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MARGINALIZING THE MARGINALIZED

Throughout 72 years of Palestinian 
shelter in Lebanon, refugees were 
marginalized and abandoned in a way 
they did not experience in any other 
country of sanctuary. Despite being 
recognized by the Lebanese state as 
refugees, and with the establishment of 
a dedicated department for them at the 
Ministry of Interior to register them in 
official records, giving them Palestinian 
Refugee ID cards and passports, the 
Lebanese government has practically 
denied them the most basic of living 
requirements, such as the right to work, 
to own property, or to avail of water, 
electricity and essential services from 
government institutions. 

This was all based on two main premises: 
the first is that it is UNRWA’s responsibility 
to secure the requirements of Palestinian 
refugees. Hence, the Lebanese state 
takes no responsibility for such issues. 
The second argument is that giving 
refugees such customary rights would 
be viewed as disguised resettlement 
that is not acceptable in any way.  

And so, between UNRWA’s refusal of 
complete and total responsibility for 
all refugee conditions and the weak 
resettlement argument that hides the 
political relations among the Lebanese, 
refugees’ rights were lost, and camps 
remained in their pitiful situation, 
reflecting all aspects of poverty, 
deprivation and marginalization. 

With the economic collapse in Lebanon, 
which is having an equally catastrophic 
impact on both the Lebanese and 
non-nationals, Palestinian refugees are 
increasingly marginalized to a level of 
discrimination between the Lebanese 
and the Palestinians in fundamental 
humanitarian issues. 

So, if Lebanese hospitals, bakeries, 
and water pumping stations are barely 
securing diesel, one can see how it is 
almost impossible for the Palestinians 
to do the same. Medicine in pharmacies 
- even for COVID patients - is near 
impossible to find in Palestinian hospitals.  
Furthermore, whereas subsidy crisis 
cards will be provided to the Lebanese, 
UNRWA - responsible for the relief of 
Palestinian refugees - provides only 
a tiny amount of money that is hardly 
enough to support a Palestinian family 
for a week.

Undoubtedly, and in the absence of any 
international, Arab, or local attention, 
the Palestinian cause and refugee issues 
face unprecedented harsh conditions. 
In part, this is due to several reasons. 
Key amongst them is the aim of having 
the Palestinian cause fade into oblivion, 
while others are preoccupied with their 
own issues and regional struggles. 
Regardless, the outcome is that refugee 
conditions, especially in Lebanon, are 
moving from bad to worse on all levels.

The Lebanese Palestinian Dialogue 
Committee and the Lebanese Working 
Group on Palestinian Refugees have 
already made valuable contributions that 
did not cost the Lebanese state money. 
Still, they have reflected the importance 

of recognizing the Palestinian’s suffering 
and grievance. 

The Working Group, which comprises 
key political parties in the current and 
previous governments and parliaments, 
has raised several recommendations 
to the Prime Minister’s Office and 
requested that these be put on the 
Prime Minister’s agenda and approved, 
with one main goal: considering the 
Palestinian presence in Lebanon a case 
of forced presence caused by the Zionist 
occupation of Palestine and that it is 
their right to work with dignity to make 
an honest living while contributing to 
the steadfastness of Lebanon and its 
people.

In this context, ‘Jousour’ is publishing 
a series of reports on the situation of 
Palestinian camps in Lebanon - starting 
this issue with Shatila Camp – in the hope 
of presenting an image of the Palestinian 
refugees suffering in Lebanon. 

We hope these reports would help shape 
a sound humane policy for those with 
whom we share our humanity in the 
first place, and the highlight the duties 
towards those we have chosen to host 
in our country, pending their return to 
their home country, no matter how long 
that takes.

Hassan Mneymneh  |  Chairman of the LPDC

Editorial
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FACING COVID AT THE CAMPS 

RECOVERY AT EIN EL HILWEH 
COURTESY OF NEW EQUIPMENT 
AND VACCINATION CAMPAIGNS

LPDC

Ein El Hilweh Camp is the largest 
Palestinian camp in Lebanon; indeed, 
some call it the Palestinian capital in 
Lebanon. According to the 2017 census 
supervised by LPDC, Ein El Hilweh hosts 
36,220 people, 5% non-Palestinians. 
Due to the population density on 
an area of no more than one square 
kilometer, it is hard for some residents 
to leave it, especially the elderly. 

It is natural for a camp of such high 
population density to require a minimum 
level of medical and social services. In 
light of COVID, the LPDC decided - after 
conducting the necessary studies - to 
establish an ICU unit within the camp to 
treat critical cases. Based on this need, 
the Human Call Hospital was chosen as 
the venue due to its influential role on 
both health and social levels. 

So, a COVID ICU section was established 
in the hospital and equipped with 6 ICU 
units. All preparation work required in 
the section has been completed, and 
all equipment delivered. In parallel, 
required training for the medical staff 
has been provided, and several obstacles 
were removed, of which the biggest 
was securing financial support to hire 
the staff. This task was undertaken and 
supported by the Welfare Association - 
Taawon. 

Today, the hospital is facing a challenge in 
securing medicine to open this section. 
Both LPDC and UNDP have requested 
Médecins Sans Frontières to provide 

what they can of the essential medicines. 
At the same time, coordination with the 
Lebanese Ministry of Health continues 
to facilitate the import of medicine not 
available locally to the hospital.

And as the pandemic continues to impact 
people in the camps and elsewhere, and 
due to the healthcare sector losing its 
ability to secure required healthcare 
in addition to lack of medicines in 
pharmacies and hospitals, the vaccine 
has become the only way forward and 
the source of safety to individuals, their 
families, and the community. 

Thanks to coordination by LPDC with the 
Ministry of Public Health and UNRWA, a 
COVID-19 vaccination campaign was 
launched on August 24th at UNRWA’s 
clinic at Ein El Hilweh Camp. 

Here, the AstraZeneca vaccine is given 
for free to those aged between 30 to 50 
years. Within the first week, 57 people 
were vaccinated, and this number 
increased in the second week to 70 
but then dropped back to 60 people 
in the third week. The total number of 
vaccinated people was only 187. 

By looking at the situation in the center, 
one could tell that the turnout for the 
vaccine is low and does not exceed 
a rate of ten people per day. Our 
representatives at the center reported 
that Dr Mahmoud Soleiman, the head 
of the COVID section at center, said this 
rate is understandable and was expected 
due the vaccine being AstraZeneca. 
UNRWA, on the other hand, continues 
to hope for the number of vaccinated 
people to increase gradually. 

Al Hamshari Hospital new floor work in progress
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The costs of operating the center and 
wages of the medical staff are covered 
by the LPDC, which also provides a 
direct registration service in the center.  
UNRWA, supported by the LPDC, is set to 
launch a mobile campaign with the Astra 
Zeneca vaccine for its staff, covering first 
staff working in the educational sector 
at the camps within Tyre, Saida, Beirut 
and its suburbs, the North, and Beqaa. 

The campaign will include all those 
wishing to receive the vaccination 
and who are above the age of 50. The 
campaign started on August 17th and 
will end on December 28th for both the 
first and second doses.

At the national level, the number of 
vaccinated Palestinians has risen to 
46,600 (26,900 with the first dose; 
19,700 with both doses) in August, 
compared to 39,500 people in July. 
The registration campaign continues 
on the vaccine platform, with a team of 
fifteen representatives and coordinators 
covering all Palestinian camps and 
gatherings in collaboration with INITIATE. 

The team of representatives and 
coordinators have made over 57,500 calls 
leading to around 21,000 registrations 
on the registration portal. The field 
coordination campaign is being intensified 
with all partners - especially UNICEF - and 
other associations working on awareness 
campaigns in light of the poor turnout for 
the Astra Zeneca vaccine. 

The LPDC had completed in the 
previous phase of the response project 
the preparations in Al Hamshari Hospital 
in Saida, providing and equipping two 
ambulances. Further, an isolation center 
was established in Safad New Hospital 
in Beddawi, including covering the cost 
of improving and operating UNRWA’s 
Siblin Center. In addition, 17,600 PCR 
tests were administered, and a PCR 
test machine was provided to the lab at 
Safad Hospital. 

The response project is monitoring the 
process of habilitating and equipping 
three hospitals with ICU sections, 
patient rooms, and recovery and support 
facilities in Safad New Hospital in 
Beddawi, Al Hamshari Hospital in Saida, 
Al Bass Hospital in Tyre, as follows:

• Phase 2 in Safad Hospital - 7 ICU 
beds and 15 standard care beds - 
already started 

LPDC

IN NUMBERS: COVID-19 AMONG PALESTINIAN REFUGEES IN LEBANON

(From February 2021 to 29 September 2021)

RECOVERED 
CASES

TOTAL 
HOSPITALIZED

CUMULATIVE 
CASES

TOTAL 
DEATHS

14,016 1,73414,781 429

• Phase 2 in Al Hamshari Hospital - 
equipping a floor with 9 ICU rooms 
for adults and 5 ICU rooms for 
children - in the award phase

As for Al Bass Hospital in Tyre - a historic 
hospital that the international red cross 
had established in the 50s - it is being 
designed to accommodate 6 ICU beds, 
20 standard care beds, an emergency 
section, a radiology section, and a lab 
with its equipment. Plans for all of these 
are being finalized and will be put out to 
tenders and awards. Further, four additional 
ambulances are being procured.

The LPDC is monitoring the continuation 
of the epidemiological surveillance 
process in coordination with UNRWA 
and the Disaster Management Authority 
and the continued PCR free test 
campaigns in collaboration with the 
Palestinian Red Crescent.

Human Call Hospital, Ain El Helweh Camp

Before After
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WHAT DO THE YOUTH OF SHATILA 
WANT TO SAY TO THE WORLD?

Youth

HOW CAN A PALESTINIAN 
REFUGEE IN SHATILA CAMP 
MAKE THE WORLD STOP AND 
LISTEN? 

Such was the aim of Mira Saidawi, a 
Palestinian refugee and film director, in 
her documentary ‘The Wall’. Shot over 
two years, it follows the lives of four 
refugees from Shatila Camp. Through 
the documentary, Mira – who hails from 
the camp in neighboring Burj El Barajneh 
- tries to remove the stereotypical 
image of people in the refugee camps in 
Lebanon that goes something like: “they 
are poor, they have no future, and they 
fight all the time”. 

“The moment I set foot in Shatila Camp, 
I started thinking about everything I see 
around me”, she says. 

“I saw faces full of pain coupled with 
patience – an expression that resembles 
the face of a crucified Messiah. I saw 
people who are tired of the heat, the 
enclave, and the long wait. 

“We put our cameras in place, and I told 
the cameraman that we need to capture 
the beauty within this ugliness. Then we 
started shooting ‘The Wall’. 

“The premise revolves around four 
young men trying - as hard as they can - 
to break the wall that lays heavy on their 
souls and prevents them from moving 
freely.”, Mira adds.

“The truth is that we found out during a 
week of filming, through talking to them 
on camera and by capturing their details, 
that it was not just a matter of only one 
wall. There was one wall, followed by 
another, and another.

wall of labelling and prevention from 
accessing fundamental human rights 
due to laws that prevent Palestinians 
from working, from buying a house, 
from travelling. 

“At the foot of all these walls stood 
Rayan, Omar, Sameeh, and Malak, talking 
about what they feel, which reflects a 
dark image of the world around them”,  
Mira says.

She continues, “I thought deeply before 
deciding to shoot this film. There were 
many obstacles.

“I am a Palestinian refugee, and in this 
film, I had to take an equal stand towards 
what I am, the life I live, and what those 
young men are living. 

“I tried hard to capture reality, and even 
to see the funny side, where possible. 
It was essential to find hope that would 
urge those young men to break their 
walls. 

“We found that the only way was to 
create a film that captures their lives 
and to send it to Pink Floyd singer Roger 
Waters, a man known for his direct 
advocacy of the Palestinian cause.  

