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The history of tragedies and hatred still sits at the top of our memories, 
Lebanese and Palestinian alike. It overshadows our objective and sound 

reading of the past with its events, as well as our day-to-day lives and how to 
address its problems and issues.
Almost 30 years after the end of the Civil War, and more than 70 years after the 
Palestinians sought refuge in Lebanon, openness and reconciliation between the 
Lebanese and the Palestinians has yet to occur. These are essential conditions 
for the restoration of normalcy between the two sides. The Lebanese are still 
apprehensive of the Palestinians: They harbor a fear of arms, of the number of 
refugees, of property ownership, of Palestinian employment… In short, they 
fear all that is Palestinian. These fears fall under one overarching heading: the 
fear of permanent settlement, or tawteen. 
On the other hand, the Palestinians are increasingly resentful towards the 
Lebanese State, especially the younger generation, who were not yet born during 
the Civil War. Clearly they bear no responsibility for what happened during that 
period, nonetheless, they are paying dearly for it. They find themselves today 
unemployed, with no means of adequate livelihood, no decent housing or living 
conditions, living a life steeped in suffering and misery, with no chance to 
achieve stability, raise a family or live a decent life. Because they cannot meet 
their basic needs, they have no prospects and they fall victim to social ills in all 
their forms, especially substance abuse, extremism, and corruption of all kinds.
Through no fault of their own, Lebanese youth just like the Palestinians, 
inherited a heavy legacy and a history they did not have a hand in shaping. The 
Civil War has poisoned Lebanese-Palestinian relations, and produced a negative 

Openness, Reconciliation and Human Rights
stereotypical image of Palestinians among the Lebanese and vice versa.
It is time for young people to dispel these stereotypes and to create a bright 
reality that bears the markings of their ambitions and their drive to reject despair 
and to raise the banner of progress. 
It is time for all of us to engage in openness and reconciliation, as well as time to 
detach the Lebanese concerns about permanent settlement from the Palestinian 
need to obtain the basics of decent life in their host country.
In this regard, we have to reaffirm two things: 
Firstly, despite the fact that it has been 70 years since the Palestinian exile to 
Lebanon, and despite all the events and horrors experienced during the Palestinian 
presence, permanent settlement has not happened, even during the most difficult 
circumstances. The Lebanese State and its people oppose permanent Palestinian 
settlement, while the Palestinians also reject it because they are attached to the 
right of return to their homes no matter how long they have to wait.
Secondly, the question of permanent settlement in Lebanon is an issue to be 
taken up in the context of the final resolution of the Palestinian issue through 
international decisions. It is now proposed by US President Donald Trump under 
the so-called Deal of the Century. It certainly won’t result from Palestinian 
refugees simply obtaining some of their human rights. 
Therefore, let us proceed towards openness and reconciliation, and separate the 
fear of permanent settlement from the need to grant Palestinian refugees their 
human rights. Based on this openness and reconciliation, we can together face 
the impending dangers that threaten both Palestine and its cause and Lebanon as 
an independent state for its people.

Hassan Mneymneh
Chairman of LPDC
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According to the recent census conducted by the LPDC, roughly a third of the 175’000 Palestinians living in camps and gatherings 
in Lebanon are youth. For them, living conditions are often challenging. Difficulties range from poor access to basic services, 
exposure to security and other hazards, to economic marginalization. But the lack of perspectives, the absence of a future, is what 
strikes me as the most demoralizing aspect for Palestinian youth. This is true in Lebanon as it is in Palestine, their country of origin, 
and elsewhere. Having met with young Palestinians in the entire region, their creativity and determination, their capacity to start 
new initiatives, despite the adversity, has always impressed me. This energy and enthusiasm of the Palestinian youth, however, 
often and widely goes untapped.

Most research on Palestinian youth in Lebanon has concluded that they do not participate efficiently in decision making processes that affect their future. In many 
aspects, this is true for millions of young people in the world, and in this region in particular. But young Palestinians are futureless and stateless at the same time, 
which makes their life even harder. They are given the responsibility of bringing the desired change to come in their communities, but at the end of the road, they see 
no reward for that.

A long-standing partner of the Lebanese Palestinian Dialogue Committee (LPDC), my country fully agrees with its focus on youth. The LPDC’s youth strategy is 
not a standalone initiative. Combined with the “vision” that the LPDC made public in late 2017, it sketches avenues for a new and different engagement between the 
Palestinians and the country that has hosted them since they sought refuge in it. 

Working with Palestinian youth equals making a – certainly difficult - generational shift: it means engaging with Palestinians differently from what was done so far. 
It means listening to a whole new set of concerns and expectations. It means considering Palestinians as partners, not as mere beneficiaries of humanitarian aid

But it also means finding new sources of energy, creativity and hope. 

Towards Inclusive Youth Participation
Ambassador of Swiss Confederation, H.E. Monika Schmutz Kirgoz

The establishment of the Lebanese Palestinian Dialogue 
Committee in 2005 dictated an in-depth examination of 
both Lebanese anxieties and Palestinian expectations. 
The years of fighting were devastating for both partners 
in the cause. While rights and justice often converge, 
their non-convergence presupposes a catastrophic 
confrontation in which everyone is a victim. 

