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Stories from Palestine profiles Palestinians engaged in creative and productive pursuits in their
everyday lives in the West Bank, Jerusalem, and the Gaza Strip. Their narratives amplify
perspectives and experiences of Palestinians exercising their own constructive agency.In Stories
from Palestine: Narratives of Resilience, Marda Dunsky presents a vivid overview of
contemporary Palestinian society in the venues envisioned for a future Palestinian state. Dunsky
has interviewed women and men from cities, towns, villages, and refugee camps who are
farmers, scientists, writers, cultural innovators, educators, and entrepreneurs. Using their own
words, she illuminates their resourcefulness in navigating agriculture, education, and cultural
pursuits in the West Bank; persisting in Jerusalem as a sizable minority in the city; and
confronting the challenges and uncertainties of life in the Gaza Strip. Based on her in-depth
personal interviews, the narratives weave in quantitative data and historical background from a
range of primary and secondary sources that contextualize Palestinian life under
occupation.More than a collection of individual stories, Stories from Palestine presents a broad,
crosscut view of the tremendous human potential of this particular society. Narratives that
emphasize the human dignity of Palestinians pushing forward under extraordinary
circumstances include those of an entrepreneur who markets the yields of Palestinian farmers
determined to continue cultivating their land, even as the landscape is shrinking; a professor and
medical doctor who aims to improve health in local Palestinian communities; and an award-
winning primary school teacher who provides her pupils a safe and creative learning
environment. In an era of conflict and divisiveness, Palestinian resilience is relatable to people
around the world who seek to express themselves, to achieve, to excel, and to be free. Stories
from Palestine creates a new space from which to consider Palestinians and peace.The book
will interest general readers who want to learn about contemporary Palestinian life in the West
Bank, Jerusalem, and the Gaza Strip beyond oft-repeated themes of oppression and violence,
as well as students and scholars of Israel-Palestine studies, peace studies, journalistic conflict-
zone reporting, and narrative writing.

Excerpt. © Reprinted by permission. All rights reserved.Madees Khoury is holding court,
regaling thirty or so members of an Episcopal church from Cambridge, Massachusetts, who
have ridden a big white tour bus to the Taybeh Brewing Company, owned and run by Khoury's
family.Translated from Arabic, taybeh means good or delicious, and it is the name of Khoury's
village, situated about ten miles northeast of Jerusalem, three thousand feet above sea level.
Khoury is dressed in a short-sleeved T-shirt and jeans, her long brown hair pulled back in a
ponytail. A soft zephyr is blowing as she describes the shipping woes she recently faced
sending her company's beer to a festival in Copenhagen. The bottom line behind the snafu,



which involved security inspections further north in the West Bank and delays at the Israeli ports
of Ashdod and Haifa, was, she says, "because we are Palestinian."But Khoury, at age thirty-two
the brewery's operations manager, is in her element. Undaunted, she speaks without a trace of
complaint or bitterness as she lays out details of the story: She finally shipped a smaller quantity
the beer by air, and it arrived on time, but her profits got zeroed out. No matter. Her family
business is thriving, the thrum of the brewery vibrating in the background. In the center of the
village, the Khourys operate the Golden Hotel, where they also sell a line of wines.Khoury
speaks to her American guests in their language, English-which is one of her own languages.
Born in Boston and a graduate of Hellenic College in nearby Brookline, where she earned a
bachelor's degree in business, she makes her life in Taybeh, the village of her ancestors in
Palestine for countless generations."I hate the snow in Boston," she tells the tour group,
laughing. "My cousins are still there. They're stuck-they come here to visit but get only two
weeks." But she speaks of her American background with pride. "How well do you know
Brookline?" she asks the Bay Staters, describing the whereabouts of Foley's Liquor, about which
she beams: "That's my family's."The group moves inside the brewery, where they watch bottles
of Taybeh beer clink along on the assembly line. Visitors sample the wares and buy Palestinian
beer and wine to take back home. Khoury is at the cash register with a ready smile for her
customers. Her uncle David Khoury is on hand to observe the day's production and mingle. He
and Madees' father, Nadim, founded Taybeh Brewing Company in 1994 when they returned
from eighteen years in the U.S. "We come from a family of priests," David says; Khoury means
priest in Arabic.Their Greek Orthodox community in Taybeh lives alongside Melkites and Roman
Catholics in this village of about eighteen hundred. Silhouettes of churches dot the panorama of
the sloping landscape filled with boxy white houses built among olive trees. Jesus is said to have
retired to a nearby hilltop with his disciples after the resurrection of Lazarus. The original Greek
Orthodox St. George church was built here in the fourth century; in the twelfth century,
Crusaders built a castle.On this day, the brewery is treating visitors to samples of white beer,
one of its six varieties. The lager is crisp, smooth, and delicious, made from Palestinian wheat,
coriander, and orange peel. And, of course, Palestinian spring water-which is key but difficult to
access "because," Madees Khoury says, "we are Palestinian."* * *From Taybeh to Jenin in the
West Bank, from the Old City of Jerusalem to the Jabalia refugee camp in the Gaza Strip,
Stories from Palestine: Narratives of Resilience is a journey. It is a pathway meant to create a
new space in the literature on contemporary Palestine by profiling Palestinians engaged in
everyday pursuits in the West Bank, east Jerusalem, and Gaza. The Palestinian people also
encompasses the Palestinian minority living as citizens in Israel; and Palestinians living in the
diaspora in refugee camps, towns, and cities in Jordan, Lebanon, and Syria and in Palestinian
communities elsewhere in the region as well as in Europe, North America, and beyond.
However, Stories from Palestine: Narratives of Resilience focuses on the five million Palestinians
who live in the West Bank, Jerusalem, and Gaza Strip-as these areas form the territorial basis
envisioned for eventual Palestinian independence. Still, it has been observed, Palestinians who



exist within this particular context "thrive on a continuum of Palestinian history, people, and
geography and do not exist (though they sometimes function) as separate from the whole" of the
Palestinian people.Through the narratives herein, Stories from Palestine: Narratives of
Resilience reflects the humanity of its protagonists, exploring dimensions and textures of
contemporary Palestinian life in these locales not often represented in American mainstream
media reports and scholarly studies. Stories from Palestine: Narratives of Resilience presents an
alternative to prevalent framing of Palestinians as victims of injustice and/or perpetrators of
violence while contextualizing their stories with relevant impacts that the conflict imposes on
their lives. Their hardships are considered, but their perseverance and achievement are
paramount.--This text refers to the hardcover edition.Review"Marda Dunsky is not only
courageous in confronting Palestinian reality but also provides essential context and necessary
access to Palestinian voices, which are generally unheard or ignored by Western academic and
nonacademic audiences. Overall, she succeeds in amplifying Palestinian voices in their own
words, highlighting their humanity and creative agency outside of narrow stereotypes. The
voices she brings forth in Stories from Palestine need to be heard and contextualized, and time
is of the essence." ―Deema K. Shehabi, author of Thirteen Departures from the Moon"Marda
Dunsky brings a unique combination of a journalist’s storytelling ability, a scholar’s discipline and
depth of knowledge, and long first-hand experience in the Middle East to her stories about
Palestinian life in the West Bank, east Jerusalem, and the Gaza Strip. Besides providing us with
a compelling narrative, Dunsky provides the reader context for understanding a conflict most
Americans know only in caricatured terms." ―Craig LaMay, author of Exporting Press
Freedom"Palestinians rarely feature as ordinary people in most portrayals of them, which are
marred by sensationalism and superficiality. In a welcome departure, Stories from Palestine
illustrates the reality of Palestinian lives by showing their human potential, their strivings, and
their successes. Meticulously reported, this uplifting but gritty book illuminates human aspects of
their existence that must be understood if there is to be any hope of justice, equality, and
reconciliation between Palestinians and Israelis." ―Rashid Khalidi, author of Brokers of
Deceit"Palestinians are geniuses at making a way out of no way, of defying a 50-year occupation
with courage and creativity. . . . Dunsky is unsparing in describing the human rights violations
Palestinians endure, but her interview subjects want to be seen not as victims but as vibrant
people with much to contribute." ―Booklist"The main thread running through all the narratives in
Stories from Palestine is resilience under occupation and authoritarian self-rule: Resistance to
archaic social traditions, family despotism, male domination, and most significantly, Israeli
occupation. . . . The narratives . . . do not yield a quaint painting of a distant landscape. Instead,
as the author explains, they are a mirror reflecting not only what can be empirically experienced
but also what can be critically known." ―Fathom“Stories from Palestine foregoes the usual
framing of Palestinians as either victims or perpetrators of violence. Instead Marda Dunsky
profiles a number of quite remarkable people who have resisted the pull of despair, said no to
the appeal of hatred and violence, and summoned the will and perseverance to act as creative



