculiar structure in many ways proved to be 

responsible for the institution’s ultimate 

success, as the government took an active 

part in the loans there was a reduction in 

expenses that “enable[ed] the rate of interest 

to be made somewhat lower than would 

otherwise be possible.” 66 Despite this 

exploitation of governmental services in the 

bank’s operation, the bank still incurred “all 

the financial responsibility, taking all the 

profits and bearing all the losses,” with the 

government stepping in only when 

repayment was reached. 67  Kemmerer 

advocated for the adoption of “an agricultural 

bank in the Philippines along lines similar to 

that of the Agricultural Bank of Egypt,” 

preserving both the unique institutional 

structural and the manner of controlling a 

state’s position at the global level through 

finance.68 Providing a comparative 

breakdown of the fellaheen and the Filipino 

farmer, Kemmerer notes that a bank modeled 

in the style established under Cromer’s 

administration would “be able to carry on a 

reasonably safe and satisfactory business” in 

the Philippines. 69 Moreover, due to even 

worse conditions in the Philippine islands in 

respect to land propriety and Kemmerer’s 

estimation of the Filipino character, he 

believed that “the need for such a bank in the 

Philippines [was] greater than it was in Egypt 

in 1898 when the National Bank of Egypt was 

established.” 70 

 

The Emergence of a New System of Spatial 

Organization 

Kemmerer and Jenks’ reports provide a fairly 

comprehensive overview of the American 

imperial perspective on the British 

occupation in Egypt, demonstrating why 

other empire-builders saw the Cromer 

administration’s project as something 

innovative. Kemmerer’s report moves 

beyond mere appreciation of a new style of 

Western power projection, to providing the 

American colonial apparatus in Washington 

with a detailed model of colonial 

organization that builds on what Kemmerer 

saw as pillars and principles of the Cromer 
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administration. In keeping with the 

economist’s findings, an entire portion of 

American foreign policy at the turn of the 

twentieth century was centered around 

finance and specifically the idea of a 

coalescing gold-dollar bloc. Prioritizing 

fiscal policy, the Americans built their 

financial aspirations “on the model of the 

gold-sterling bloc centered on London.” 71 A 

project of currency reform would grow to be 

integral to the U.S.’ relationship with their 

Philippine dependency and out of the 

Philippine archipelago grew various 

iterations of similar American programs 

aimed at financial reordering throughout their 

other dependencies. The government’s 

“essential idea was that dependent countries, 

under American fiscal supervision, would 

use U.S. gold dollars for external payments, 

while tokenized silver coinage…would be 

minted for internal use.” 72 For America’s 

overseas financial advisors–a cohort to which 

both Jenks and Kemmerer belonged and are 

regarded within as distinguished figures–

finance became a gateway in which the 

reorganization of global power dynamics was 

achieved. Fiscal policy allowed Western 

countries to exert pressure and manipulate 

the economic and political realities of 

dependent countries.  

The American intention to adapt Cromer’s 

model of financial probity, is evident in the 

works of Jenks and Kemmerer, as well as 

later US action in the Philippines and 

throughout the American-dominated world. 

Despite such clear American interest, the 

primary colonial framework under which 

they sought to institute the British model 

differed from that of the Cromer 

administration in Egypt. The American 

presence in the Philippines did not exist in the 

bureaucratic grey zone to which the British 

“veiled protectorate” belonged to. An 

example of an American fiscal project 

concentrated on a non-colony dependency, is 

the U.S. relationship with Panama, as the 

latter was set up as a U.S. protectorate in 

1903. The dynamic established between 

these two nations was constructed following 

a similar framework for occupation and in the 

shadow of, “[t]he Egyptian model of fiscal 

control without formal annexation.” 73 

However, the U.S.’ annexation of the 

Philippine archipelago was an overt form of 

empire-building that sought to incorporate 

the Philippines into America’s own imperial 

framework.  