“This started as a tale of adventure 
focusing on these four young men 
while trying to convince a British rock 
star to hold a concert in their poor 
neighborhood, but it became a film 
about how you can be yourself and fight 
the conditions at the camp. 

“How can you challenge yourself, and 
make the world hear you? Life in such 
conditions is not easy, and it takes a lot 
to stay positive”, Mira concludes.

The Wall was screened in several international 
film festivals, including Toronto Festival, Brazil 
Festival, Women’s Festival, Boston Festival, 
Palestinian Film Festival, and the film is still 
touring. 

The film’s producer, Amy Williams, says: “This 
film rocks even without Roger Waters. Roger’s 
participation is not necessary, as the idea is that 
their stories, dreams, visions, and art should 
be as important as those of celebrities. Will 
it require a celebrity’s visit to the camp so the 
world would recognize the situations there?”

“There are walls built on a variety of 
levels inside the Palestinian refugee, 
who, alone, has had to carry all the 
defeats of the Arabs. 

“A wall of racism they sense from the 
Lebanese; a wall of oppression and 
denying them integration within the 
community; a wall of living within 
one-square-kilometer and without 
hope of moving to another place; a 
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in too many classes. According to one 
of the supervisors, they left things up to 
teachers’ ‘ethics’. 

Notably, KG classes in some schools are 
the only shining example among all other 
grades, as they are being monitored and 
supported by donors, spearheaded by 
the French Embassy in Beirut. 

Teachers across different stages (except 
KG) were not trained on any electronic 
tools available for remote education, 
which are many and easy to use. 

Investigation

UNRWA AND REMOTE EDUCATION: 
TWO YEARS OF NO INTERACTION 

Educators understand the current 
administration at UNRWA in Lebanon is 
not capable of managing and developing 
the remote education process; not 
because teachers and staff are inefficient, 
nor that the process requires millions 
of dollars, but because it’s been over a 
year and a half since on-site education 
was suspended in March 2020. In the 
meantime, officials at UNRWA took no 
steps towards developing a plan and a 
strategy upon which the new school 
year could start, considering the COVID 
pandemic developments. 

Blended education - a combination 
of remote and in-class learning - is 
the Lebanese Ministry of Education’s 
format for the new school year. It is 
also the plan adopted by UNRWA, 
months after failing to upskill teachers 
and principals to manage and run the 
remote education process, over the 
period since on-site education was 
suspended in March last year. 

This has been made especially evident 
through the embarrassing incidents 
we’ve seen where teachers were unable 
to use tools such as Teams, Zoom, 
or other technology, and through 
providing minimal teaching through 
lessons in the form of voice notes on 
WhatsApp or a few videos that were 
distributed to students.  

A year ago, UNRWA’s officials in Lebanon 
estimated that 71% of students had 
interacted with the remote learning 
plan adopted by the agency, as had 
been previously stated by Salim Deeb, 
the Head of the Education Program at 
UNRWA. 

However, a study by the Palestinian 
Center of Documentation and 
Information indicates that the education 
process was not interactive due to having 
over fifty students within the same 
classroom to reduce costs and save 
money, following UNRWA’s termination 
of a large number of teacher’s contracts 
due to the financial crisis it is facing. 

Furthermore, electronic devices were 
only distributed to a few schools, and 
supervisors were overwhelmed by 
having to oversee the teaching process 

Hussein Mehdi   |  Lebanese journalist
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CAN WE GO BACK TO ON-SITE 
OR BLENDED EDUCATION NEXT 
YEAR?

According to many, going back to schools 
represents a real threat to the health of 
students, teachers, and their families as 
the pandemic continues. According to 
Hussein Jawad, an educator, a health 
protocol must go hand in hand with an 
education protocol, inside and outside 
schools. No matter how perfect the 
health measures adopted in schools 
are, they could be rendered ineffective 
if students are transported from their 
homes to schools in overcrowded 
school buses. 

According to Mohamed Samaha, 
representative of Al Mustafa Schools 
in the Educational Institutions Union, a 
similar concern was shared by private 
schools, so they decided to abide 
by the instructions of the Minister of 
Education whereby they do not take any 
responsibility for an outbreak among 
students and teachers and their families. 
As per Samaha, the educational process 
requires “a minimal level of attendance, 
especially at KG and G1 stages”.

This plan was supposed to be 
commissioned by September 28th. 
However, an increasing number of 
COVID cases, exceeding 1,000 patients 
a day, led to a state of confusion within 
the Ministry, leading it to postpone 
the beginning of the school year until 
November 12th.  

During that period, schools hadn’t 
obtained sanitizers and thermometers 
they were targeted to receive. A state 
of confusion led the Ministry to take 
row back the possibility of sending all 
students to schools and have on-site 
classes for only students in transition 
grades.

UNRWA schools, in particular, suffered 
more than most due to the high density 
of students in each class, making it 
impossible to adopt this plan.

Investigation

As for the students, no one cared about 
their ability to access electronic learning 
channels, to access the internet, or 
whether they always had a laptop and 
a smartphone available. An additional 
and unmeasured burden exists through 
the electricity and fuel crisis Lebanon is 
now facing. 

A secondary stage teacher confirmed 
that “all attempts by principals to train 
and upskill teachers were initiatives by 
only a handful of committed individuals” 
and that this is one of the issues with 
UNRWA’s performance. 

“It would have taken no more than two 
months to train and upskill teachers. 
This, of course, is not just about how to 
operate the platform used in the teaching 
process, but should also cover training 
on how to make electronic presentations 
of written lessons, much like a teacher 
would write on a board in the class so 
that they can share it with students”.

NON-INTERACTIVE 
EDUCATIONAL PLATFORM

The response of educational staff to the 
COVID pandemic was very swift after 
the lockdown, especially in creating 
WhatsApp groups and adopting plans 
in schools to finish the school year, 
according to Hassan Al Sayed, a member 
of the UNRWA’s Teacher’s Union. 

However, instead of upskilling teachers 
to use interactive educational platforms, 
UNRWA chose to launch, this April, a 
digital educational platform for nearly 
540,000 Palestinian students who are 
children of refugees in Jordan, Syria, 
Lebanon, Gaza, and the West Bank, 
where educational videos and instant 
tests can be uploaded for students.   

In effect, this means less interaction 
between teachers and students, which 
is a significant challenge facing students 
who need to interact with a teacher for 
discussions, questions, and the ability to 
understand the curriculum. 

Blended learning thus seems the 
only realistic solution available to the 
Ministry of Education and UNRWA, as 
it ensures students receive at least half 
the curriculum on-site, especially under 
such obstacles facing students at home 
due to poor or no internet connection, 
lack of electronic devices or laptops, 
and repeated power outages. Hence, 
what students get from remote learning 
becomes complementary to what they 
get on-site. 

The coming school year is expected to 
start by adopting a postponed plan that 
the Ministry of Education had approved, 
whereby stages are divided into two 
groups in the first term, each comprising 
50% of the total students in the grade, 
with a maximum of 18 students per 
group, thus ensuring the required social 
distancing. 

Group 1 will attend all days of the week, 
followed by Group 2 the following week. 
Group 1 will conduct remote learning 
while Group 2 is on-site and vice versa. 
Official working hours of teachers will 
remain the same. 

However, according to Samaha, blended 
learning requires the adoption of two 
plans in parallel: 

1. A plan developed by the Ministry 
to enhance the remote learning 
process. It cannot always rely on 
50% in-class attendance and think 
of online as a luxury, considering 
the uncertainty that classes will be 
open for students or that students 
in transition grades and G11 will 
attend their classes.

2. A national plan the government 
should develop as part of an 
emergency health plan. This should 
include public safety measures in 
transport, thus ensuring students 
get to schools in proper health 
conditions that observe social 
distancing. This is if vaccination 
campaigns fail to reach a level that 
genuinely provides herd immunity 
that protects students, teachers, 
and their families. 
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cases of theft, and an increased rate of 
violence”. 

Issues within the camps are many, 
and there are several reasons for their 
existence. 

Some are due to the fuel crisis and 
attempts to secure fuel and an entry to 
the black-market game that has become 
a source of livelihood for hundreds 
or thousands of people in Lebanon, 
including many refugees in the camps. 
The view of Beddawi camp summarized 
here applies to the rest of Lebanon’s 
camps, even if in other forms. 

A young man burned down his house 
in Mar Elias camp in protest of his poor 
economic conditions - he could not find 
milk for his baby girl. Although damage 
was not severe and the fire was put out 
quickly by the Lebanese and Palestinian 
Civil Defense, such an incident should 
serve as a warning for what could 
happen in all camps. 

Voices, however loud, are not being 
heard - except by Palestinian factions 
who did not propose an emergency 
plan so far. Instead, they asked UNRWA 
to develop a plan to secure the needs of 
Palestinian refugees in Lebanon. 

For their part, UNRWA only came up 
with a subsidy program of US$40 
for those below 18 years of age and 
announced this in a statement issued 
on July 17th. Despite the community’s 
reservations, backed up by factions’ 

Investigation

LIFE IN THE CAMPS:
ON A HOT PLATE - SOCIALLY AND 
ECONOMICALLY

It was not easy to write this article during 
the day due to the extreme heat and the 
lack of electricity. It was also not easy 
writing it at night, as electricity is still 
out, and darkness engulfs my home in 
Beirut.

We aim to highlight the living conditions 
in the Palestinian refugee camps in 
Lebanon. Still, it’s unfair to separate the 
Palestinians, the Lebanese, and other 
nationalities, as the country’s current 
state is exerting a dire impact on all who 
live in Lebanon, with no exceptions.  

Currently, there is no electricity in the 
camps. This, too, is the case in Beirut, 
Saida, Tripoli, and Tyre. Electricity 
subscription fees have rocketed to such 
an unaffordable level that many families 
choose darkness over light. While 
those who can afford to pay - whether 
Palestinian or Syrian refugees or indeed 
Lebanese citizens who live in the camps 
– are compelled to hand over as much 
as LBP 1 million to get just 5 amperes, 
with a maximum operating time of just 
ten hours, if they’re lucky.  

Additionally, a national water crisis 
has recently been added to the list of 
multiple challenges to be faced. 

An UNRWA circular dated August 27th 
2021, stated that “there is a decisive crisis 
in securing diesel to operate water wells 
in the camps”. It called for “austerity in 
consumption, and operating pumps 
with whatever government electricity is 
available”. 

This water crisis was also highlighted 
by UNICEF in a report titled ‘Drying 
Up: Lebanon’s water supply system on 
the verge of collapse’. It indicated that 
its total failure would prevent drinking 
water from reaching over four million 
people in the country. 

EVERYTHING IS FALLING APART

It may be an exaggeration to talk of a 
security crisis within the camps. Still, 
recently some camps woke up to a 
previously unheard-of series of thefts 
that hit cars in alleyways and on main 
roads, as well as motorcycles from the 
camps. 

Although the Lebanese security forces 
managed to arrest the multi-national 
groups of perpetrators, the burglaries 
continued due to the ongoing 
impossibility of the marginalized - 
including refugees - to obtain a decent 
income, enough to feed their families. 

Abu Emad Shatila, Secretary of the 
Public Committees in Beirut, explains 
to ‘Jousour’ how “poverty could lead 
to immeasurable problems” and that 
camps now “are on a hot plate in terms 
of social and economic issues, as well 
as regarding living conditions.

Abdulkareem Mustafa, a video reporter 
from Beddawi camp, believes “the 
economic situation in Beddawi is terrible” 
and “the harsh economic conditions in 
our camp have led to a doubling in the 

Ayham Al Sahli  |  Palestinian journalist with ‘Tafaol’
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On a positive note, some members were 
able to secure diesel after UNRWA said it 
could not operate the water wells in the 
camps due to the lack of fuel. 

Abu Emad Shatila, Secretary of the 
Public Committees in Beirut, believes 
that the current crisis is too oppressive 
and that families at the camps cannot 
support themselves for months. “Around 
80% of the families need direct food 
aid, especially because Palestinians do 
not have civil rights, and hence their 
suffering is multiplied since they did not 
have any savings that would help secure 
their living.” 