agents of change. . . . [The book] succeeds in reminding us of the humanity of those who bear
the burden of occupation. It leaves me with the realisation that it is those who persist in
expressing their human creativity and resilience who are most sensitive to the humanity of the
other―even when the other is their oppressor.” ―The Friend: The Quaker Magazine"Marda
Dunsky has written a compelling book about Palestinians that intertwines narratives of ordinary
people, Israeli-Palestinian history, and her own scholarly artistry as a writer. Through the eyes of
women and men she charts a complete landscape that will be the future State of Palestine." ―H-
Nationalism, H-Net Reviews"A reporter and journalist, Dunsky portrays what life and work is like
for several of the 5 million Palestinians living under occupation in Gaza, Jerusalem, and the
West Bank. . . . [T]he author’s ethnographic account offers narratives of the everyday struggles,
accomplishments, hopes, and strengths of her subjects as an alternative to the characterization
of Palestinians as violent resisters or brutalized victims." ―Choice--This text refers to the
hardcover edition.About the AuthorMarda Dunsky is a journalism scholar and print journalist with
expertise in the contemporary Middle East. She has taught global journalism on the faculty of
the Medill School of Journalism at Northwestern University and has held editing and reporting
positions at the Chicago Tribune and Jerusalem Post. She is the author of Pens and Swords:
How the American Mainstream Media Report the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict, among other
works.--This text refers to the hardcover edition.Read more
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behind the Stories1 Made in Palestine2 Lessons in Liberation3 Beautiful Resistance4 Day by
Day in Jerusalem5 In Gaza, They Are Not Numbers6 Imperatives of
NarrativeNotesIndexACKNOWLEDGMENTSThe greatest opportunity I have received in writing
Stories from Palestine: Narratives of Resilience is that of access.I have chosen narrative
storytelling as the means to support a framework of inquiry asserting that there is more to
consider about Palestinians and their society—in this context, within the geographical
parameters of the West Bank, east Jerusalem, and Gaza Strip—than the information and
characterizations that reach the general public through the news media and a significantly
smaller audience through scholarly studies.In order to tell stories of Palestinians as creators and
producers in their daily lives—their endeavors impacted by the various circumstances of living
under occupation but not overcome by them—I needed access. I needed access to sources
who were willing to make time in their busy schedules for me—a stranger identifying herself as a
scholar-journalist—and who were willing to answer my questions and share their perspectives
about living life in this conflict zone.After having done so, these sources were also willing to grant
me a second round of access when I contacted them after writing narratives based on our
interviews. Once again, they indulged me, patiently confirming and/or correcting certain details
about which I asked them a second time in order to try to attain the greatest possible degree of
accuracy.And so the first debt of gratitude that I wish to express is to each and every one of the
thirty people whom I quote by name in the pages of Stories from Palestine. They have let me into
their lives and believed in my objective. They have trusted me to convey the details of their
personal and professional lives, experiences, and worldviews.Twenty-seven of these thirty
sources are Palestinians who were working, when I interviewed them, as creators and producers
in agriculture, education, science and medicine, media, business, and culture and the arts. One
source is Italian, representing a United Nations agency, and one is Japanese, representing a
Japanese government agency; one source is an American who established a website for young
Palestinian writers. Approximately three-quarters of these sources met with me face-to-face in
their homes, offices, and places of business in Jerusalem and the West Bank. All but one of the
remaining sources gave me their time through internet-based, real-time voice interviews—
several of them in multiple sessions—and one provided me with written answers to my
questions via email.To each and every one of these thirty sources named and quoted herein, I
express my heartfelt and humble thanks—for without them, the creation of Stories from
Palestine in its present form would not have been possible.The genesis of this work began in



late 2015, when I began reporting what eventually became the basis of chapter 1, “Made in
Palestine.” This narrative of agricultural producers in the northern West Bank is based on a piece
of reportage published under the same title in 2017 by The Cairo Review of Global Affairs, an
English-language quarterly journal based in Egypt at the American University in Cairo. I wish to
thank Scott MacLeod, founding and former managing editor of the Review, for originally
commissioning the piece, and to thank the management and editors of the journal, among them
Sean David Hobbs, for granting me permission to publish a revised version of “Made in
Palestine” in Stories from Palestine.My access to many of the sources I have quoted herein was
direct, the result of my own initiative. However, I also depended to a significant degree on
guidance and assistance from many others in locating and/or reaching out to sources whom I
wished to interview. Their efforts on my behalf contributed richness and texture to the mix of
sources.Chris Gunness, the formidable and fearless former chief spokesperson for UNRWA, the
United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East, provided me
with multiple leads and connections to sources in the Gaza Strip and within the humanitarian
community in Jerusalem.The fulcrum of assistance for my reporting on Palestinian agricultural
producers in the northern West Bank has been, since 2015, Ahmed Abufarha, administrative
manager of the Burqin-based Canaan Palestine, which processes and markets Palestinian olive
oil, grains, and other agricultural products.Bill van Esveld and Sari Bashi of Human Rights
Watch; Catherine Cook of OCHA, the United Nations Office for the Coordination of
Humanitarian Affairs, Occupied Palestinian Territory; and Michelle Gyeney of the Food and
Agriculture Organization of the United Nations also provided valuable assistance to me in
accessing sources and information for chapter 1.Areej Shalbak of the Arab American University
in Jenin provided me with invaluable assistance in sourcing chapter 1 and chapter 2, “Lessons
in Liberation,” which focuses on education in the West Bank. I also wish to thank Jihan Samoudi
for helping me access sources for this latter chapter.From the outset, I believed that including a
chapter about Palestinian life in the Gaza Strip was essential, and my original intention was to
travel there to interview sources and observe the current landscape. I had visited the Gaza Strip
on an informal research tour in 1987 and as a journalist in 1989 and 2000, but conditions there
have changed radically since Israel unilaterally withdrew its soldiers and settlers in 2005 and
Hamas, the Islamic Resistance Movement, came to power in Gaza in 2007.My first step was to
contact Israel’s Government Press Office—for which I received guidance from my friend and
former Chicago Tribune colleague Judy Peres and from Isabel Kershner of the New York Times—
to inquire about permission to enter Gaza through the northern Erez crossing, which is
controlled by Israel. After being notified that I was not eligible to obtain a permit, and considering
the potential complications and risks of entering the Strip through Rafah, the southern crossing,
which is controlled by Egypt, I decided to try to find credible sources and interview them
remotely. It was an option less desirable than face-to-face contact, but it seemed the most
pragmatic course. Nevertheless, I was able to produce chapter 5, “In Gaza, They Are Not
Numbers.”In this effort I was assisted to a great extent by Najwa Sheikh-Ahmad. Within the



framework of the extremely challenging conditions of her work as acting public information
officer for the UNRWA field office in the Gaza Strip, she expended considerable effort on my
behalf to connect me with a particular refugee source I was seeking to interview for one of the
chapter’s two main narratives. In addition, I also interviewed Najwa as an official source for the
chapter. I also wish to acknowledge Matthias Schmale, director of UNRWA operations in Gaza,
for granting permission for me to interview her.For assistance in sourcing the second narrative
for the Gaza chapter, I wish to thank Pam Bailey, the journalist who created the We Are Not
Numbers website for young Palestinian writers, and my friend Sabah Fakhoury, who directed my
attention to WANN in the first place.I cite the Birzeit-based Palestinian Circus School as an
example of a glittering narrative via an interview with one of its performers in the concluding
chapter 6, “Imperatives of Narrative.” For facilitating my access and visit to PCS, I wish to thank
Shadi Zmorrod, cofounder; Mohammad Rabah, executive director; and Rana Nasser,
coordinator.I wish also to thank professors Rashid Khalidi of Columbia University, Craig Duff of
Northwestern University, Ebrahim Moosa of the University of Notre Dame, and Marwan
Darweish of Coventry University for their support.Academic publishing requires peer review by
experts in the field who read and critique the project proposal and manuscript. In this process,
the reviewers’ identities are not known to the author. However, I wish to thank the reviewers of
Stories from Palestine just the same for their insightful and otherwise valuable input. My former
Tribune colleague Charles Madigan also made helpful suggestions based on his reading of early
chapter drafts.Eli Bortz, editor in chief of the University of Notre Dame Press, was quick to
appreciate the potential of this project when I pitched it to him in late 2017. His enthusiasm and
support for seeing it through have been invaluable. I am grateful to manuscript editor Bob
Banning, who added precision and clarity to my prose, but I am solely responsible for its
content.Ultimately and essentially, I wish to thank my husband, Mufid Qassoum. He has been
my singular source of support, understanding, and inspiration for this undertaking and for much,
much beyond.Marda DunskyOctober 2020IntroductionThe Story behind the StoriesMadees
Khoury is holding court, regaling thirty or so members of an Episcopal church from Cambridge,
Massachusetts, who have ridden a big white tour bus to the Taybeh Brewing Company, owned
and run by Khoury’s family.Translated from Arabic, taybeh means good or delicious, and it is the
name of Khoury’s village, situated about ten miles northeast of Jerusalem, three thousand feet
above sea level. Khoury is dressed in a short-sleeved T-shirt and jeans, her long brown hair
pulled back in a ponytail. A soft zephyr is blowing as she describes the shipping woes she
recently faced sending her company’s beer to a festival in Copenhagen. The bottom line behind
the snafu, which involved security inspections further north in the West Bank and delays at the
Israeli ports of Ashdod and Haifa, was, she says, “because we are Palestinian.”1But Khoury, at
age thirty-two the brewery’s operations manager, is in her element. Undaunted, she speaks
without a trace of complaint or bitterness as she lays out details of the story: She finally shipped
a smaller quantity of the beer by air, and it arrived on time, but her profits got zeroed out. No
matter. Her family business is thriving, the thrum of the brewery vibrating in the background. In