Lacking a shared pretext for occupation, the 

Americans nevertheless believed that the 

adaptation of Cromer’s model of financial 

centrality would work to answer their core 

problem in the Philippines, easing the burden 

of empire by providing financial stability and 

a subdued population. The supposed 

applicability of Cromer’s project within both 

a similar imperial framework in Panama and 

one that was wholly different from the British 

in Egypt, that of the Philippines, 

demonstrates that the model of organization 

pioneered by Cromer was not solely a 

product of the unique status of Egypt as a 

non-colony dependency. Rather, the model of 

financial oversight monopolized by an 

occupying power and framed as a benefit to 

the dependency, was wedded to an emerging 

reconstitution of global space. Instead of 

existing as an innovation in empire-building, 

Cromer’s project had more profound 

implications in regard to the system it 

established for regulating the relationship 

between an occupying power and a 

dependent state, regardless of the bounds of 

formal imperialism. 

 

Conclusion 

The American imperial relationship to 

Cromer’s Egypt can be understood under the 

framework of a “shared inter-imperial 

project,” or the conception that “[e]mpires 

constituted important microcosms and 

contact zones of intra-imperial connections 

and inter-imperial exchanges.” 74 Beginning 



109 Hayley Ackerman 

 

 

in the latter half of the nineteenth century, the 

world experienced an “accelerated drive 

towards integration of the world’s industrial 

core,” 75 a phenomenon that drove the 

establishment of networks for imperial 

exchange. At the turn of the twentieth 

century, the British empire constituted a 

particularly important cornerstone of this 

exchange. As the largest and most successful 

empire at the time, other global powers 

looked to Britain “as a trusted and admired 

reference point, a standard against which they 

measured their own nation’s performance.” 76 

Integration of the world’s industrial core, 

which encompassed the world’s major 

empire-builders, was inherently linked to a 

sort of global stratification and the 

entrenchment of a particular understanding of 

spatial organization, comparable to 

contemporary ideas, such as of Friedmann’s 

core-periphery model or the notion of a 

Global South/Global North dichotomy. By 

envisioning themselves as akin to the British, 

pursuing similar aims under related 

ideological frameworks, the American 

imperialists were in turn constructing in their 

imagination a view of the global peasant, a 

class of people analogous to what one may 

call the Global South. Kemmerer and Jenks’ 

commentary on the complementary 

characteristics of the fellaheen and the 

Filipino farmer, along with their recognition 

of a perceived communal history which 

birthed a shared problem, is indicative of this 

growing perception.77,78 

The model of global organization innately 

tied to the conception of an inter-imperial 

exchange crafted during the colonial period, 

to which the reports of Kemmerer and Jenks 

belong, while spawned from the ideology of 

colonialism, ultimately outlasted the 

institution of empire itself. The possible 

longevity of this standard of international 

mediation was already observable in the 

writings of Kemmerer and Jenks, as the 

Americans’ sought the exportation of 

Cromer’s model across varying forms of 

interstate relationships. The system of spatial 

configuration formulated under the inter-

imperial exchange persists in the 

contemporary as a pervasive relic, which has 

in the intervening century and a half 

permeated the global consciousness at 

seemingly all levels of awareness. Financial 

centrality and fiscal policy merely represent 

a singular aspect of this larger spatial 

dynamic. The system of organization 

oriented around finance and established by 

Cromer’s project in Egypt embodied a new 

way–and later prototype–for expressing this 

international power dynamic.  

The global embrace of financial centrality as 

an organizing principle following the British 

occupation of Egypt, exemplifies the 

calcification of this new world system, 

centered on a renegotiation of the terms 

between the dependent and the occupier. The 

conception of global space proposed in this 

period would find itself later manifested in 

and further strengthened under the guise of 

more modern projects and institutions, such 

as the IMF and World Bank, as well as the 

development economic projects of 1950s and 

1960s, all of which would utilize finance a 

way to perpetuate this system of spatial 

organization. American fascination with the 

British imperial project in occupied Egypt 

carried over into their own projects of state-

building and territorial expansion. This 

interest would continue to shape the global 

consciousness, offering a valuable precursor 

and model for aspects of the Bretton Woods 

financial system and the embrace of the old 

imperial powers of modernization theory, as 

well as the notion of gebender Kolonialismus 

(“the colonialism of giving”), in the decades 

after WWII. In this regard, the pioneering 

work of the Cromer administration in 

occupied Egypt represents, to an extent, the 

ideological origins of the world system that 

emerged in the first half of the 20th-century 
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and which continues to define the world 

today.  
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