Abu Samer Al Ashqar, a member of 
the Public Committee of Burj Barajneh 
Camp and the camps’ labor committees, 
is not more optimistic than Abu Emad. 
He told ‘Jousour’ that “unemployment is 
noticeably higher in the camps as many 
companies and establishments closed 
their doors, and salaries are not sufficient 
anymore. But a category of Palestinians 

Investigation

dissatisfaction, UNRWA issued the 
implementation and distribution 
mechanism on September 1st.

Um Rabee, in her mid-70s, is a resident 
of Mar Elias. She believes conditions in 
the camp are not better than elsewhere. 
The woman, who lives off her martyred 
husband’s US$ salary, says: “I get paid 
this small amount in dollars and can 
barely afford my living expenses due to 
prices getting higher very quickly. God 
help those who get paid in Lebanese 
Lira. I fear houses are hiding many 
secrets, such as children who might not 
have had any meals”. 

While Um Rabee was pointing to her 
neighbors’ houses, a woman was yelling 
at her son for asking her for just 1,000 
Liras (around 5 cents at current black-
market rates) to buy things to eat from 
the shop. “She didn’t use to yell at her 
kids like this, but now her husband’s 
salary no longer covers their rent and 
the electricity subscription”, Um Rabee 
said.

Children in the camp confirmed that 
nothing could be bought for a thousand 
Liras. They are the biggest victims of this 
crisis - their educational fate is unknown, 
and the candies that made them a little 
happy are now too expensive for parents 
to afford.

OFFICIALS ARE WAITING AND 
TRYING

Officials at the camp hold UNRWA 
responsible for the default. In private 
conversations, some Palestinian leaders 
say that Palestinian factions cannot 
undertake an active and influential role 
under such grinding conditions the 
Palestinian people are going through. 

Such opinion is not shared in public nor 
the factions’ meetings. Furthermore, 
after they formed a crisis management 
committee, they could not hold 
meetings to develop viable solutions. 

can adapt to today’s conditions better 
due to their salaries being in US$, such 
as pensioners from some factions and 
UNRWA staff”.

Abu Samer warns that “this crisis is 
pushing the educated Palestinian 
youth, including doctors, engineers and 
lawyers, to leave Lebanon”. 

As far as the solutions, he believes that 
“since the Lebanese state is working 
on securing a subsidy card for the 
Lebanese, we should pressure UNRWA 
to provide the same, or bring back the 
Registration Card to reduce burdens on 
Palestinian refugees”. 

It seems there is consensus that UNRWA 
is not doing enough and needs to do 
something that can be effective for the 
lives of refugees. But there’s no one 
to pressure UNRWA, an organization 
established for the relief and works 
of Palestinian refugees, and so things 
continue to remain the same.
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THE GEOGRAPHIC AND DEMOGRAPHIC
STRUGGLE IN AND AROUND JERUSALEM:

A STRUGGLE FOR LAND AND 
SOVEREIGNTY

The struggle for the city of Jerusalem 
can be described as one for the land and 
sovereignty over it. At the same time, it 
is a struggle for the symbols, the looks, 
and the flag raised on its buildings and 
walls. It is a struggle for the narrative, a 
disparate attempt to force a reality on 
the ground by one side, on many levels. 
We can say that the overall situation is 
at an advanced stage of endings. The 
Israeli settlement policy continues by 
building settlements, confiscating land, 
the Judaization of Jerusalem, isolating 
it from the West Bank by building the 
apartheid wall, and besieging Palestinian 
villages and cities, separating the 
Jordan Valley. 

It continues by preventing worshipers 
from praying in its halls – often using 
age as a permissive denominator, 
demolishing Palestinians’ homes in 
cities and villages under various bogus 
claims, and evicting Bedouins from the 
areas they live in, driving them away 
from their source of living.

Political and economic reports issued 
every year reveal Israel’s adherence to 
settlement and the shape of resolution 
and peace they seek; that of a victorious 
party and a defeated one, a master and 
a slave, the strong and the weak, and 
oppressor and the oppressed. And, in 
light of such contradicting pairs, they 
claim to be extending their hands in 
peace while undermining its foundations 
in parallel. Today, Israel presents itself to 

Khalil Al Takfaji  |  Head of the Maps and GIS 
Department/Bait Al Sharq, and an expert on 
maps of Jerusalem

Map Nbr 1
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On the 50th anniversary of Jerusalem’s 
occupation, Netanyahu described 
Jerusalem as “the heart of the nation. 
It will never be divided”2 On another 
hand, the head of the Labor Party, Isaac 
Herzog, said: “If the Jews have a heart, 
it is Jerusalem, the eternal capital of the 
Jewish people and Israel.” The building 
of settlements continues in Jerusalem, 
whether by approving plans to expand 
existing colonies or build new ones; 
whether within the city of Jerusalem 
or outside it to construct the Greater 
Jerusalem, which is taking political, 
security, geographic, and demographic 
dimensions to achieve the objectives 
of the Israeli strategy that Jerusalem 
is a capital of the state, without a 
Palestinian partner. Such a policy has 
not cha nged and is being followed by 
Bennet, Netanyahu’s successor, and his 
government. 

The changes to Jerusalem since 2000 
are broader and more deep-rooted 
than imaginable. It is no longer the 
city it was in the 90s when Israelis and 
Palestinians began to negotiate their 
fate for the first time. 

This complicated the division of 
Jerusalem as per the format proposed 
by President Bill Clinton. The Israeli 
government forced facts on the ground 
during the past years and decades until it 
became commonly said in some circles 
that the division is not viable anymore, 
given the fast building of settlements 
and the shape that this political tone 
has taken. 

At the same time, settlement outposts 
have expanded within Palestinian 
neighborhoods, preventing bringing up 
the idea of division again (for example, 
Ras al-Amud, Jabal Al-Mukaber, Shaykh 
El Jarah) to carry out Sharon’s project 
of 1990 to establish 26 gates around 
Jerusalem. 

the world as “a victim that disparately 
needs extraordinary protective measures, 
despite being a strong, heavily armed 
occupying country.” 

SETTLEMENT IN JERUSALEM

Settlement in Jerusalem continues 
despite international condemnation 
of Israel. An analysis by Reuters states 
that Israel is facing a crisis because 
of settlements amidst increasing 
diplomatic criticism. Israel has been 
continuously receiving strong criticism 
from the UN and the EU, especially 
after announcing it will build thousands 
of housing units on land where the 
Palestinians are considering establishing 
their state1.

When asked about the idea of ceasing 
to build settlements, former Israeli 
Prime Minister Netanyahu said that 
his “government will not evacuate 
settlements in Jerusalem and the West 
Bank during his term and that the time 
of such concessions has passed and will 
never return.” Furthermore, he rejected 
the idea to refreeze building settlements, 
saying that “his government’s recent 
political experience has proved that 
such a move is no longer valid, as the 
settlement issue is a result of, not 
a reason for, the conflict with the 
Palestinians2. 

In another statement, he declared his 
rejection of establishing a Palestinian 
state and spoke of a form of rule for 
the Palestinians. He stressed that 
settlements would continue to be built 
in East Jerusalem and the West Bank, 
confirming that as long as he is Prime 
Minister, he does not want to control 
the Palestinians, nor make them Israeli 
citizens, nor does he want them as 
nationals. Hence, there will be a sort of 
rule within a disarmed context2. 

Further, the settlement expansion and 
settlement outposts are increasing the 
political cost of the division, hence 
making it unlikely. Also, the changes 
within the Hebrew state, and the 
rise of the radical Israeli far-right, 
have increased religious and historic 
demands towards the city, in parallel 
to the beginning of the time and place 
division of sacred locations. By the time 
negotiations resume, Israel will have 
created a reality that is hard to change, 
and both parties will have to be open 
to ‘creative solutions that align with this 
new climate.

THE THEORY OF BREAKING 
DOWN THE NEIGHBORHOODS

Israeli authorities are focusing on the 
security issue to control the space. 
The first and second uprisings, and the 
idea of the gates, were deeply studied 
by security agencies, as the Palestinian 
geographical connection to the Arab 
neighbors leads to creating a solid block 
for Israeli objectives to control and space 
and residents. Hence, the program 
to dissect Palestinian neighborhoods 
were among their critical goals so they 
can easily control them as part of the 
‘flanking’ law, meaning to surround 
neighbors with colonies, ‘penetrate’ 
them by establishing settlement outposts 
within the Arab neighborhoods, and 
(scattering) by turning the buildings and 
the geography into dispersed structures 
within Jewish communities. 

1  Al Quds Newspaper 7/2/2013.
2  Netanyahu’s speech dated 27/5/2014.

THE CHANGES TO JERUSALEM SINCE 
2000 ARE BROADER AND MORE 

DEEP-ROOTED THAN IMAGINABLE. 
IT IS NO LONGER THE CITY IT WAS 

IN THE 90S.

Opinion



14

They have succeeded in this to a great 
extent in Beit Sfafa village, southwest 
of the old town. This theory is being 
implemented in Shaykh Jarah using the 
Jewish Property Law from before 1948. 
The project aims to connect the 
previously isolated Jabal Al Masharif area 
(Scopus) - Israeli lands that fall within 
the borders of Jordan between 1948-
1967 as part of the truce agreement - to 
western Jerusalem by linking settlement 
outposts established in Karm Al-Mufti to 
be owned for the public interest, and 
Shaykh Jarah to Kubaneyet Um Haroun 
area that is adjacent to the green line, 
hence turning Shaykh Jarah into small 
sites that can be easily controlled. 

Within this context, Batn Al Hawa in 
Silwan came to be by the religious 
connection (a Jewish Cemetery) in 
Jabal Al Zaytoun, linked to the Jewish 
myth and the awaited Messiah, thus 
establishing the largest settlement 
outpost in Ras al Amud. They would 
then enter through the outposts they 
established in different ways to reach 
the historic Holy Basin in Dawood’s 
city and the graves of prophets, thus 
surrounding the walls of the old town 
from the south. 

Then this area is connected to the 
Wailing Wall, in this way striking more 
than one bird with one stone: the first is 
connecting the historical areas (David’s 
City) to religious sites (Wailing Wall); the 
second is dissecting the shredded Arab 
neighborhoods into small scattered 
suburbs that are controlled by security, 
and the third - and most important - is 
to have total control over the historic 
basin and enforce a reality before any 
future peace talks. 

Thus, Israeli policy towards the city is the 
same, whether a leftist (Labor Party) or a 
right-wing government. They consider 
Jerusalem to be an eternal capital of the 
Hebrew state and the head and heart of 
the Jewish people. 

Map Nbr 2

The Palestinian state, whose capital is 
East Jerusalem, does not exist in the 
partisan vision. 

The 2015 agreement in Jordan between 
King Abdullah of Jordan, John Kerry 
(then US Secretary of State), and 
Benjamin Netanyahu (then Israeli Prime 
Minister) concluded that the capital of 
Palestine is Beit Hneina Village to the 
north of the city. 

In light of the above, the Israeli 
government is forcing a reality within 
the city and is racing against time to lay 
down its vision of the city by controlling 
what is underground (i.e., tunnels), what 
is above ground (i.e., settlements), and 
in the air by building cable lines, to 
reach the declared and non-declared 
objective: that Eastern and Western 
Jerusalem is a capital of one state, 
without any Palestinian partners.  

Opinion
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LEBANON VIEWED AS ONE SIZEABLE 
PALESTINIAN CAMP
Wissam Saada  |  Lebanese writer and researcher 

Economic collapse and political 
standstill impact all aspects of 
Lebanon’s life, making it more difficult 
for everyone. However, such difficulty 
varies depending on where you stand; 
it varies across society among different 
levels, layers, and professions.

While this ‘era of collapse’ results in a 
new exit wave of Lebanese joining the 
diaspora, it is taking a heavier toll than 
ever on Lebanon’s Palestinian and Syrian 
refugee communities.