the center of the village, the Khourys operate the Golden Hotel, where they also sell a line of
wines.Khoury speaks to her American guests in their language, English—which is one of her
own languages.2 Born in Boston and a graduate of Hellenic College in nearby Brookline, where
she earned a bachelor’s degree in business, she makes her life in Taybeh, the village of her
ancestors in Palestine for countless generations.“I hate the snow in Boston,” she tells the tour
group, laughing. “My cousins are still there. They’re stuck—they come here to visit but get only
two weeks.” But she speaks of her American background with pride. “How well do you know
Brookline?” she asks the Bay Staters, describing the whereabouts of Foley’s Liquor, about which
she beams: “That’s my family’s.”The group moves inside the brewery, where they watch bottles
of Taybeh beer clink along on the assembly line. Visitors sample the wares and buy Palestinian
beer and wine to take back home. Khoury is at the cash register with a ready smile for her
customers. Her uncle David Khoury is on hand to observe the day’s production and mingle. He
and Madees’s father, Nadim, founded Taybeh Brewing Company in 1994 when they returned
from eighteen years in the U.S. “We come from a family of priests,” David says; Khoury means
“priest” in Arabic.Their Greek Orthodox community in Taybeh lives alongside Melkites and
Roman Catholics in this village of about eighteen hundred. Silhouettes of churches dot the
panorama of the sloping landscape filled with boxy white houses built among olive trees. Jesus
is said to have retired to a nearby hilltop with his disciples after the resurrection of Lazarus. The
original Greek Orthodox St. George church was built here in the fourth century; in the twelfth
century, Crusaders built a castle.On this day, the brewery is treating visitors to samples of white
beer, one of its six varieties. The lager is crisp, smooth, and delicious, made from Palestinian
wheat, coriander, and orange peel. And, of course, Palestinian spring water—which is key but
difficult to access “because,” Madees Khoury says, “we are Palestinian.”From Taybeh to Jenin in
the West Bank, from the Old City of Jerusalem to the Jabalia refugee camp in the Gaza Strip,
Stories from Palestine: Narratives of Resilience is a journey. It is a pathway meant to create a
new space in the literature on contemporary Palestine by profiling Palestinians engaged in
everyday pursuits in the West Bank, east Jerusalem, and Gaza. The Palestinian people also
encompasses the Palestinian minority living as citizens in Israel and Palestinians living in the
diaspora in refugee camps, towns, and cities in Jordan, Lebanon, and Syria and in Palestinian
communities elsewhere in the region as well as in Europe, North America, and beyond.3
However, Stories from Palestine focuses on the five million Palestinians who live in the West
Bank, Jerusalem, and Gaza Strip—as these areas form the territorial basis envisioned for
eventual Palestinian independence. Still, it has been observed, Palestinians who exist within this
particular context “thrive on a continuum of Palestinian history, people, and geography and do
not exist (though they sometimes function) as separate from the whole” of the Palestinian
people.4The narratives herein reflect the humanity of their protagonists, exploring dimensions
and textures of contemporary Palestinian life in these locales not often represented in American
mainstream media reports and scholarly studies. Stories from Palestine presents an alternative
to prevalent framing of Palestinians as victims of injustice and/or perpetrators of violence while



contextualizing their stories with relevant impacts that the conflict imposes on their lives. Their
hardships are considered, but their perseverance and achievement are paramount.Glimpses of
Palestinians as producers, creators, and even champions don’t often appear—and when they
do, they are often either tightly framed by protest or fleeting in duration. Consider Abdelfattah
Abusrour, founder of the Alrowwad children’s theater program in the Aida refugee camp next to
Bethlehem, who was interviewed by Anthony Bourdain for his “Parts Unknown” series on CNN in
2013.5 Bourdain noted that at the camp “children play in the streets beneath walls covered in
images of martyrs, plane hijackers, political prisoners” and that two-thirds of the camp’s six
thousand residents were under the age of eighteen—“pretty much a recipe for unruly behavior.”
Abusrour responded:Well, yes. Especially when you don’t have any possibilities to evacuate the
anger and the stress in a creative way. So after I finished my studies, I came back here and I
started using theatre as one of the most amazing, powerful, civilized and nonviolent means to
express yourself. To tell your story. To be truthful.And this is for me the remedy to build peace
within. And hopefully help [children] to think that they can grow up and change the world and
create miracles. Without the need to carry a gun and . . . explode themselves or burn themselves. 
But to stay alive.Such a Palestinian perspective, which expresses constructive agency emerging
from an environment with few apparent sources of hope, is not typically given voice in
mainstream reporting of the conflict—yet it represents a crucial human dimension that deserves
consideration. But the CNN snippet, though enlightening, literally appears one minute and is
gone the next. Stories from Palestine spends time with Palestinians, including Abusrour, to go
beyond the sound bite, rendering their humanity fuller and deeper.Or consider Areej Al-
Madhoun, who at age fourteen as a ninth grader in the Jabalia refugee camp in the Gaza Strip
won first prize in the 2012 Intelligent Mental-Arithmetic Competition in Malaysia. Her
achievement—coming less than a month after Israel and Hamas fought an eight-day war in Gaza
—merited a write-up on the website of UNRWA,6 the United Nations agency that serves
Palestinian refugees, and on some social media sites, but did not attract international media
coverage. Stories follows up on her story in depth.The tremendous human potential that vibrates
through Palestinian society is often overlooked in media reporting, which tends to represent
Palestinians’ humanity empirically and anecdotally, focusing instead on easily observable
modalities of conflict. Scholarly studies across a range of social science disciplines provide
valuable context about the Israel-Palestine conflict but do not often delve beyond surface details
into the everyday human stories coexisting behind, inside, and sometimes even in front of
it.Stories from Palestine attempts to strike a balance, placing in the forefront narratives of
Palestinians in the West Bank, east Jerusalem, and Gaza Strip who are engaged as producers
and creators, illuminating their human resiliency and agency. The aim is to present a fresh,
parallel way of seeing—in essence, to challenge prevalent, reductive representations of
Palestinians as victims of oppression and/or perpetrators of violence and their society as mired
in, if not stymied by, the Israel-Palestine conflict. The protagonists’ narratives of achievement
and perseverance are based on personal interviews, the majority of which were conducted in



person, in the field. The contextualizing subtext of their stories—the difficult conditions of life
under occupation—is quantified and otherwise characterized based on data drawn from a range
of nongovernmental, governmental, scholarly, and media secondary sources.Stories from
Palestine takes up Palestinian productive and creative capacity across a broad spectrum:
women and men, Muslims and Christians, professionals and entrepreneurs, students and
teachers, family farmers, cultural curators, and refugees. They are engaged in agriculture,
education, and culture in the West Bank; persist in east Jerusalem as a sizable minority within
the city; and confront the harsh circumstances and uncertainties of life in Gaza. Stories is
informed by an analytical framework that focuses on Palestinians’ everyday lived experience—
their many quotidian ways of pushing forward under occupation. Characterized variously as
perseverance, agency, and resilience, this framework is rooted in the examination of Palestinian
lived lives that maintain their presence—past, present, and future—in the highly contested
space of the Israel-Palestine conflict zone.In Arabic, the term sumūd denotes steadfastness or
perseverance, and sāmid the one who is steadfast or persevering.7 In his Samed: Journal of a
West Bank Palestinian, Raja Shehadeh explains that sumūd came to the fore of regional Arab
discourse at the 1978 Baghdad Conference, the ninth summit of the Arab League.It was then
that Arab politicians outside officially acknowledged the urgency of stemming the mass exile of
Palestinians from the occupied territories and of trying to halt the Israeli government’s
expropriation of huge tracts of land on the West Bank. We, who had been living under
occupation for ten years, were now called on to be samidīn and urged to adopt the stance of
sumūd: to stay put, to cling to our homes and land by all means available.8Three decades later,
in a series of field interviews with Palestinians in the West Bank in 2009–10, scholars Alexandra
Rijke and Toine van Teeffelen found thatsumūd has developed from a nationalist symbol
emphasizing the shared goals and values of Palestinians to a way of life lived by individuals and
communities. Sumūd has come to represent the struggle to preserve a certain “Palestinian” way
of life, with its own rhythms and customs, its discourses and lifestyles, and also its joys. The
added dimension of daily life has democratized the concept of sumūd. The interviewees
suggested that sumūd is relevant to the daily life of Palestinians who actively wish to maintain
their identity and dignity through small acts of what is sometimes called “everyday heroism.”9In
Bethlehem, the Sumud Story House collects stories of Palestinian daily life and posts them on
the Wall Museum of art and graffiti covering the Israeli separation barrier that slices through the
town, thereby “creating a narrative community based on solidarity and caring.”10 Abusrour of
Alrowwad in the Aida refugee camp told the researchers: “ Sumūd is continuing to live in
Palestine, laughing, enjoying life, falling in love, getting married, having children. Sumūd is also
continuing your studies outside, to get a diploma, to come back here. . . . That I am here is
sumūd. To reclaim that you are a human being and defending your humanity is sumūd.”11
Sumūd has been interpreted by other academic observers as “an attitude, a cultural trait, or an
‘inward-directed’ life stance—a term that captures the underlying values of the Palestinian
struggle or an art of living ‘manifested in building living stones, building human beings, and



building relationships between people.’”12The scholar Lori Allen argues that with Palestinians
living under conditions “where the routine and assumptions of daily life are physically disrupted,”
their ability to deflect through adaptation—pursuing everyday, nonviolent acts of sumūd—is
crucial and “the result of concerted, collective production. There is something beyond political
motives and awareness that inspire the incorporation of disorder into a quotidian order, however.
The necessities of survival, and the physical and psychological capacities that people have to
learn and adapt to sustain themselves in changing circumstances, also feed into a kind of
agency that is no doubt quite prevalent in situations of ongoing violence.”13Acts of sumūd also
fit the typology of “everyday resistance,” a concept pioneered in the mid-1980s by political
scientist James C. Scott. Distinct from political mobilization, protest demonstrations, and acts of
violence, which often spur the powerful (and usually sovereign) agents being opposed to
impose harsh countermeasures, “everyday acts of resistance make no headlines,” Scott has
written. While “less explicitly confrontational” than armed revolt, he argues, “these acts still
qualify as resistance, to the extent that they ‘deny or mitigate claims made by appropriating
classes.’”14 “Everyday resistance” is seen through a theoretical lens as informal and
nonorganized; Scott has referred to it as “infra politics.”15 It is a practice (rather than an intent or
outcome) that can take varying forms in different contexts and situations. Relationships between
agents—actor/s, target/s, and observer/s—are fluid, and spatial (relating to space) and/or
temporal (relating to time) characteristics of each individual act vary.16Shehadeh’s notion that “it
is the day-to-day living that is the test of sumūd” has stood the test of time, from the early 1980s
when he wrote his Journal to the present day. Advocating for Palestinians in their struggle
against the Israeli occupation and chronicling the legal structures and stories behind his clients’
cases became Shehadeh’s “third way.” In this, he wrote that he chose a state of mind and course
of action that rejected alternate paths of submission/exile or vengeance/hatred: “This is where
you are free, your own master—because your mind is the one thing that you can prevent your
oppressor from having the power to touch, however strong and brutal he may be.”17In
chronicling his life and work as a lawyer in Ramallah during 1980–82, Shehadeh emphasized
the importance not only of sumūd but also of making it resonate.One of the greatest threats to
our sumūd is the feeling of isolation. The Palestinians’ political activities and demands are well
known and reported. But we samidīn are silent about the actual day-to-day experience of living
under occupation. It is not only military orders and the threat of banishment that make us keep
our thoughts and feelings to ourselves. Our struggle for survival is totally consuming. It was to
break out of this silence that I began writing about my life and the lives of other samidīn.18In
1979 Shehadeh became a founding member of Al-Haq: Law in the Service of Man, established
in Ramallah by Palestinian lawyers. In 1980 the Geneva-based International Commission of
Jurists published The West Bank and the Rule of Law in affiliation with the organization,
coauthored by Shehadeh.19In his Journal, Shehadeh recorded the story, among others, of Hani,
a fifteen-year-old neighbor who was shot in his left leg on April 28, 1980, by an Israeli soldier
while running away from the direction of a demonstration in Ramallah that day in which he did



not participate. Demonstrators were protesting an appearance by the ultraright-wing Israeli
politician Meir Kahane, founder of the extremist Kach party, which advocated expulsion of Arabs
living in Israel and the occupied territories.Immediately after the shooting, Shehadeh reported,
the soldier stood over Hani and falsely asserted that he had thrown stones and petrol bombs at
soldiers from a moving car. Hani required a series of surgeries on his leg; Shehadeh wrote that
he recorded the story to keep it alive, to assert the truth, to take the writing of a page in his
people’s history into his own hands. “If my sumūd as a lawyer is to mean anything, I must at least
be able to tell my people’s stories. . . . So I am writing Hani’s story, for the record; and for Hani
and his mother. It is one of many thousands of stories that should at least have been
documented.”20In their day-to-day living and acts of creativity and production, those whose
narratives illuminate Stories from Palestine continue along this path.What, though, makes these
narratives significant? Beyond its borders, is the Israel-Palestine conflict still relevant?On
January 28, 2020, the conflict made headlines around the world when the Trump administration
unveiled Peace to Prosperity: A Vision to Improve the Lives of the Palestinian and Israeli People
[sic].21 President Donald Trump, facing impeachment proceedings in the U.S. Senate,
announced the peace plan, his so-called “deal of the century,” at the White House with Israeli
prime minister Benjamin Netanyahu, facing multiple corruption charges in his own country, at his
side. Palestinian president Mahmoud Abbas was absent.Three years in the making, the plan
followed the blueprint that Trump had already laid out during those years: recognition of
Jerusalem as Israel’s capital and relocation of the U.S. embassy there; cutting aid to the
Palestinian Authority and UNRWA; and recognition of Israeli settlement in the West Bank and
control over the Golan Heights. The Trump “deal” announced in early 2020 would cede the
Jordan Valley to Israel and allow it to annex virtually all of its settlements in the West Bank and
east Jerusalem, which “matched the Israeli leader’s hard-line, nationalist views while falling far
short of Palestinian ambitions,”22 the Associated Press reported, noting that the plan “supports
the Israeli position on nearly all of the most contentious issues in the decades-old conflict.”23
According to the International Crisis Group, the plan would result in “a discontiguous Palestinian
archipelago state, surrounded by a sea of Israeli territory.”24The plan would also freeze Israeli
settlement building in areas designated for the Palestinian state for four years, but Israel was
already bypassing these areas for settlement activity. Under the plan most of occupied east
Jerusalem would remain under Israeli control, including the Old City and holy sites; and Israel
would maintain overall security oversight of the demilitarized Palestinian state, including control
of its borders. The plan would significantly enlarge the land area currently under Palestinian
control through land swaps, including territory currently within Israel proper inhabited by Arab
citizens. The Palestinians would be allowed to establish their capital on the outskirts of
Jerusalem in Abu Dis, outside the Israeli separation barrier. Palestinian refugees would not be
granted the right of return to locales they had inhabited in Palestine prior to 1948 that
subsequently became part of Israel—despite having that right under international law. Rather,
they would be allowed to live in the Palestinian state or become absorbed by other countries and