Palestinian refugees are among those 
who suffer most from the ramifications 
of this social and political weakness, 
thus posing several demands and 
questions about multiple challenges—
the challenge of life as refugees in a 
country suffering such a debilitating 
economic crisis. 

This is a country where people have 
restricted access to the money in their 
bank accounts, limited job opportunities, 
wages that fell 90% in value within two 
years, unprecedented unemployment 
rates, and where 75% of the population 
lives below the poverty line. 

Today, the country feels like a large 
refugee camp, where actual refugee 
camps and chronic poverty belts 
surrounding cities combine in one 
borderless social disaster. 

This is the case while Palestinians 
are forbidden from practising many 
professions and do not receive their civil 
rights, under claims that it would weaken 
their cause as refugees and would 
pave the way for accepting Lebanese 
nationalization in the long run.

Months before the 17th October 
Revolution, the young people of 
the camps marched to protest their 
conditions and declare their rejection 
of the Ministry of Labor’s procedures 
related to non-Lebanese workers. 

Similarly, UNRWA’s financial crisis 
- caused by donor countries 
failing to meet their commitments 
- preceded the financial and 
banking system crisis in Lebanon, 
which began as an issue 
with the US dollar being 
unavailable, and grew 
to be a significant, if 
initially overlooked, 
bankruptcy crisis for 
the country, the 
central bank and 
commercial 
banks.

The fact is, we cannot isolate the 
movement in the camps months before 
the Lebanese revolution from the social 
context of decay and collapse in the 
country as a whole. The impoverishment 
process became more severe years 
before the central implosion of 
social contradictions manifest in the 
demonstrations on the 17th of October 
and the following days in Beirut when 
citizens rose in protest for weeks across 
Lebanon.
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However, the social depth of the 2019 
uprising was quickly weakened by the 
claim of ‘political issues first’ while 
reducing political reform that lacked 
a social dimension to merely several 
partial technocratic thoughts.  

On the other hand, some of those in 
the controlling group claimed that 
the uprising had quickly lost its status 
as an uprising of the poor, as part of a 
process to deconstruct and break the 
overall public movement, letting down 
an entire generation of young people 
who soon turned from being eager to 

change things, into being painfully 
broken. 

Today, two years after the 
movement by young people 
from the camps across Lebanon, 
followed by the October uprising 

of the Lebanese people, the 
social cause presents itself 
under dire conditions, where 
the currency is collapsing, 
prices are skyrocketing, 
a crisis looms as 
commodities subsidy 
is being removed, and 
scenes of humiliating 
queues of people 

waiting for fuel are 
seen everywhere. 

This vision, however, misses the 
actual social cause itself; in a sense, it is 
related to the collapse of the economic 
model that ruled over Lebanon’s 
modern history, more so after the war, 
with increased social injustice for lower 
levels of the society, especially paid 
labor of every nationality in Lebanon. 

This social cause is not separate from 
the political one, particularly in terms 
of sovereignty, represented by regional 
influence on the Lebanese state, lack of 

the rule of law across the republic, and 
the state’s lack of control over decisions 
of war and peace, and lack of its own 
foreign policy. 

As much as the social cause is absent 
in light of the economic collapse, social 
peace is being eaten away further by 
elements of weakness in a way that 
indicates things will deteriorate further. 

This brings to attention the conditions 
of the Palestinians in Lebanon - inside 
and outside the camps - who are 
affected by the poverty wave more than 
others and are further experiencing 
discriminatory measures in addition to 
the consequences of UNRWA’s crisis 
and the impact of COVID-19, which 
all make the living conditions in the 
overcrowded camps intolerable. 

There are also issues among the 
Palestinian factions themselves. 
However, the movement by Palestinian 
young people against the Lebanese 
Ministry of Labor showed that they have, 
to a great extent, broken free from the 
‘era’ of those factions.

The current situation is unbearable 
for the Lebanese and the Palestinians 
in Lebanon. Today, the Lebanese 
people are generally living under 
miserable ‘camp-like’ conditions, 
while the Palestinians are suffering the 
consequences of the collapse of the 
failed thieving economic model and the 
political ‘reconciliatory’ blockage that is 
irrational and controlled by lobbyists 
seeking support from the outside.

There are attempts to reduce the 
social collapse by tightening control 
on security in poorer areas to prevent 
outbreaks of civil conflict like recent 
examples in Tripoli. More than ever, 
it becomes even worse today to turn 
a blind eye to the increasingly tragic 
reality of poverty and unemployment in 
the camps and try to sum it all up as a 
security issue.

The fate of all classes in the country is 
connected, although no movements are 
rising to address the common interests.

For all that, today more than ever, 
there is common social and economic 
suffering among most Palestinians in 
the camps and the Lebanese people. 
There is no joint movement to fend 
off this dark fate at the society level, 
neither among the Palestinians nor 
the Palestinians Lebanese. There’s a 
significant difference between having 
a role in the problem and not having a 
plan to turn such a role into a popular 
social pushback. This will not happen 
simply by wishing for it. 

The problem is getting worse because 
no preparations were made for such 
eventualities in past decades, and it’s 
difficult to just come up with solutions 
during a time of collapse. 

However, no magic alternative 
could compensate for the lack of 
a comprehensive public resistance 
movement. There’s no attempt to bring 
to account those with the responsibility 
to take the fall for the financial collapse 
caused by an economic model, a 
banking model, a model for the 
controlling class, a model for a state 
controlled by militias. There’s no viable 
movement calling for justice for all 
Lebanese and residents in Lebanon.

In the absence of such public movement, 
one that defends the livelihoods of 
Lebanese workers, farmers, teachers, 
and clerks, and similarly protects the 
livelihoods and rights of Palestinians in 
Lebanon to work and enjoy civil rights, 
the country is turning more and more 
into another Ein El-Hilweh camp.

The new version is spread across an area 
of more than 10,000 square kilometers, 
where both the Lebanese and the 
Palestinians compete to leave their 
dire conditions behind in the hope of 
surviving, yet both share one thing - a 
false hope.
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THE CHANGING RELATIONSHIP 
BETWEEN ISRAELIS AND THE 
PALESTINIANS IN ISRAEL
Johny Mansour  |  Palestinian historian and academic from Haifa

It seems that the ramifications of the 
Sheikh Jarrah crisis spilled over the 
borders of this Jerusalem neighborhood 
that been suffering under occupation 
since 1967 and reached many 
Palestinian cities and villages inside the 
Palestine of 1948 - the cities that are 
defined as ‘mixed cities’, inhabited by 
Jews and Arabs - but now where Jews 
are the majority. However, it was mostly 
Arabs until the year of the Nakba. 

The ramifications of this crisis included 
the attacks and break-ins by far-right 
radical Jewish groups demanding to 
kick out Arabs and calling “Death to 
Arabs”, as the Nazis once called - “Death 
to the Jews”. 

Buses of extremist settlers and 
inhabitants of Jewish towns in Israel 
marched and attacked many Arab 
neighborhoods under the protection 
of the Israeli police and military. This 
revealed the complicity of Israeli 
security forces under a non-declared 
government decision with extremists 
- these agencies do not make a move 
without a political-level decision. 

This cover-up showed a fault within 
the relationship between the ‘state’ as 
a ruling body that facilitates the lives of 
all its citizens and the Arab Palestinians 
in Israel, who make up almost 23% of 
Israel’s total population.

This fault is not new, and it is unrelated 
to the consequences of the Sheikh 
Jarrah crisis. Instead, it goes back to the 

core of the Zionist then Israeli mindset, 
which rejects the presence of those 
who remained from the Palestinian 
people on Palestinian land after the 
Nakba in 1948. 

1948 Palestinians are citizens of Israel 
but with incomplete citizenship. In 
other words, the state gave them ID 
cards and enforced its laws on them. 
Indeed, it issued unjust laws to limit 
their rights and freedoms. 

The impacts of the Nation-State Law 
above on the individual and collective 
behavior of Israelis could be seen in the 
assaults and break-ins by extremists of 
the Palestinian neighborhoods in mixed 
cities, attempting to harm residents and 
their private properties, in addition to 
public properties. This highlights the 
state’s policies toward those it deems 
its citizens of Arab Palestinians. It does 
not protect them and their properties, 
in the absence of projects that ensure 
equality in rights and reformed justice, 
in addition to other privileges the state 
is giving its Jew citizens. 

The events of May 2021, which some 
call the consequences of Sheikh Jarrah, 
have revealed not only an external fault 
in the relationship between the state 
and the Palestinians in it but also an 
intentional social structural crack with 
roots dating back to the foundations of 
the Zionist movement, and the ideas of 
its critical thinkers known as ‘Fathers of 
Zionism”. 

They are the ones who laid the 
foundation for translating the Balfour 
Declaration of 1917 into a tangible reality 
in the form of a political entity which is 
the State of Israel, in collaboration and 
complacency with Britain. This country 
was represented through the Mandate 
of Palestine.  They are also the same 
people who drafted Israel’s Declaration 
of Independence, providing room for 
freedom of worship, accommodation, 
and living without discrimination. 

THE EVENTS OF MAY 2021, 
WHICH SOME CALL THE 

CONSEQUENCES OF SHEIKH 
JARRAH, HAVE REVEALED AN 

INTENTIONAL SOCIAL STRUCTURAL 
CRACK WITH ROOTS DATING BACK 

TO THE FOUNDATIONS OF THE 
ZIONIST MOVEMENT

However, their citizenship is not the 
same level as that of Jews, who Israel 
claims to have full right to the lands of 
their ancestors, while other people do 
not. This is the essence of the “Nation-
State of the Jewish People” law passed 
by the Knesset in 2018. 

In practice, this law deems non-Jews 
to be incomplete citizens, with fewer 
rights historically and otherwise. Hence, 
in some instances, the state can take 
away their citizenship and strip them of 
their civil rights, up to expulsion from 
the country as “an unwanted citizen”. 
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The historical reality of this artificial 
entity, whose founders relied on 
implementing actual steps to evict the 
people of Palestine, the original owners 
of the land, and settle occupiers in their 
place. Those Palestinians who remained 
were placed under martial law for 
twenty years, despite being considered 
state citizens. This meant Palestinians in 
Israel were under constant surveillance 
and were continuously oppressed so as 
not to rise against the state forced upon 
them against their wishes. 

This decades-old reality continues to 
this day in different forms, relying on 
rules of racial discrimination. This racial 
discrimination manifests itself in the 
apartheid policies implemented on the 
ground. 

the state. The state is implementing its 
practices to ensure a tight grip around 
the necks of the Palestinian citizens in it. 

The settlers’ attacks and break-ins of 
the Arab neighborhoods in the mixed 
cities, and several Palestinian towns 
inside Palestine, stopped quickly a few 
days after they began. It reminded some 
watchers of the Kristallnacht in 1938 in 
Nazi Germany. 

The attacks stopped amidst the arrests 
of hundreds of Palestinian youths, some 
of whom were charged with crimes. 

THIS CRISIS DOES NOT MARK AN 
END TO THE WAVERING NATURE 
OF THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN 

ISRAEL’S STATE AND THOSE 
IT DEEMS AS ITS PALESTINIAN 

CITIZENS
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In contrast, no charges were brought 
against any of the attacking settlers, 
despite being recorded by cameras in 
the streets and shops. 

This situation again sends coded 
messages to the Palestinians inside that 
the carrot/stick policy is held by no one 
else but the state, which will use it when 
and however it wants. Hence, this crisis 
does not mark an end to the wavering 
nature of the relationship between 
Israel’s state and those it theoretically 
deems as its Palestinian citizens. Instead, 
it is another round with more to come.

The cities we referred to above as 
‘mixed cities’ are anything but. They 
are cities with two separate peoples, 
each having its own neighborhoods 
and suburbs and institutions that serve 
them. The only space where the two 
peoples meet is the economy. Even 
relations in universities and higher 
institutes considered mixed spaces do 
not encourage mixing and working 
together. This is evident by having two 
student unions in each university and 
college, one for the Jews and another 
for the Arab Palestinians. 

So, the hierarchy takes on a pyramid 
shape in both looks and actions. Control 
is coming from above and down to 
the pyramid’s base, directing it as per 
political agenda that aligns with the idea 
of keeping Jewish predominance in 
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SHATILA CAMP: A SMALL LAND 
THAT CANNOT CONTAIN THE 
SORROWS OF ITS PEOPLE

WE’VE ARRIVED. I THINK.

“We’re not there quite yet”, said 
Mahmoud Hashim, as we move through 
the streets of Sabra towards the edges of 
Shatila Camp, where the world of Beirut 
that is open to limitless possibilities 
becomes a narrow land of suffocation...

Quietly, my view changes from the 
sky of Beirut to that of Shatila Camp. 
Tight buildings take away the fear and 
suddenness of death, with dark mossy 
spots that reek of damp. 

A smell coats the mouth just as 
you discover the camp has its own 
bitter taste, one derived from a long 
experience of death and hard living. It’s 
a taste that takes you through the long 
history of the camp. A taste that is the 
foundation for its diverse identity – a 
narrow land that combines people of 
different nationalities and identities, 
each trying to survive. 

You do not need proof that you’re in one 
of the smallest of the twelve Palestinian 
camps in Lebanon. According to the 
census conducted by the LPDC, the 
Central Administration of Statistics, 
and the Palestinian Central Bureau of 
Statistics in 2017, Shatila’s one square 
kilometer holds around 14,000 people. 

You never understand how they 
could live in such a packed jam, but 
Mahmoud explains, “The camp has 
almost the highest density because it 
was affected by political events, wars, 

and revolutions that took place in 
recent years. Palestinian poured in from 
Syria, along with Syrian workers, and 
other nationalities including Egyptians, 
Bengalis, and Sudanese, which led to 
building higher floors to meet demand”.

The buildings stacked above one 
another are enough proof for you 
to realize that calling Shatila Camp 
a shelter for the poor is a luxury. The 
camp has turned into a destination for 
all those wanting to create their little 
world that does not fit all of Beirut’s 
possibilities; a tiny world that stands 
on the edge of the camp, creating an 
extraordinary state of living, of life, and 
of adaptation that requires an immense 
ability to overcome death, leaving the 
world of Beirut behind and entering the 
world where people live off so little. 

Out of this comes the story of the camp 
whose people are impacted by political 
events in Lebanon, placing greater 
pressure on many levels than at any 
time before the collapse of the nation. 

In particular, the economic collapse 
started to limit their lives within ever 
smaller boxes. Yet, according to 
Mahmoud Hashim, this change is not 
the most dangerous threat, as the 
people of the camp have been suffering 
from poverty for years. 

However, poverty is now taking a turn 
for the worse – today, people cannot 
secure basic needs. We’re talking here 
about some skipping meals while other 

Al Moatassem Khalaf  |  Palestinian Syrian journalist

families cut out foods that were once 
considered basics. 

In the camp, food has become of a single 
color, being repeated to ensure mere 
survival. He then looked at me directly 
and said: “But no one dies of hunger”. 

“This is not the concern”, said Laila, with 
us on our journey through the streets. 

A camp story
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A camp story

“Our fear is not, as people might think, 
of hunger”. She smiled and pulled me 
towards a house where Mohamed Al 
Oudah lives. The house comprises one 
room, and he calls it the saloon – a 
space which will turn once again to 
become his bedroom after we leave. 

“A small room where I squeeze my back 
against the back of the sofa to allow 
more room for my three children to sit 
around me”, as he describes the scene. 
What separates us from the kitchen is a 
curtain with greenish damp spots – it is 
impossible now to know its original color. 
The curtain’s yellow patterns have lost 
their vibrance. At best, this windowless 
room reminds you of suffocation. When 
you take a couple of quick breaths, you 
feel as if you’re stealing someone else’s 
share of air. 

Mohamed sits before me like the 
ghost of a man who used to live here. 
He crosses his arms and answers my 
questions about what the camp hides: 
“I know the world thinks that poverty 
is what rules our lives. But it does not 
particularly scare us. What truly scares 
us is what drugs do to the young people 
of the camp.  We fear for our children’s 
safety - from the drug addicts and the 
spread of narcotics in the camp. The 
primary goal of our day indeed is to 
secure a living, but what we truly hope 
to end is the spread of narcotics among 
young people in the camp, as it adds 
more pressure on us and imposes on us 
a lifestyle full of fear and worry”. 

I asked him what he did to overcome the 
impact of drugs on his life. “I simply do 
not go out. I limit my life and the lives 
of my children to this room. I only go 
out when it’s necessary, and I watch my 
children when they play outside. The 
supply of drugs has been reduced, but 
it’s not over. Despite the collapse, it never 
got affected significantly.”, he replied.

“There is an organized plan to destroy 
the camp from within, and having 
no unified authority that can control 

things only makes it more complicated. 
You can see the great impact of that 
absence in people’s fears”, Mahmoud 
Hashim says.

With heavy eyes, Mohamed looks at the 
ground, uttering words that disappear in 
the air: “This place is no longer a shelter 
for the poor. It was before the collapse 
in Lebanon, but now it turned into a 
place to which all those who have no 
more hope of survival flee. Shatila is the 
final destination for people who cannot 
afford the luxury of life. We live one day 
at a time, without hope or purpose. We 
know there’s no hope here. This is our 
reality and will continue to be so. The 
only thing that changes is how much 
worse things can become. So do not 
expect us to talk about a way out without 
getting very desperate about how such 
a way out would look. There are several 
nationalities here. What would make a 
Syrian, Bengali, and Sudanese live in 
the camp? It’s not just low prices. It’s 
because they know we have a verbal 
contract to which we all agreed: that 
this land is the final refuge after losing 
all attempts at a better life”.

“I just hope electricity does not go out”, 
Mohamed laughed and said wistfully, 
pointing at a small fan that’s on the 
verge of collapse, spinning slowly, 
barely blowing the thin air. “It’s what 
helps us cope with the heat. Generator 
fees have doubled, and due to the 
scarcity of diesel, they only work for 
a few hours anyway. State electricity 
works for barely an hour a day. At night, 
you see the real Shatila when electricity 

is out. You see all the people in the 
camp outside their houses, looking for 
air to breathe, barely dressed, unable to 
sleep in their houses that are hot, damp, 
and almost airless.  The lucky ones have 
windows overlooking the street. This is 
daytime and yet cannot see anything 
inside most houses without electricity”, 
he continued.

I walked with Mahmoud Hashim through 
the alleys of the camp, trying to shake 
off the darkness in my eyes. As if we’re 
in a bottomless pit, sunlight does not 
reach the camp’s streets. 

This is the essence of the camp. A 
fraction of life that turns on and off, with 
people trying to survive. Young people 
running, mothers screaming, the smell 
of burnt bulgur in tiny kitchens that 
would not fit two people. Windows half-
open, with trembling feet of shadows 
leaning on damp walls. 

In the distant past, the camp used to 
offer a potential for a better life. Now, its 
people know they are at the end of the 
line, standing in a long queue waiting 
for what seems to be an illusion of life. 
They tease out fractions of life, lives 
slowly beating amidst unemployment, 
violence, drugs, and fear. 

The real fear is of the future of the 
camp. No authority can identify its daily 
crises and the chaos that has become 
a defining feature of Shatila Camp. In 
the absence of such an organization, 
the people of the camp still hope to end 
their many woes. 
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In my mind, a ‘camp’ for Palestinian 
refugees is Palestine itself. A cause 
to which I belong and support with 
my nationalist, Arab, and moral 
components in their broader human 
sense. A raw and instinctive idea 
that is not subject to considerations, 
explanation, or ringing words by those 
who, in their view of this ‘camp’ and 
the reasons why it was established, 
manipulate facts according to their 
interests, not according to values of 
mere human justice.

The camp, as a location, has 
transcended its local and temporary 
geographical reality into a nominal 
state inspired by actual Palestine, 
hence becoming synonymous. 

The expressive states of the camp, 
represented in human moments, 
have transcended several areas of 
political, social, and cultural aspects. 
It moved from being a political and 
local cause to an international and 
human reason. This is how the image 
of the ‘camp’ was created - both in 
imagination and in reality.

I had become close to the camp 
before venturing into its streets and 
intertwined buildings, before exploring 
its geographical maze, before getting 
to know the dynamics of its people - 
Palestinian refugees - as part of my 
job as a journalist. Such proximity was 
due to belonging to and belief in the 
fairness of a cause of an oppressed 
nation whose people were torn from 
their land by Zionist massacres. 

 Since 1948’s Nakba, and as Palestinian 
refugees poured into Lebanon, the 
‘camp’ underwent many changes in 
the socio-political sense. 

Furthermore, the camp was a 
manifestation of the consequences of 
such developments. At the beginning of 
the exodus, tents were set up on private 
land later rented to UNRWA after its 
establishment. 

We can see that all these camps were 
developed near and at the edges of 
coastal cities in Lebanon, except for 
Wavel and Jalil camps in Baalbek. 
According to historian Adel Ismael who 
noted this in his memoir, the purpose of 
building these camps in coastal areas 
was to serve the Lebanese economy 
by providing cheap labor. Further, it 
was in line with the convictions of 
late President Bechara El Khoury, who 
helped formulate the idea.

The camp that sheltered thousands of 
refugees who fled Zionist racial cleansing 
and persecution soon reflected the 
developments outside. The camp 
hosted skilled labor in farming citrus 
fruits - especially in South Lebanon – 
and those who excelled in education 
became teachers and students in one of 
the foreign private universities - and we 
have the lists of names as proof.  

Similarly, in commerce, there was an 
investment of capital from refugees. 
An example of many is the case of Intra 
Bank and its Palestinian founder, Yousef 
Baydas, not to mention Palestinian 
creativity in art and culture. The camp was 
hence not one but many: A suffocating 
camp feared by some; and a suffocated 
camp - but one that is safe for those 
who fear it, according to the double 
standards of the Lebanese mentality. 

As the political scene changed for the 
Palestinian course of action in the mid-
60s, contradictions began to emerge 

with the beginning of the armed 
Palestinian conflict. Dreams of fighting 
to return home contradict with fears 
of the idea of two governments, two 
powers, and two public opinions. 

Unfortunately, this is what happened. 
It resulted in restrictions for people in 
the camps, arrests, and later fighting 
that ended up with Palestinian politics 
and weapons being forfeited after the 
Israeli invasion of Lebanon in 1982.

The camp remained a witness of 
a grey period of its many and long 
years of setbacks. Hopefully, it will not 
continue to be so for long. 

Such power has receded, and people 
of the camp are subject to work 
restrictions in 73 professions. It was 
added to international watchlists. 
Embassies offered visas to those 
wishing to immigrate - or at least to 
those that embassies chose. 

Social and economic conditions 
became worse. Constraints were 
tightened for subjective and objective 
reasons, so scenes of public 
demonstrations have disappeared.
The camp has become overcrowded 
with its people and their fears amidst 
the uncertainty of what is yet to 
come. However, there is something 
noticeable by all those looking at the 
camp: the persistence of the camp’s 
men and women to give identity its 
whole meaning by being creative and 
continuing to uphold the rich and 
diverse Palestinian national heritage. 
Through this, a needle in a woman’s 
hand in the camp continues to 
connect a long line from prehistoric 
times of Canaan to Palestine, its 
people, and its culture. 

THE CAMP: SUFFOCATING AND SUFFOCATED

A camp story

Mona Sokarya  |  Lebanese journalist and writer



22

SHATILA: A SUMMARY OF THE
CONTINUING PALESTINIAN
TRAGEDY

A camp story

Shatila Camp is essentially an 
encapsulation of the entire Palestinian 
tragedy. While other camps have features 
of estrangement and its accompanying 
bitterness and misery, Shatila manifests 
its epic bloody fate. 