possibly receive some degree of compensation from the U.S.25Announced five weeks before
the third round of Israeli elections—with Netanyahu having been unable to form a government
after two elections held in 2019—Trump’s plan, in the estimation of the embattled Israeli leader,
was a green light for immediate Israeli annexation of the Jordan Valley and West Bank
settlements, which would boost support from his hard-right constituency in advance of the
March 2020 vote. The Associated Press reported that following the announcement ceremony,
Netanyahu told reporters: “This dictates once and for all the eastern border of Israel. Israel is
getting an immediate American recognition of Israeli sovereignty on all the settlements, without
exceptions.”26However, within days of Trump announcing the plan, Jared Kushner—one of its
chief architects and the president’s son-in-law-turned-Mideast-policy-adviser—put the brakes on
annexation, telling Israeli officials that the matter should be decided only after their next
government was in place; Netanyahu’s planned cabinet meeting to approve annexation was
canceled.27 As the dust settled, the Financial Times reported that “the plan was far-fetched and
with little chance of ever materialising but it was important as an official document rewarding
long-held Israeli rightwing positions—from annexing settlements, holding on to East Jerusalem
and stripping a third of the occupied West Bank from any future Palestinian state.”28 In the third
round of Israeli elections within a year, held on March 2, 2020, Netanyahu once again failed to
secure a parliamentary majority for the right-wing bloc with his Likud party at its center; defiant,
he resisted calls to resign.29Having opted out of attending the announcement of the plan at the
White House, Abbas took the Palestinian case to the international community at the United
Nations, appearing before the Security Council on February 11, 2020, to denounce the Trump
“deal” as making “Swiss cheese” out of territory mapped out for a future Palestinian state,
leaving it “without any control on our land, air, and sea. This plan will not bring peace or stability
to the region,” the Palestinian president said, “and therefore we will not accept this plan,” Foreign
Affairs reported. Abbas called for an international peace conference that would replace U.S.
mediation of bilateral Israeli-Palestinian negotiations; having previously proposed such a
conference, France indicated willingness to begin discussions.30 At the Security Council
session, pressure from the Trump administration forced withdrawal of a resolution drafted by
Indonesia and Tunisia rejecting the Trump plan in favor of traditionally accepted parameters of a
two-state solution as envisioned a generation ago in the Oslo Accords—for which all fourteen of
the council members except the U.S. declared their support in a debate that the Times of Israel
characterized as “rancorous.”31The approach in the Trump plan had been amply foreshadowed
by measures serving to disrupt rather than bolster prospects for peace. Unilateral fiat, not
negotiations, was the means by which Trump had declared in December 2017 that the U.S.
recognized Jerusalem as Israel’s capital and would relocate the U.S. embassy there from Tel Aviv
—a move seen to have “shattered decades of unwavering U.S. neutrality” on the issue of the
divided city.32 Trump’s action was widely condemned by European and Middle Eastern leaders
and seen as an “alarming break” by American diplomats, who have considered U.S. neutrality on
Jerusalem “a bedrock principle and essential for peace.”33Of the eighty-seven countries that



have embassies in Israel, all prior to Trump’s proclamation located them in Tel Aviv.
Nevertheless, the U.S. president said he was merely acknowledging “the obvious” and called his
act of fiat “a long overdue step to advance the peace process.”34 Trump did not take a position
on the ultimate sovereignty of Jerusalem, and he did not endorse the 1980 Jerusalem Law
proclaiming the “complete and united” city to be Israel’s capital, widely seen as de facto
annexation of east Jerusalem, captured by Israel in the Six-Day War of 1967. But Trump did not
reject this notion, and he made no mention of the longtime aspiration of Palestinians that east
Jerusalem become the capital of their future state.35 Since 1967 Israel has confiscated
thousands of acres of land in and around east Jerusalem, incorporating them into the city’s
municipal boundaries and establishing twelve settlements populated exclusively by Jewish
Israelis.36In 2018 Trump wielded the cudgel of foreign aid in order to compel the Palestinian
Authority to negotiate with Israel under U.S. mediation.37 When the PA refused to receive Vice
President Mike Pence during his visit to the region in January 2018, a month after Trump made
his Jerusalem embassy declaration, Trump said: “And when [the Palestinians] disrespected
us . . . by not allowing our great vice president to see them, and we give them hundreds of
millions of dollars in aid and support, tremendous numbers, numbers that nobody understands,
that money is on the table and that money is not going to them unless they sit down and
negotiate peace.”38The opening of the new U.S. embassy office in Jerusalem on May 14, 2018,
observed at a ceremony marking the seventieth anniversary of Israel’s independence, was
reported to exacerbate ongoing protests by Palestinians in the Gaza Strip, with fifty-eight killed
by Israeli forces that same day.39 The following summer and early autumn, Trump’s policies
were to continue in a serial fashion noted to put maximum pressure on Palestinian leaders to
accept forthcoming U.S.-dictated terms regarding territory, refugees, and sovereignty.40From
late August through mid-September, the Trump administration announced that it was cutting
more than $200 million in bilateral aid to the Palestinian Authority for programs supporting good
governance, health, education, and civil society in the West Bank and Gaza Strip (while days
earlier having released $60 million for ongoing projects enhancing security cooperation between
the PA and Israel);41 cutting $60 million already allocated for UNRWA—which provides
education, health, and other social-welfare support for 5.6 million Palestinian refugees in the
West Bank, Gaza Strip, Lebanon, Jordan, and Syria—as well as discontinuing all future funding
to the agency, accounting for a quarter of its budget;42 and cutting $25 million in aid for the East
Jerusalem Hospital Network.43 Trump then closed the Palestine Liberation Organization office
in Washington44 and ordered the visas held by its ambassador and family members to be
revoked.45The series of punitive measures was seen by Aaron David Miller, former policy
adviser on the conflict to six U.S. secretaries of state, as an “economic and political war” waged
against the Palestinians. Miller told NBC News that in forty years, he had not witnessed an
administration “simultaneously support Israel so uncritically and go after Palestinians so harshly
both without logic, purpose or national security rationale.”46In 2019 the Trump administration
continued to flout international consensus in favor of unilateral fiat. In March Trump signed a



decree during a meeting with Netanyahu, two weeks before hotly contested Israeli elections,
stating that the U.S. recognized Israeli control over the Golan Heights,47 Syrian territory that
Israel occupied following the Six-Day War and imposed its jurisdiction over in 1981, in
contravention of international law. The European Union rejected Trump’s move.48In November
2019 Secretary of State Mike Pompeo announced that the U.S. did not consider Israeli
settlements in the West Bank to be in violation of international law—despite four decades of
American policy and numerous UN Security Council resolutions to the contrary, based primarily
on the Fourth Geneva Convention prohibiting an occupying power from transferring its own
civilian population to occupied territory.49 Stating that the Trump administration had “recognized
the reality on the ground,” Pompeo’s logic appeared counterintuitive if not contradictory in his
assertion that the U.S. policy shift would enhance opportunities for Israel and the Palestinians to
negotiate a peace deal and that the issue should be left for Israeli courts to decide. “There will
never be a judicial resolution to the conflict, and arguments about who is right and wrong as a
matter of international law will not bring peace,” he said.50The New York Times characterized
the move as “the latest political gift from the Trump administration to Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu,” who at the time of the announcement had been unable to form a government
following a second inconclusive round of elections and had taken a hard-right stance signaling
intent to annex much of the West Bank. The European Union opposed the U.S. policy shift, with
EU foreign policy chief Federica Mogherini maintaining that the settlements are illegal and harm
chances for peace.51Although the grand sweep of Trump administration policy on the conflict
militates against chances for restarting peace negotiations, for decades U.S. policy toward Israel
(and, by extension, the Palestinians) already had been profoundly impacting the trajectory of the
conflict—establishing the foundation, brick by metaphorical brick, for Trumpera policy.
Crystallized by U.S. geostrategic interests shaped during the Cold War and spurred by domestic
politics, the U.S.-Israel alliance has remained uncompromisingly strong and a lynchpin of
American policy in the region. In the wake of the announcement of the Trump “deal,” Nathan
Thrall, director of the Arab-Israeli Project at the International Crisis Group and a veteran
observer of the conflict, asserted: “It prioritizes Jewish interests over Palestinian ones. It rewards
and even incentivizes settlements and further dispossession of the Palestinians. But none of
these qualities represent a fundamental break from the past. The Trump plan merely puts the
finishing touches on a house that American lawmakers, Republican and Democrat alike, spent
dozens of years helping to build.”52The United States for decades has supported Israel with
billions of dollars of annual grants of military and economic aid. The U.S. has also actively
defended Israel in a range of international fora, exerting political pressure on international courts
and investigative bodies not to censure Israel for its settlement, land confiscation, and military
policies toward the Palestinians.53 In the UN Security Council, more than half of the total vetoes
that the United States has cast from 1970 to 2019—forty-four of eighty-three, or 53 percent—
have been to shield Israel from international censure regarding its settlement actions and other
measures taken in occupied Palestinian territory, as well as regarding military and other actions



taken toward Lebanon and Syria. These U.S. vetoes have been noted to be “far more than any
other permanent member [of the council], most frequently to block decisions it regards as
detrimental to the interests of Israel.”54The net effect of U.S. policy, Thrall maintained—noting
that in addition, “the European Union and much of the rest of the world applaud and encourage
this charade, solemnly expressing their commitment to the resumption of ‘meaningful
negotiations’”—has given Israel “cover to perpetuate what is known as the status quo: Israel as
the sole sovereign controlling the territory between the Jordan River and the Mediterranean Sea,
depriving millions of stateless people of basic civil rights, restricting their movement . . . and
dispossessing them of their land.”55For lack of a more precise and concise term, the interaction
between Israelis and Palestinians since 1948 until the present day is often characterized in
shorthand, referred to in media, academic, and policy discourse—as well as within the pages of
Stories from Palestine—as the “Israel-Palestine conflict.” But the obvious should be clearly
stated: There is no parity in this asymmetrical conflict; it is hardly a contest of equals, due
significantly but not exclusively to the last half century of U.S. policy. Further, as many Palestinian
and international observers have long noted, the current map of the West Bank—on the ground
and in real time, dominated as it is by Israeli settlements and de facto control of the Jordan
Valley as aggressively rendered by Israel with longtime tacit acceptance by the international
community and more recently outright backing from the Trump administration—precludes the
feasibility if not the possibility of the two-state solution envisioned in the Oslo Accords a
generation ago that is still in vogue in much international discourse.Israel is the largest
cumulative recipient of U.S. foreign aid since World War II, receiving $142.3 billion (in
noninflation-adjusted dollars) in bilateral assistance and missile-defense funding from 1949 to
2019,56 with 99 percent granted since 1967.57 Since 2008, when the majority of economic aid
was discontinued,58 U.S. bilateral aid to Israel has been almost exclusively in the form of military
grants, officially designated as Foreign Military Financing or FMF. In the 2016 Memorandum of
Understanding between the two countries, the United States pledged $38 billion in aid through
fiscal years 2019–2028: $33 billion in annual military grants plus $5 billion in annual missile-
defense appropriations.59The U.S. commitment to Israel dates to its creation in 1948, with
“robust” support for its security and shared strategic goals for the region.60 To ensure Israel’s
strength, U.S. military aid for Israel has been designed to maintain its “qualitative military edge,”
or QME, over neighboring countries, the Congressional Research Service reports.61 In 2012
Congress passed the United States–Israel Enhanced Security Cooperation Act, which stated
that the policy of the United States is “to help the Government of Israel preserve its qualitative
military edge amid rapid and uncertain regional political transformation.”62 Further legislation in
2014 changed mandatory reporting on Israel’s QME from every four years to every two.63FMF
aid has also advanced Israel’s own interests at home and abroad. U.S. military support has
helped transform Israel’s armed forces into one of the most technologically sophisticated
militaries in the world64 and its domestic arms industry into one of the world’s top suppliers of
arms, becoming the eighth-largest weapons exporter worldwide from 2012 to 2016.65 Israel is



the largest recipient of U.S. foreign military financing, accounting for approximately 57 percent of
total FMF funding requested by the Trump administration for fiscal 2020 worldwide. Annual FMF
grants to Israel represent approximately 18 percent of its overall defense budget; its defense
spending as a percentage of its GDP (4.3 percent in 2018) is one of the highest in the
world.66Israel was also the first foreign country to operate the U.S.-built F-35 joint-strike fighter
jet, considered the most advanced of its kind. From its FMF allocations, by 2018 Israel had
purchased fifty Lockheed Martin F-35s of the seventy-five it was allocated to buy by agreement
with the U.S. in 2008. Israel also receives “offset” reciprocal purchases by the U.S. from Israeli
defense companies, the value of which could reach $4 billion if Israel buys all seventy-five
jets.67Despite the fact of its consistent settlement building and settling of Jewish citizens in
occupied territories in contravention of international law and consensus—settlement policies
that successive U.S. administrations until Trump had criticized for hindering prospects for peace
and which, in January 2020, the Associated Press reported had culminated in the number of
Israeli settlers in the West Bank and east Jerusalem surpassing seven hundred thousand68—
Israel has been virtually immune from U.S. sanctions. Penalties imposed for settlement activity
have totaled approximately $1.1 billion, deducted from available loan-guarantee allocations in
fiscal years 2003 and 2005.69By contrast, U.S. aid to the Palestinians, while greatly expanded
since the Oslo Accords of 1993, has been comparatively limited and significantly restricted by
stringent congressional oversight. The United States has granted approximately $5 billion in
bilateral assistance to the Palestinian Authority from 1994 to 2018.70 From 1975 to 1993, prior
to the establishment of the PA, U.S. development and humanitarian assistance for Palestinians
in the West Bank and Gaza totaled approximately $170 million, channeled mainly through
nongovernmental organizations.71 Since 1950 additional, separate U.S. contributions to
UNRWA in support of Palestinian refugees throughout the region have totaled more than $6
billion, the most from any country.72From 2008 to 2012, annual U.S. humanitarian and
development aid and budgetary support for the PA averaged $400 million, with an addition $100
million in nonlethal assistance for PA security forces and the criminal justice sector in the West
Bank.73 Created largely to stifle activity in the West Bank by supporters of the Gaza-based
Hamas, Palestinian security forces were reported in 2016 to number twenty-five thousand to
thirty thousand employed in at least eight branches and work in close cooperation with the
Israeli military.74 Hamas, whose name is an Arabic acronym for “Islamic Resistance Movement,”
has been designated as a foreign terrorist organization by the U.S. government since 199775—a
designation that continues to the present despite Hamas having been democratically elected in
2006 and controlling the Gaza Strip since 2007. Since then, parallel to its military activity, Hamas
has continued to serve the population in social-service capacities; not affiliated itself with other
armed Islamic groups in the region, including Al-Qaeda and ISIS; and through Arab states
negotiates indirectly with Israel to reduce the occurrence of military clashes.76U.S. aid to the PA
declined from 2012 through fiscal 2017, averaging $310 million a year for humanitarian and
budgetary assistance and $71.5 million for security-related support.77 In addition to political



tensions based on the Palestinian Authority’s rejection of Trump administration policies and
tactics, delays in and reductions to U.S. aid have also been linked to the Taylor Force Act. In
March 2018 Congress passed the legislation, augmenting existing conditions to suspend aid to
the Palestinian Authority due to payments it makes that are deemed under U.S. law to be “for
acts of terrorism”—even though there is no standard definition for “terrorism” used by the U.S.
government78—but are considered by Palestinians and others to be legitimate acts of
resistance to the Israeli occupation.79 The payments are made to Palestinians imprisoned for
such actions as well as to families of such individuals killed by Israeli forces.As these events and
phenomena have continued to play out, the Israel-Palestine conflict has continued to fester while
a steady population trend between the Mediterranean Sea and the River Jordan progresses.
The imminent if not already virtual population parity between Jews and Arabs—the number of
Israeli Jews compared with the number of Palestinian Arab citizens in Israel and Palestinians in
the occupied territories—rarely makes headlines but is inching the conflict ever closer to a tilting
point.By September 2020 the population of Israel had reached 9.25 million, according to Israel’s
Central Bureau of Statistics: 6.841 million Jews, accounting for 74 percent (including settlers in
the West Bank and east Jerusalem); and 1.946 million Arabs (including those residing in east
Jerusalem), accounting for 21 percent; with the remaining 459,000 (5 percent) identified as
members of other groups.80Meanwhile, in March 2018 it was reported that the Palestinian
population of the West Bank and Gaza Strip had reached 4.78 million by the end of 2017,
according to a census taken by the Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics and funded by the
Palestinian Authority and a host of European governments and nongovernmental organizations
(NGOs). The census reported 2.88 million Palestinians in the West Bank and 1.9 million in the
Gaza Strip.81In 2018 Israel’s leading demographics expert, Sergio DellaPergola, reported that
the numbers of Jews and Arabs are nearly equal when the latter includes the populations of the
West Bank, Gaza Strip, east Jerusalem, and Israel—and the razor-thin gap is likely to disappear
within the next fifteen to twenty years.82 Population statistics for 2018 indicated an average of
3.11 births per woman in Israel (Jewish and Arab),83 but nearly 5 births per Palestinian woman
in the West Bank and Gaza Strip.84The looming population parity scenario is echoed in Israel’s
policy and orientation toward its Arab citizens, who account for one-fifth of the country’s
population. In July 2018 the right-wing Netanyahu government effectively devalued their
citizenship status to second-class, adopting a law that officially defines the country as the nation-
state of the Jewish people—including Jews who live outside its borders—and downgrading
Arabic from an official language to one with “special standing.”85 The Trump peace plan
announced in early 2020 went beyond the politics of exclusion to that of removal, stating that it
“contemplates the possibility, subject to the agreement of the parties, that the borders of Israel
will be redrawn such that the Triangle Communities become part of the State of Palestine”—
which would strip upward of two hundred fifty-seven thousand Arab citizens living in ten towns
and villages in the “Triangle” region in the center of Israel of their citizenship and involuntarily
deport them, in situ, to the Palestinian state.86Against this backdrop, the Israel-Palestine conflict