Such fate does not end with death, not 
at all. It has a thousand souls to spare, 
so it always holds factors of both its 

demise and reincarnation, bearing 
witness to the fate and capability of this 
struggling nation. 

When the camp was established on an 
empty plot of land outside the city, the 
place was nothing more than barren 
sand near the old Beirut airport. People 
came, having been forced out of their 
towns and villages in northern Palestine, 

Zuheir Houwari  |  Lebanese journalist and researcher

mostly from its coastline. 

They brought their habits and traditions 
of family hierarchy, with positions 
for men, women, and children. They 
brought their recipes without the 
utensils, their food without the actual 
grains, and their stories packed in their 
grandparents’ clothes, along with the 
rusty keys of their homes. 

“Shatila” by the Iraqi painter Dia’ Azzawi, which he drew in 1983 after the 1982 massacre of hundreds of defenseless Palestinians in the Sabra and Shatila camps in Beirut.
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The place was not far from the busy 
port, now bustling with movement after 
sea trade moved here from Palestinian 
ports. They found work loading and 
unloading and any other jobs they 
could find. 

With their low wages, they fed their 
children and sent them to school every 
morning. As the camp is on the city’s 
outskirts, it belongs to it but is not part 
of it. 

Shatila benefited from the political and 
security chaos in the country and moved 
from the initial brown fabric tents to 
brick walls and shiny metal rooftops. 
Later, it moved to cement ceilings, so 
sleeping children no longer woke up 
to cracking thunder and the sound of 
raindrops on bare metal. 

They grew up with their dreams of 
return. But the older they got, the more 
delayed the return journey had become. 
Based on what their grandparents had 
told them, they used to think that their 
homes, shops, and wells were eagerly 
waiting for them. And because they took 
their dreams seriously, they shook off 
the shackles of subjective and objective 
oppression. Those who would merely 
think about revolting were punished, 
forced to check-in at police stations in 
the morning and at night so as not to 
disturb the peace and security. 

Then came the civil war, with its many 
ramifications, and with it came more 
floors to the houses than before. They 
lost their supporters, protectors, and 
youth. Among all who bled, they bled 
the most. 

THEY PAID THEIR DEBT WITH 
INTEREST. 

They were brought down by countless 
knife and bullet wounds amidst a night’s 
darkness, a darkness that conceals the 
atrocities of the massacre. 

Murdered women, children, and the 
elderly were stacked in alleyways, with 
scores of flies hovering above their 
bodies. Terrifying scenes, like parts of 
Picasso’s Guernica, with the smell of 
blood filling up the air. 

Images shocked the world that feasted 
on the horrific and continuous news 
broadcast. The people of Shatila came 
to know that the dead can still die 
and that those who remain - even if 
forgotten - must stand up high, like 
ancient Cypress trees. 

Those who remained made sure to tell 
the tale and keep it from obscurity. But 
massacres only beget massacres. So the 
people had to fight for survival again. 
For a drop of water, they paid ounces 
of blood. For a loaf of bread, they paid 
with open wounds; for the treatment of 
an injured person, they settled with the 
life of a doctor or a medic. 

But life goes on. As with all the camps, 
Shatila today is a land of hunger, thirst, 
steadfastness, drugs, delirium, and civil 
chaos. Some are from within, and some 
are brought in from outside, such as by 
those with marginal professions seeking 
the cheapest stay. 

Nationalities change, but identity does 
not. It is still the same camp established 
on a piece of land owned by the 
grandsons of Shatila, who are traders 
working with Palestine and Egypt. But 
what many do not know is that the 
adjacent Sabra is not a camp. Instead, 
it’s just a gathering, as described in 
the census overseen by the Lebanese 
Palestinian Dialogue Committee. 

It was attached to the official camp, 
joining it in both the name and its pains. 
Both camps have one name: Sabra 
and Shatila. Both camps are still poor. 
The poor increase in numbers and get 
poorer. They struggle to secure bread, 
medicine, electricity, and other basics 
of a decent life, trying to survive with 
help from UNRWA and international 
organizations, but above all, by their 
own hands, by their sweat. 

AS WITH ALL THE CAMPS, SHATILA 
TODAY IS A LAND OF HUNGER, 

THIRST, STEADFASTNESS, DRUGS, 
DELIRIUM, AND CIVIL CHAOS. 

SOME ARE FROM OUTSIDE, SUCH 
AS THOSE WITH MARGINAL 
PROFESSIONS SEEKING THE 

CHEAPEST STAY

FOR A LOAF OF BREAD, THEY PAID 
WITH OPEN WOUNDS; FOR THE 
TREATMENT OF THE INJURED, 

THEY SETTLED WITH THE LIFE OF 
A DOCTOR 

Shatila encapsulates the Palestinian tale, 
with its victims, wounded, and broken 
dreams. 

A tale that strikes down the fake Israeli 
story that came into being with the 
Balfour Declaration and has fueled wars 
after that.

They continue with evictions and more 
settlements while Palestinians continue 
to live under occupation or scattered in 
camps. The Zionist story will not always 
continue to be heard, and the oppressed 
will write their own tale on the walls 
of their houses, on their chests, and 
within their stories passed on from one 
generation to another. 

With that, Shatila will become history, 
shedding tears of joy that exceed the 
tears of sorrow and blood spent during 
its many conflicts.

A camp story
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IT WAS SUPPOSED TO BE A STOP 
ON THE WAY BACK BUT BECAME A 
PLACE OF TRUE EXILE

Around 70 years ago, it was called the 
Shatila Sands or Shatila Yard. The first 
refugees put up their tents on the sand 
before turning into an official camp 
under UNRWA in 1959. 

On this sand there were people from 
Jalil villages, such as Majd Al Krum, 
Bi’ina, Sha’ab, Safsaf, Nahf, Dayr al-
Qassi, Al-Birwa, Yajur, and others. 
Gradually, the population increased and 
reached around 12,000, besides the 
militants and members of Palestinian 
political organizations that arose after 
the Battle of Karameh in 1968. Shatila 
Camp became a ‘Mini Palestine’. 

Like all other Palestinian places, this place 
teaches a refugee how to uphold family 
ties, retain the accent of their parents, 
understand the human non-tangible 
heritage, and not let inherited family 
divisions die.  A refugee must travel daily 
in his mind to his homeland to shape his 
identity in exile. Such identity is incomplete 
and branded with fire because the existing 
home - Lebanon - isolates and rejects 
him, while his true home is far and keeps 
getting farther. At the stage of Palestinian 
national rising, Shatila Camp was a field 
for developing the Palestinian nationality 
and creating a new identity - national 
liberation instead of exile. 

Further, it was at the same time a space 
hosting dreams of the right to return. 
The camp was a temporary home, a stop 
on the way back. Today, it is a place of 
true exile, just a rest area on the airport 
road or a shelter for cheap labor. 

Saqr Abu Fakhr  |  Palestinian journalist and researcher

A camp story
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Shatila camp’s scope expanded towards 
the southern suburbs, near Burj El 
Barajneh camp and other neighborhoods 
inhabited by Palestinians since 1948, such 
El Ruwais and Ghobeiry. It also expanded 
towards the heart of Beirut, where Mar 
Elias camp is, in addition to being directly 
adjacent to the Sabra neighborhood, 
before the two were joined, now forever 
to share the same fate. 

There is also Farahat neighborhood, 
Hamad Road, and Tariq El Jdideh. 
However, the camp’s scope is very narrow 
due to rapid demographic changes that 
altered its shape in the fifteen years 
between the end of the camp wars in 
1988 and the beginning of the second 
uprising’s decline before President Yasser 
Arafat was assassinated in 2004. Since 
then, hope has been diminishing, and the 
people have been leaving. 

Shatila Camp lost its uniqueness and 
would have now weathered away if it 
wasn’t for its old foundations that stood 
fast around the mosque the graves 
of the camp’s martyrs (other than the 
cemetery of the martyrs of Sabra and 
Shatila massacre), the resting place of 
Ali Abu Touq, and around the original 
alleys and their old inhabitants and the 
remaining houses. 

For over forty-five years, Palestinian 
youth have been migrating, especially 
those from Shatila, Burj El Barajneh, Tel 
El-Zaatar, and Dbayeh. 

After the 1982 war and the departure of 
Palestinian forces from Lebanon, those 
migrating increased.  Meanwhile, due 
to the hardships that befell the camp 
(Lebanese civil war, 1982 war, Sabra and 
Shatila massacre, and the camps war), 
camp residents left their houses for the 
nearby neighborhoods, such as Tariq 
El-Jdideh. They rented their homes 
to migrating working labor, including 
Syrians, Egyptians, Indians, Bengalis, 
and others. 

Before that, when things were better 
for a Palestinian resident of this camp - 

especially if they were working in a Gulf 
country - they would buy their parents a 
house in the nearby neighborhoods and 
rent their house in the camp. 

Gradually, the camp lost its residents, 
and residents lost their camp, in which 
they have taken shelter for long - for 
over twenty-five years after the Nakba. 
Official Lebanese policies prevented the 
camp from integrating with its urban 
surroundings, even at the municipal 
level. The victim’s widespread narrative 
among the Palestinians made them look 
like ethnic people viewed as suspicious 
by many Lebanese. 

Although the Palestinians repeatedly 
said that they would not forget what 
happened to them, they forgave all those 
who wronged them and apologized to 
all those they wronged. 

However, Lebanon’s evolution 
overlooked them. And if such 
development were negative, they would 
suffer in many ways; and if they were 
positive, they would not benefit from 
them. 

At the peak of rebuilding Lebanon and 
the height of the inflow of money during 
the term of President Rafiq El Hariri, 
Palestinians received two shocks: They 
were prevented from owning property, 
and exit/entry visas were applied to 
them. Despite the second having been 
cancelled, the first is still in effect. 

Like other Palestinians in Lebanon, 
Palestinians in Shatila Camp today are 
no longer preoccupied with Lebanese 
politics unless in the areas that directly 
touch their daily lives. Like all people, 
they only mind their own narrow 
affairs now, after being pulled into the 
Lebanese political life with all its parties 
and problems.   

All talks of weapons, nationalization, 
and civil rights, such as the right to 
work, own, and establish unions, have 
vanished in light of the hardships 
Lebanon is now living, such hardships 

that are taking down Lebanon itself. 
A Palestinian in Shatila Camp surely 
needs protection and care. But 
how could consecutive Lebanese 
governments – those that failed to care 
for and protect their people, stealing 
their money, and throwing them into 
hellish unemployment - care for and 
protect the Palestinians? 

Can the Lebanese state today be 
expected to meet any Palestinian 
d e m a n d s ? 

Palestinians should get used to taking 
care of their problems at this stage. 
They have a vital duty toward the 
Lebanese community, which is to fight 
against sectarianism in the camps, not 
to undermine the Lebanese national 
security by firing missiles from South 
Lebanon - missiles which are without 
political or military value - that perhaps 
serve the interests of regional powers 
that do not all care about the fate of the 
Lebanese or the Palestinians. 

Marginalizing the Palestinians in Lebanon 
and the estrangement they experienced 
in this country - Shatila camp stands 
as a faithful witness to that - led to 
the Palestinians turning their backs on 
the Lebanese community - except for 
the old groups and new activists - and 
looking eagerly for ways out of their 
estrangement and marginalization.  

Such is the troubled life of Palestinians 
in Lebanon, and it sometimes takes 
contradicting forms. Youth, media, 
communication, art, and sports groups 
are being formed and growing within 
this context. The motive behind this 
is to stand against estrangement by 
developing a Palestinian identity capable 
of survival and continuation in a troubled 
world such as the Lebanese community. 
The painful paradox is that once an 
activist gets a chance to immigrate, 
they leave at once. Hence, the camp 
in Lebanon lacks steadfast individuals, 
although the Palestinians in Lebanon 
used to be pioneers in many fields over 
the decades after the Nakba. 