continues to be of essence not only for Israelis and Palestinians. It also holds continuing
importance for Arabs and Muslims in the region and beyond, for whom Jerusalem is holy and
the conflict represents Western domination if not an ongoing colonial struggle of sorts—despite
normalization deals engineered by the Trump administration in 2020 between Israel and a few
autocratic Arab states. As such, the conflict continues to affect, directly and indirectly, stability
and American interests in the region. Thus, the flow and quality of information about the conflict
are significant—even as other events and developments in the region and surrounding it,
including the continuing U.S. military presence in Afghanistan and Iraq, civil wars in Yemen and
Syria, ISIS, and the Iranian nuclear question, continue to demand attention.Stories from
Palestine is informed by the theory of action that broadening discourse can potentially impact
public opinion, affect policy making, and perhaps in turn pave new paths toward peace.87
Stories presents narratives of Palestinians as self-actualizing change agents whose constructive
social engagement in the face of occupation is seldom explored in depth by the media and
academy.Geopolitics often flattens, if not obliterates, the humanity of those most directly
affected by it. Stories from Palestine aims to magnify that humanity in the Palestinian
context.Much if not most information about the Israel-Palestine conflict reaches the public—
including policy makers—through the media, in particular television news, and to a lesser extent
through academic studies that sometimes filter into popular discourse but generally remain
confined to narrower audiences with specific theoretical or otherwise esoteric interests. Western
mainstream media coverage of Palestinians tends to represent them as victims of oppression
and/or perpetrators of violence.A leading exemplar, the New York Times arguably devotes more
resources to producing original reporting and other coverage of the conflict than any other U.S.
media outlet. On March 17, 2013, the New York Times Magazine devoted its cover story to an
eight-thousand-word freelance report headlined “The Resisters.”88 The piece was a masterful
rendering of the landscape of Palestinian resistance to Israeli occupation in the West Bank
through a finely drawn portrait of the person, family, and fellow villagers of Bassem Tamimi in
Nabi Saleh, where reporter Ben Ehrenreich had spent three weeks. With conflict at the heart of
the story, the protagonists were portrayed sympathetically as three-dimensional human beings
fighting for their freedom.A different Times narrative approach to Palestinian protest was on
display in the front-page, 1,958-word report by Jerusalem bureau chief Jodi Rudoren published
on August 5, 2013, under the headline “My Hobby Is Throwing Stones.”89 The piece was
notable not only for its prominent play in print and online but also because there was virtually no
news in it. Here the venerable Times was reporting that “youths hurling stones has long been an
indelible icon—some call it a caricature—of Palestinian pushback against Israel.” The story
included precise data on stone-throwing from UN and Israeli military sources, but the Palestinian
context was reduced to literary descriptions and clichéd quotes, such as one from ten-year-old
Abdullah: “I feel happy when I throw stones on [sic] the soldiers. They occupy us.”The piece did
allude to reasons behind the stone-throwing in terms that Times readers might relate to: “They
throw because there is little else to do in Beit Ommar—no pool or cinema, no music lessons



after school, no part-time jobs other than peddling produce along the road. They do it because
their brothers and fathers did.” However, this superficial reasoning is entirely devoid of the causal
contexts of the Israeli occupation—political, social, historical, and economic, found in other
Times reporting90—and of alternative nonviolent Palestinian responses. The net effect of such
incomplete, decontextualized reporting—by no means unique to the Times but a common
phenomenon in the American mainstream media landscape91—reduces Palestinians to one-
dimensional caricatures, the very word used to describe them at the outset of the piece—a kind
of self-fulfilling journalistic prophecy, even if unintended.As compelling as what appeared in
these two Times reports is what did not: If the Times saw fit to devote such considerable
resources to publishing not one but two long-form stories about Palestinian resistance within a
five-month span when intercommunal violence was relatively low, then why not a story about
expressions of constructive Palestinian initiative and agency outside that frame? Why not delve
into what boys in Beit Ommar do when they are not throwing stones—which is, presumably,
most of the time?The past two decades have witnessed the proliferation of socalled alternative-
media outlets, most operating as digital platforms, that present deeper and broader views of
Palestinian society in both news reports and opinion pieces—and in the process challenge the
limited framing that so often characterizes mainstream media coverage. In English, these
include the Electronic Intifada, Mondoweiss, and Al Jazeera.92 Such outlets spur and inform
networks of Palestinians and their supporters in civil societies around the world, providing
important alternative framing of the conflict. However, the global audience as a whole for news
and information about the conflict is significantly larger than the subset within it that turns to
alternative outlets, and this larger audience may not be inclined to seek broader perspectives
and progressive voices beyond the mainstream.Parallel to media coverage, if less accessible to
the public, the most recent generation of social science research on Palestine and Palestinians
has favored qualitative, narrative approaches to their history, culture, and society. The value of
storytelling as a focal point of narrative has been noted as a counterpoint to quantitative
research, if not an antidote: “If quantitative research foregrounded dominant trends, stories were
to theorize the particular. The post-modern suspicion of authoritative, professional, scientific and
institutional truths legitimated the search for new voices.”93The use of narrative in social science
research came to the fore in the 1980s, a “narrative turn” away from quantitative methods
focusing on statistical data. This turn stressed “a general anti-positivist and often humanist
approach to the study of human psychology and culture” and at the same time created new
theoretical constructs—“a new kind of concept of narrative” known as narratology.94 By the
early 1990s it was observed that, “mourning the devaluation of narratives as sources of
knowledge, and emphasizing the moral force, healing power, and emancipatory thrust of stories,
scholars across the disciplines have (re) discovered the narrative nature of human beings.”95On
a continuum whose tone and emphasis became more urgent as physical encounters between
Israel and the Palestinians became more violent and extreme at the turn of the twenty-first
century during the second Palestinian intifada, or uprising, and beyond, many scholarly



narratives have increasingly situated Palestinians squarely in opposition to Israel, characterizing
them—as does much mainstream media coverage—as victims, strugglers, protesters, and
fighters. Exploring mechanisms of oppression and resistance—the causes of Palestinian loss
and Palestinian reactions to it—is a salient trend in social science works of the past generation.
These works tend to focus on Palestinian responses organized around broad political,
economic, and military principles and activities (e.g., political parties, protest demonstrations,
economic self-sufficiency campaigns and boycotts of Israeli products, forms of armed
resistance) that are organized, formal, and for the most part collective.Such studies include
Palestinians: The Making of a People (Kimmerling and Migdal, 1993); Palestinian Identity: The
Construction of Modern National Consciousness (Khalidi, 1997); The Iron Cage: The Story of
the Palestinian Struggle for Statehood (Khalidi, 2006); The Ethnic Cleansing of Palestine
(Pappé, 2006); Israel’s Occupation (Gordon, 2008); and The Plight of the Palestinians: A Long
History of Destruction (Cook, 2010). Recent critical works include The Battle for Justice in
Palestine (Abunimah, 2014); Popular Protest in Palestine: The Uncertain Future of Unarmed
Resistance (Darweish and Rigby, 2015); Apartheid in Palestine: Hard Laws and Harder
Experiences (Ageel, 2016); Inter/nationalism: Decolonizing Native America and Palestine
(Salaita, 2016); and The Dynamics of Exclusionary Constitutionalism: Israel as a Jewish and
Democratic State (Masri, 2017).96 A subgenre of literature on Palestine amplifies Palestinian
voices in long-form, first-person narratives and oral-history collections while addressing broad
historical and political contexts in less detail, including Palestine Speaks: Narratives of Life
under Occupation (Hoke and Malek, 2014).97The themes of dispossession and struggle that
tend to imbue scholarly works provide important historical and political context for Israeli policies
and Palestinian responses, while oral histories provide invaluable outlets for unmediated
Palestinian voices. At the same time, there is room for an inclusive hybrid of the two: deeply
contextualized narratives that allow for consideration of Palestinians exercising their human
agency creatively and productively, in ways that are informal, individual, and instinctive. The
narratives in Stories from Palestine demonstrate that even as Palestinians are impacted by the
conflict, they are not subordinate to it as they move forward in their everyday lives.Why do such
stories remain largely untold in favor of arcs that are shaped by conflict, emphasize oppression,
and often culminate in violence? Clues might be gleaned from perspectives of media and
communications theorists.98Herbert Gans has written that journalists do more than observe
reality and report events. By selecting topics and sources and by framing issues, they construct
reality and go even further: “The news does not limit itself to reality judgments; it also contains
values, or preference statements.”99 In deciding what to include and what to omit from their
reports, journalists are guided by normative values they share with their audiences. This may be
done consciously or otherwise. “The values in news are rarely explicit and must be found
between the lines—in what actors and activities are reported and ignored, and in how they are
described,” Gans says. “If a news story deals with activities which are generally undesirable and
whose descriptions contain negative connotations, then the story implicitly expresses a value