A camp story
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THE SUN IN A CLOSED ROOM

When I met a French photojournalist 
at Shatila - there to capture the faces 
of the people for an upcoming book 
telling the story of the camp - I asked 
her why she was interested enough in 
us that she would come from her home 
in the French city of Lille and stay with 
a family in Shatila, especially within the 
economic, health, and political crisis 
facing the country?  “Because of what 
you and we have in common; our 
shared humanity!” she answered.

“Please look hard for humanity. I don’t 
know where it can be found. Humanity 
means to be treated as a human being, 
so a murderer would not continue their 
killing spree and yet go unpunished!” I 
said. 

Shatila was not spared from devastation 
during the 1982 Israeli invasion of 
Lebanon. Also ravaged by civil wars, 
the camp survived and went on to host 
stories of young people who rebuilt 
what the massacre destroyed. 

I told her of a conversation I had with 
Engineer Nagi Dewali, the current 
head of the public committee, and 
how, in 1989, the Palestine Liberation 
Organization formed a committee of 
engineers, including himself, to rebuild 
the camp. 

Nagi said, “In two years, we built the 
ground floors of around 63 houses and 
extended electricity, water, and sewage 
networks funded by donors. Then, 
there were some shortcomings from 
the PLO and UNRWA, and the funding 
stopped.  After 1995, when part of the 
camp was rebuilt, Palestinians returned 
– joined by other nationalities - each 
looking for shelter due to the low cost 
of living. Random building started, and 
higher floors were added in ignorance 

of architectural rules and the absence of 
control by the state. This led to having 
ramshackle houses – despite there 
being two public committees, and the 
various Palestinian factions, who were 
all responsible for this outcome”.

Shatila camp has become a place of tents, 
shelters, and cheap accommodation 
that takes in refugees, laborers, and 
poor, marginalized people. 

The camp’s census, overseen by 
the Lebanese Palestinian Dialogue 
Committee in 2017, counted 14,010 
people, one-third of whom are 
Palestinian refugees, while a little over 
half are Syrian refugees. 

Shatha Abdulaal  |  Palestinian artist and journalist

“I visited Shatila two years ago and saw 
how the stereotypes are now broken. 
Are young people still banging the walls 
of the tank?” she asked. Yes, I answered, 
adding that, as written by Ghassan 
Kanafani, the sun cannot be captured in 
a closed room. 

There are always those who spread 
smiles, art, crafts, songs, poems, and 
stories in the camp. There is always 
someone good at coming up with 
individual initiatives, honing young 
people’s talents. For example, Fatima 
Ghazawi, a writer, managed to show the 
camp’s beautiful side in her story that 
was translated into English. 

The camp now appears across social 
media from a simple studio, where 
those with new creative ideas seek to 
have their voices heard. Nasser Tanji, 
the studio’s founder, explains: “We 
had ideas, but no one could help us 
implement them. We established the 
studio to help young people, especially 
university media students, turn their 
projects into reality, and in this way 
spread the camp’s message of self-
dependence without relying on funding 
from anyone”. 

The camp needs spaces that are open 
to youth’s dreams and can free their 
suppressed voices to continue living. 
Such an image would speak volumes 
and make its way to international 
exhibitions for sure.

There are no spaces in the camp for 
children to express their ideas and unlock 
their potential. So, Mahmoud Hashim - 
aka ‘The Compassionate’ -established 
the Palestinian Chess Center, where 
children can develop their mental skills 
and be removed from the concerns of 
their fragile surroundings.

“BUT THE CHALLENGE OF 
HUMANITY IS HIGHER THAN THE 
SUN. THE IMAGE I CAPTURED AT 
SHATILA REMOVES THE ROOM’S 

CLOSED DOOR AND MAKES IT 
WIDE-OPEN TO ALL HUMANITY”

Yet, there is always hope for a new day. 

The camp is overcrowded and 
oppressive. The people and their houses 
float atop exposed sewage water. With 
its entangled electrical wires, it is a place 
of enclosed, dark, and damp rooms. 

There are also the stories of marginalized 
and outcast people and those banned 
from work. A high percentage of 
educated people and a skilled workforce 
without jobs. Disturbing images of 
despair, migration, and social illnesses, 
including drug abuse. However, the 
other side of the image is the young 
spirit and faces always looking for 
answers and change.

A camp story
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The camp is busy with its day-to-day 
business and its matters of earning a 
living - something which has become 
rare due to high unemployment as a 
result of economic, political, and social 
turmoil. 

Palestine, however, has never left 
them, and its heritage is passed on to 
generations through art and culture. 
Debka troupes at the camp compete to 
maintain their heritage. The Al Bayadir 
Band for Palestinian Folklore Arts is one 
of the groups that uphold such art, and 
it includes various age categories and 
several nationalities. 

Mohamed Al Thahir, a Debka dancer 
in the band, says: “I’ve been with them 
since I was 14 years old, and now I 
am 20. Debka teaches us to sustain 
our heritage and identity and allows 
us to prove to the world that we have 
the right to live. We have performed in 
many areas and cities outside the camp, 
including Bekaa, Tyre, and Lebanese 
universities. Such integration makes us 
feel united”.

There are also farming projects on the 
camp’s rooftops, where flowers blossom 
and flourish amidst these slums. The 
cracked, damp walls of the houses also 
feature the colors of life that people 
deserve. The image of a dark tent has 
transformed into a tent that competes 
with high mountains over capturing 
sunlight, but such attempts are faced by 
bitter reality. The sun is higher than we 
thought, and it cannot be captured. 

“But the challenge of humanity is higher 
than the sun. The image I captured at 
Shatila removes the room’s closed door 
and makes it wide-open to all humanity”, 
the French journalist said.

But this is an unfair comparison. She 
shook her head and repeated Ghassan 
Kanafani’s words: “You cannot find the 
sun in a closed room!”.

By Ghassan Kanafani, from his book ‘The Little Lamp’.

Quotes from a story from the book ‘Shatila Stories’ issued in English by Peirene Press 
in 2018, after a three-day writing workshop held at the camp in collaboration with 
Basmeh & Zeitooneh Organization.

A camp story
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IN HERE, WE HOLD UP OUR WALLS, 
NOT THE OTHER WAY ROUND
Fatima Ghazawi  |  Palestinian writer

Time repeats itself, and all days are 
identical in our little house with small 
rooms, where weary walls lean on one 
another. A place that drips in sweat 
on the harsh winter days. Water leaks 
from the roof, penetrating the ceiling, 
changing its colors and peeling off its 
paint. Here at Shatila, we switch roles. 
We hold up our weary walls, not the 
other way round.

I peg out the laundry on the rope hung 
across the small balcony overlooking 
a long narrow street. The same road I 
used to play in when I was a child. 

I would lay on the ground, holding 
rocks in my small hands, throw them 
at seven flat stones stacked above one 
another, trying to knock as many as 
possible to win the game, and then twirl 
in happiness. 

Now, this child does not enjoy looking 
at the street anymore. 

What I see is a bare-footed child trying 
in every step to avoid hurting his daring 
tiny feet. He already looks like an old 
wise spirit, forced to grow up too soon. 
I hear an old man begging, asking for 
help in a trembling shy voice.
A volcano of anger rages within me. 

My nationality always makes me feel like 
an outcast in this country like I am guilty 
of something. In reality, we learn at a 
young age to be ambitious, study and 
go to university, and chase our dreams 
of a promising career. However, after 
graduation, we find out that we can only 
work in a job that suits our nationality. 

When I blame our camp and its streets 

for my failure, my mother’s words haunt 
me: “Make a piece of art out of this 
wreck and enjoy it. After the destruction, 
there comes the rebuilding; after refuge 
a home; after the camp a city called 
Haifa”.

accommodate newcomers. Extensions 
built make them look like raised hands, 
asking God for help, or like a person 
drowning in a vast sea. I love the camp, 
and I hate it. I want to leave it, but I miss 
it, reject it, and accept it. 

Despite the helplessness of homes, 
streets, and pavements, some things 
soothe the pain. My heart is filled with 
warmth when I see one of us innocently 
picking up a breadcrumb off the ground, 
kissing it in recognition of its value a 
blessing, and placing it on the side of the 
road so no one would step on it; when 
I see the smile of a child returning from 
school, or the flags flying high across 
the entire camp. 

Despite the many differences among 
those living in the camp, we are united in 
our love for Palestine. Each time I look at 
the camp, I discover new things. It looks 
different depending on the place you’re 
looking at it from. The camp holds many 
secrets. 

I love the rain a lot, and I love it more at 
the camp because if you’re not a son of 
this place, you will not experience the 
moments when rain knocks on the steel 
covers of shops, making the sounds 
“tick, tick.”

At the quietness of midnight, when you 
put your head down on the pillow, you 
feel as if a mother is patting you gently 
to sleep in peace.

EACH TIME I LOOK AT THE CAMP, 
I DISCOVER NEW THINGS. 

IT LOOKS DIFFERENT DEPENDING 
ON THE PLACE YOU’RE LOOKING 

AT IT FROM. THE CAMP HOLDS 
MANY SECRETS. 

Drugs have become dangerously 
widespread in recent years at the camp. 
You now see children and youths 
brazenly doing drugs in the streets, 
driven by despair when they can’t find a 
way out of all this. 

They were born with the burden of 
the Palestinian cause in a country that 
refuses to accept them as citizens, 
which keeps them as rejected refugees. 
So they grew up tormented. When they 
finish their education without the hope 
of getting work, they find themselves 
on a dark and mysterious road where 
addiction is their only option. 

When Adam and I sit on the roof of the 
cultural center, overlooking the camp, I 
see how miserable the place is. 

Most houses have remained the same 
since they were first built, only now with 
damaged facades. But at least the sky 
above is spacious. 

Buildings are lined up like army convoys.  
Every day they become taller to 

A camp story

* Excerpts from a story from the book “Shatila Tales” 
published in English by Peirene Press publishing 
house in 2018 after a three-day writing workshop 
conducted by the publisher Mikey Zervogel in the 
camp in cooperation with the Basma and Zaytouna 
organization.
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POLITICAL SONG: THE CULTURAL 
AND POPULAR BOND BETWEEN 
LEBANON AND PALESTINE
Abido Bacha  |  Palestinian TV writer and director, and theater critic

I did not have to climb a flight of stairs 
to become Palestinian, not because I 
am liberal but because I am free. I am 
a man who discovered his freedom 
between his two lives: a life as old as the 
bombarded Palestinian protests; and as 
old as the war on the refugee camps 
in 1973. There can be no neutrality or 
avoidance after that. 

Although the humiliation of Palestinians 
occurred for the first time in my life 
when I was six or nine years old, I no 
longer remember. But I do remember 
that they were humiliated for the second 
time when I was sixteen years old. 

Palestinians did not need a panicking 
passenger aboard what seems 
a dismissal from existence. The 
subjugation of Palestinians drove me 
to their ammunition stores, not to the 
Palestinian Authority hotels. Neither an 
initial meeting nor a final meeting is 
required for me to become Palestinian. 

They swept the country, passing through 
its villages of death and collecting 
massive gains. It begins by reclaiming 
life and ends with living multiple lives 
in a single life. Through war: a war of 
partnership between national forces 
and the Palestinian resistance. 

The Lebanese people have lived a 
compounded life through which 
intellectuals, guitarists, cameramen, 
filmmakers, and playwrights have 
run and run. Playwrights of a theater 
far removed from the crossword 

A part of me was left with Palestinians 
before their existence was ruined in 
1982. It’s because they gave Beirut its 
vast expansion; they supported Beirut’s 
cosmopolitanism and missions and its 
reconnection with its past as well as 
the warmth of companionship as much 
as it has given them. They gave Beirut 
Darwish-Al Qasem, Emile Habibi, Naji Al 
Ali, and part of its new sensitivities and 
modernism and post-modernism. 

It happened within its ideologies, 
science, culture, flame, openness 
and revolutionary brotherhood. The 
political song paralyzed the state 
and its conspiracy to assassinate 
civilian characteristics to rest at the 
political party’s top. The political song 
connected poetry with resistance 
philosophies and everyday activities, 
and cultural dynamics. That was the first 
significant burden on the shoulders of 
Palestinian poetry. No one objected to 
the brotherhood between Palestinian 
poetry and Lebanese composers 
and singers. Palestinian poetry is the 
foremost guide to the political song, 
followed by southern poetry, followed 
by the critics of intermarriage between 
eloquence and music: those promoters 
of dialects and spoken languages. 

The political song is made up of life. It 
created sufficient but not natural change 
when it plucked all meanings of the new 
regime’s openness to the modern theme. 
It’s a world with no diaries and a world 
of keys. A world of armed compositions 
with Marcel Khalife since his ‘Promises 
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policies and from artists, novelists and 
storytellers who follow their political 
parties, not their state after it shot itself 
in the head then escaped in a car driven 
by a member of the rightist gangs. The 
country has covered its people with 
sorrow, wreckage, fear and anger.

Only the dead have shown no anger at 
the events or the Authority’s reasoning 
to reclaim the ‘Israeli right’ outside 
Palestine. However, no one can yet 
tamper with memory nor with the tasks 
assigned by life. No one can shake the 
Palestinian magic, and what magic to 
begin with! 

I still remember my sigh atop Shalaboun 
Hill in Bint Jbeil town; I witnessed the 
top of the glowing thread of Palestine 
under the light of the Israeli military 
searchlights. The scene provoked an 
idea, an ordeal, not a truce. 

There, there’s no place for a man 
standing on an adjacent sidewalk to 
an adjacent sidewalk adjacent to the 
adjacent sidewalk. There, to open the 
doors wide open into Palestine, Palestine 
will always own a part of me. 

THE POLITICAL SONG 
CONNECTED POETRY WITH 

RESISTANCE PHILOSOPHIES AND 
CULTURAL DYNAMICS. THAT WAS 
THE FIRST SIGNIFICANT BURDEN 

ON THE SHOULDERS OF 
PALESTINIAN POETRY.
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from the Storm,’ Ahmed Kaabour after ‘I 
Call on You,’ Khaled Al Hobar following 
‘We Will Plant Seeds in Chiyah,’ Ghazi 
Mekdashi with “Record this! I am Arab,” 
and Al Ghandour, Osama Hallak, Al Hafi, 
Hanan Mayas, and Sami Hawat. 

If I may say so, those people said it right! 

Ruthlessly, they occupied the skies after 
the ground put its faith in them. Culture 
protected politics with unwritten 
security. Since politicians have not 
exerted any effort against culture and 
its glory, they could cope with it neither 
through strategies nor respect. The latter 
insisted on keeping the city’s status quo 
of backward affairs – such as weapons, 
security, and oil. Meanwhile, another 
event: the civil war loomed.

The beautiful song had no guidance, 
even for the purpose of 
utilizing it. Like that, political 
songs, theater, and cinema 
crossed through everything 
under the political parties’ 
power after trespassing 
the state powers. This is 
what changed it from a 
whim into a world where 
everyone emerged in 
a way that baffled 
its protagonists. 
They maintained 
their cultural and 
political value 
(their idea) of its 
freedom. Such 
change made it 
into a project that 
conserves several 
issues, including its 
advancement and 
progress as an open 
space and a public 
place for the city’s 
residents, Lebanon, and 
the Arab States. 

However, many attempts 
emerged from learning to drive 
between the lines in narrow 
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spaces away from laws and regulations. 
But, out of ignorance, some of them 
stood at the side of the song’s road or by 
its windows. 

Such an achievement occurred in a 
wave driven by force, not the quivering 
moment of its on-spot birthing. The 
political song was not adopted in Syria 
or Tunisia, or Morocco. Several bands 
carrying different banners emerged, 
disregarding political songs - leading 
examples include Nass El Ghiwane and 
Jil Jilala. 

Some people, however, insist that central 
administrations cannot lead to the 
presence of meaningful classic products, 
especially in the absence of conditions, 
terms, support, and competencies. This 

way, no one could demonize the 
political song, especially with 

the Lebanese and Palestinian 
history of excellence in using 
it through time. They are 

always ready to capture 
the scene because they 

rescinded the right 
to live far away 

from destruction 
and the idea 
of change in 
characteristics, 
notwithstanding 

that such 
concepts might 
lead to their death.

Wars leave their profound 
impact on people’s souls and 
belongings – they are stage 
companions. Not everyone 
survived, and no one was in denial. 
However, those spared, carrying 
their wounds as tattoos or images 
in their heads, understand that 

POLITICAL SONGS, THEATER, 
AND CINEMA CROSSED THROUGH 

EVERYTHING UNDER THE 
POLITICAL PARTIES’ POWER AFTER 
TRESPASSING THE STATE POWERS
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the political song is stored by and has 
penetrated wars. That is why it oozed 
from the pores and the souls, living in 
them or having them live within. It does 
not let go, and they cannot part with it; 
since it is part of the memory’s storm. 
It’s a memory that still looks onto loved 
ones, companions, and friends who 
carried it in their souls and dreams on 
top of fighters and under their arms 
during head-to-head clashes. 

For those who dreamt of a different 
Lebanon and the return to Palestine, 
for those who read, not only the 
fire showers but also the story and 
circumstances of the song, it’s a song 
kept away from withering on the high 
grass because its owners constructed 
it and, through it, achieved the popular 
connection strength between Lebanon 
and Palestine after they grasped the 
profundity of the Palestinian cause via 
open relationships. 

The impact of violence lies here. Here lies 
social discrimination through processes 
that did not occur as during the civil 
war. It appeared with the connection 
between feelings, and everything 
happened in front of the people’s eyes. 

The buildup breached their personalities, 
causing their belief system to be 
dominated by avoiding past events and 
pushing oneself into danger because 
it is exposed to a slow death. History 
delivers no peace of mind, neither do 
current circumstances. 

Sadat in Jerusalem, speaking as if he 
owns the DNA of the human race. He did 
not shake the stereotypical image of the 
relations with Israel when he shook the 
foundations, operations, and structures 
of the Arab lands. 

The narrative was shaken opposite the 
duplicity of the dictator who conspired 
with Israel and Zionism through a new 
check cashed into the accounts of the 
Imperialistic West. He was not deterred 
by the people in power’s disposition 

when the Lebanese drew a pact with the 
Palestinians to cross all the stages with 
their entirety of images and expressions. 

It involved the occupancy of the land 
and the production of surprises and 
measured recklessness to allow things 
and shapes and tools and humans to 
invite each other to communicate – 
not out of the desire for a new cycle 
of improvisation but a revolution of 
improvised protection. That is what 
Beirut has always sought – out of 
a passion for more improvements; 
eloquence starts performing. All this is 
to protect the cause from falling into a 
state of self-sufficiency or confiscation 
or assault through appropriation, as Mr 

Sadat has done. He pushed his truths into 
the largest fraud operation in history. 

The political song is the child of 
circumstances, not visions or soundly 
laid-out plans. It is the child of the 
interference in events, the self-
withdrawal opposite self-confidence. 
Everybody realized that nothing may 
reside in flesh and bones, and everyone 
will fall if the organizations keep lacking 
the warmth of relationships in the 
character-forming equation. There’s no 
room for correctness within the ongoing 
occupation of Palestine. This is not an 
investment; on the contrary, it is treason. 

There’s no denying that there is some 
sort of joy in the emergence of artistic 
spontaneity into mastering pattern-
making. It would be a wide pattern, a 
strong pattern, an unmatched pattern 
even if repeated. 

I know that what I am saying will stir the 
rage of fundamentalists on both sides. 
Still, self-reflection will lead us into the 

Mahmoud Darwich and Marcel Khalifeh

THE POLITICAL SONG IS THE CHILD 
OF CIRCUMSTANCES, NOT VISIONS 

OR SOUNDLY LAID-OUT PLANS. IT IS 
THE CHILD OF THE INTERFERENCE 

IN EVENTS.
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inside of the artistic operations and 
political and ideological background of 
the joint social, political and ideological 
of the Lebanese and Palestinians. 

Each party depends on what the 
other party says. Each party depends 
on identification unless feared to be 
done by others because of the artistic 
operations intermingling with reality—
one thing and its exact self; what we 
cannot overcome. The same way 
grass grows as vigorously as ‘Ahmed Al 
Araby’, ‘Ahmed Al Zaatar,’ ‘Adwaa Street,’ 
‘Record this! I am Arab,’ ‘I Asked the Nile 
to Dismount,’ and ‘Right of Return.’

Everything that was created in Lebanon 
was already made in Palestine. They 
meet in plain sight, not in secret, 
away from misleading narratives. We 
are connected to the thought link to 
Palestine and its Arab profundity. Here, 
the space for freedom provides hopes 
for a renaissance. 

We were not scared - nor were we 
shaken - by the idea of punishing free-
thinking and disciplining youth. 

Not only the Palestinian people were 
forced to leave their lands after misery 
took its toll following the displacement. 
The freedom to connect to the 
Palestinian cause means that the spaces 
allowed for pressure and increasing 
change in favor of the states against the 
corrupt, oppressive, and authoritarian 
regimes. The companionship of friends 
is the biggest gain. 

If the other regimes abide by their 
missions; if they are governed by 
freedom and democratic will, they 
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would have opened all their frontlines 
against Israel; not necessarily in armed 
battles, but in the cultural, economic, 
and ideological support. And because 
none of that happened, the city revolted 
against its rulers and decision-makers. 
Central authorities retreated opposite 
the unity of reality, destiny, and chants 
between the Lebanese and Palestinian 
people in one of the most incredible civil 
partnerships in the history of nations. 
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It’s a battle for culture, knowledge, and 
new political awareness. The dream 
of both a state and renaissance or the 
pursuit of only renaissance and no state. 
It is the safest fight - if the Lebanese 
people are not afraid of joining it - 
because it will result in unrivalled events. 

The political song is a marvel of war, 
as we do not rise as the children of a 
barbarous age but as orphaned children 
of a revolution. All because we cannot 
detach ourselves from our attraction to 
Palestine through joint development in 
life. 

We have overcome fundamentalist 
regimes, groups, associations, 
organizations, and authorities with 
emotional and mental tendencies filed 
under noble beliefs. It involves pure souls 
and salvation from human vulnerability, 
revolting against the status quo, fully 
aware of the rebellion’s results. 

We rejected the scrutiny of results and 
surrendered to rules. This way, we 
challenged the self to achieve justice. 
The world put us to a problematic test 
without shame when its troops attacked 
us, and we found ourselves against it 
without success. 

Palestinians left Lebanon on boats east- 
and west-bound. But we leftists, we lost 
so much. 

We lost the political song; in its situation 
and darkness after it was accused of 
inciting the resurgence of war. 

The narrator has spoken, and there’s no 
justification following the release of the 
film. 

PALESTINIANS LEFT LEBANON ON 
BOATS EAST AND WEST-BOUND. 
BUT WE LEFTISTS, WE LOST SO 

MUCH. WE LOST THE POLITICAL 
SONG; IN ITS SITUATION AND 

DARKNESS AFTER IT WAS 
ACCUSED OF INCITING THE 

RESURGENCE OF WAR. 

Through objective analysis and apart 
from the cultural suppression by the 
regime, loyal professionals shall unite 
against the unplugging of ventilators. 
With the absolute truth, from the 
Japanese Red Army to the Baader–
Meinhof Group and the revolutionary 
priority and liberation movements 
worldwide, it’s a remarkable parade for 
freedom away from markets. 

The Palestinian cause exerts a 
huge burden against the Arab axis 
dysfunctionality: an ignition of paused 
dialogues, the launch of the ideological 
struggle based on the struggle between 
the Eastern and Western blocs and 
the unification of vision regarding 
renaissance and independence. 