about what is desirable.”100So what is found, and not found, in the chronicling of Palestinians—
existing as they do in a landscape of conflict and violence but also as human beings with
aspirations that they channel into creative and productive endeavors—can be understood to fall
within certain boundaries, as Todd Gitlin describes: “News involves the novel event, not the
underlying, enduring condition; the person, not the group; the visible conflict, not the deep
consensus; the fact that ‘advances the story,’ not the one that explains or enlarges it.”101It is
arguably more logical, if not preferable, to reason that journalists and scholars do not
intentionally and/or methodically pursue agendas in order to create hegemonic discourse, which
focuses on ideas within a sphere of consensus and shuns ideas situated beyond the pale in a
sphere of deviance,102 or to reinforce the status quo via dominant discourse while either
minimizing oppositional and alternative discourses or omitting them altogether.103 Karim H.
Karim suggests that there is not “a deliberate plan by the mass media to portray certain issues in
particular ways, but a ‘naturalized’ hegemonic process through which they adhere to a common
field of meanings.” As media outlets do so, their process “does not involve the aggressive
presentation of specific views but a more subtle and ubiquitous mode which operates within
dominant discourses.”104Gitlin also finds that media framing is not conscious, and journalists
who reproduce and reinforce media frames do not think of them as hegemonic: “Hegemony
operates effectively . . . yet outside consciousness; it is exercised by self-conceived
professionals working with a great deal of autonomy within institutions that proclaim the neutral
goal of informing the public.”105 At the same time, limited framing and constricted discourse can
be unintended results. Media frames, he says, are “principles of selection, emphasis, and
presentation composed of little tacit theories about what exists, what happens and what
matters.”106 By virtue of their pervasiveness and accessibility, the media “name the world’s
parts, they certify reality as reality.”107On the other hand, perhaps more darkly, Edward S.
Herman and Noam Chomsky have asserted that consent is effectively and purposefully
manufactured by the media, which assume a propaganda function geared to a specific social
purpose—“but not that of enabling the public to assert meaningful control over the political
process by providing them with the information needed for the intelligent discharge of political
responsibilities.” On the contrary, Herman and Chomsky argue that the intended social purpose
is to preserve the status quo, to “inculcate and defend the economic, social, and political agenda
of privileged groups that dominate the society and the state.”108While there is much to ponder
in this array of ideas, journalists do not operate in the realm of theory. And whether or to what
degree scholars see themselves and their work as reflecting or reinforcing the social norms that
surround them is an open question. But that, perhaps, is key when trying to assess why
Palestinians are so often reduced, even in sympathetic and factual terms, to victims of
oppression and/or perpetrators of violence within a nearly all-encompassing realm of
conflict.Consider Emad Burnat, a Palestinian farmer turned filmmaker who recorded protests
against Israel’s separation barrier, which cuts deeply into the West Bank for long stretches,
blocking access to agricultural cultivation in Burnat’s village of Bil’in and many other Palestinian



communities. His footage became the basis for the internationally acclaimed 5 Broken
Cameras,109 whose title reflects Burnat’s persistence in continuing to shoot his documentary
despite the Israeli army’s repeated attempts to stop him.The backstory of the film, which
attracted the media spotlight when it was nominated for an Oscar in the Best Documentary
Feature category for 2012, is essentially why Burnat chose to wield a camera in response to the
challenges he faced as a Palestinian farmer. What in his lived experience, character, and
aspirations propelled him to turn to film as a vehicle of nonviolent protest? Conceivably and most
probably, these details could be understood if not shared by Western audiences: the desire to be
productive, the freedom to pursue one’s livelihood unhindered, the ability to seek recourse in the
face of injustice.But in the main, media accounts that brought Burnat international attention did
not focus on the linear narrative of his story. Instead, as his film documents, the reporting
revolved around his serial encounters with Israeli soldiers. In this framing, based on a type of
conflict that most Western audiences have not experienced, Burnat emerges heroic and
determined to persevere, but it does not render him “like us” in his motivations and chosen
course of action.The inimitable Palestinian scholar Edward Said, in his landmark work
Orientalism, took up the question of why Western academic literature, well into the twentieth
century, persisted in presenting Arabs and Muslims as “the Other.” Said defined Orientalism in
part as “a distribution of geopolitical awareness into aesthetic, scholarly, economic, sociological,
historical, and philological texts” and posited that “Orientalism is—and does not simply represent
—a considerable dimension of modern political-intellectual culture, and as such has less to do
with the Orient than it does with ‘our’ world.”110Perhaps, then, a subconscious notion that
underlies prevailing scholarly and media depictions of Palestinians—even when viewed with
sensitivity and their cause depicted as just—is that they are “Others.” In essence, their conflict-
ridden experiences are, for most Westerners, not “like ours,” rendering Palestinians and their
society not “like us.” The result of such exposure is to “Other” them, even unintentionally.But what
impact does “Othering” have on making policy and making peace?What if opening a new
window on Palestinian society could contribute to a recalculation of the elusive equation for
resolving the conflict?What if reflection of the presence of Palestinians as creators and
producers endeavoring within the context of their predicament were to stir reconsideration of
how to alleviate if not eliminate that predicament?What if contextualized narratives of
constructive Palestinian agency were to expand understanding of the conflict such that those
who shape public opinion and form policy might develop new ways of seeing approaches to
resolving it?What if those who already hold such a people-centered view—which not only
recognizes but also insists on the immense human potential of Palestinians as a sine qua non
for peace—could be further empowered?If Palestinians in the West Bank, east Jerusalem, and
Gaza Strip, whose collective society is ripe to be liberated from the schizophrenic mix of
Palestinian protogovernments111 and Israeli occupation, were to find new opportunities to
achieve independence, self-determination, and freedom, then the salutary effects of their gains
could radiate to their neighbors and throughout the region.Forty years after Palestine



disappeared from maps of the world in 1948, the Palestine Liberation Organization declared a
Palestinian state in 1988 during the first intifada. A generation later, in 2012 Palestine was
granted nonmember observer status at the United Nations. Yet Palestine remains enmeshed in
contradictions: It is neither sovereign nor free, but it maintains national identity, culture, and
territory and receives international recognition. It remains under Israeli military occupation—with
the West Bank divided into three virtual cantons by a system of checkpoints and settler bypass
roads, and with the borders of the Gaza Strip virtually sealed—yet its people have created
institutions and spurred grassroots initiatives that are distinctly Palestinian in mission and
character.These are exemplified by the ten universities established in the West Bank and Gaza
Strip, nine of them since the Israeli occupation began in 1967.112 They are evident in the
Palestinian Non-Governmental Organizations Network, an umbrella association of a reported
135 grassroots organizations that receive international recognition and funding for their work on
issues of women’s, children’s, and youth welfare and culture; democracy and human rights; and
health, law, and societal development.113Palestinians do not yet have a democracy or full-
fledged government required to channel it—and these will emerge only as the result of
sustained structural change. But Palestinians’ resourcefulness and constructive agency will be
indispensable in effecting this change, as Stories from Palestine attempts to show.It must be
acknowledged that the conflict also exacts its toll on Israelis, albeit to a different degree. Israel is
a sovereign state, and its citizens enjoy freedoms, opportunities, and other measures of stability
that are beyond the reach of Palestinians as long as they remain under occupation. This work
does not compare the two societies, and it does not present narratives suggesting that
Palestinians’ needs and rights are paramount to those of Israelis. But the kinds of Palestinian
perspectives, aspirations, and achievements reflected in these stories lack the ready outlets that
their Israeli counterparts often find in many mainstream media and scholarly representations, as
well as in U.S. policy considerations of the conflict.
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