It was necessary from the start to set straight political, 
sovereignty-related, and diplomatic tracks, regardless 
of their humanitarian import, to dispel any remembered 
anxieties or concerns of the Lebanese regarding the 
constriction of the horizon of a solution to the Palestinian 
cause, a constriction that would impose difficult 
existential choices on Lebanon. At the same time, it 
was necessary to dispel the possibility in the memory 
of Palestinian refugees and their leaders that Lebanon 
would become, as a result of that same constriction, an 
alternative homeland.

The closed horizons of the peace process in the Middle 
East is complex. Despite some of the pillars on which 
this process has been based, including the geography 
of its involvement in Madrid and Oslo and the ensuing 
ailing rebounds to this day, and despite a pragmatic 
generosity in the Arab peace initiative, and given that 
this constriction has increased both the anxieties of the 
Lebanese and the despair of the Palestinian refugees, 
the process of restoring the shared Lebanese-Palestinian 
memory will not be set straight by either side barricading 
themselves behind political, demagogic, populist, and 
improvisational slogans. Rather, this urgent restoration 
process requires understanding the sources of anxiety 
and the swamps of despair. In my view, the anxiety and 
despair are internalized by both sides, despite the marked 
improvement since 2005.

In any case, when you meet veterans who experienced 

Two Memories: 
Anxious and Desperate
Ziad El Sayegh*

the Lebanese-Palestinian conflict, you see them in two 
opposing camps. Some of them are determined to engage 
in a critical revision of the past. Others insist on their 
ideological or pragmatic position in public or private 
affairs, aligning themselves with the side-taking logic 
of the “executioner” and the “victim”. In both camps 
it has never occurred to some to opt for truth-seeking 
as a relative endeavor. The truth for some of them is 
absolute. They are keen to support it with the necessary 
arguments, whether in defense or in attack. But the 
defense or attack strategies won’t cure two memories 
enfeebled with wounds. This supposed healing does not 
mean embellishing the events of history, or ignoring or 
justifying them; but in the end it means a sincere call 
for understanding the Lebanese, Palestinian, regional, 
and international geopolitical situations that dictated 
that confrontation. It also means a call for working on 
restoring the balance between Palestinian human rights 
and Lebanese national sovereignty, and achieving a 
solution to enforce the Palestinian right of return in line 
with the requirements of international justice. It is in this 
enforcement that the foundations for tackling despair 
and anxiety are to be found.

Human rights!

Since 2005, a unifying national incubator has sought to 
improve the socio-economic conditions of Palestinian 
refugees, out of the conviction that human encirclement—
confinement of the refugees and limitations on their 
economic access—does not lead to preventing permanent 
settlement. Indeed, such encirclement is completely 
contrary to Lebanon’s cultural heritage in respecting 
human rights, on the one hand, and paves the way for 
malicious infiltrations into the refugee community, 
on the other. However, improving socio-economic 
conditions also remains dependent on continued 
UNRWA intervention for greater effectiveness in terms 
of relief and development.

In this context, the Lebanese people’s conceptual belief 
that improving the living conditions of the refugees is 
existentially prohibited has shifted, as has the refugees’ 
conviction that their impoverishment is inevitable. 
What we have before us, even if incomplete, is the 
first step toward strengthening human resilience of 
both sides until return. However, the distance between 

humanitarian improvement and permanent settlement 
remains controversial.

National sovereignty!

Since 2005, a national incubator has also emerged, even 
if ambiguous, to end the effects of the Cairo Agreement, 
which was repealed by the Lebanese Parliament in 1987. 
This national incubator has been joined by the Palestinian 
legitimacy choice to respect the sovereignty of Lebanon. 
Palestinian actors of certain persuasions objected. So far, 
some of the Lebanese have gone along with them out of 
an understanding for their views at least. But the failure 
to implement the decision to put an end to the presence 
of Palestinian arms outside and inside the camps has 
continued the violation of Lebanon’s sovereignty, and 
put the refugees’ safety at risk due to repeated turbulence. 
The battle of Nahr al-Bared camp is an example. 

Unless the question of sovereignty is resolved—both 
sides have interest in resolving it—it is illogical to swap 
roles in this or exchange accusations. Unless this issue 
is resolved, explosive detonators could be revived in 
collective memory, probably for malicious uses.

Enforcement of the right of return!

Since 2005, the rejection of permanent settlement 
has run parallel to the assertion of the right of return. 
Rejectionism, in parallel with the reality of justice, 
appeared to have structural affinity. What has been 
achieved in rectifying the concepts of human rights and 
national sovereignty has not been accompanied in depth 
by the formulation of a Lebanese-Palestinian diplomacy, 
except in insisting on the principle. But principles that 
are not accompanied by practices are fragile. 

 Urgency does not allow for the expansion of 
diplomatic options, but it is enormous in its implications 
for international law, Palestinian rights, and Lebanese 
sovereignty. I do not yet understand our joint withdrawal 
from a promising process of diplomatic engagement 
with regard to the right of return.

Restoration of the Lebanese-Palestinian memory has 
begun. But its rise to the realm of public policy is still 
lacking... Perhaps it is the fault of both sides!

* Lebanese expert on public policies and refugee issues.



Memory

3
Issue III, May 2019

The following ought to have happened. But it didn’t. No one has yet confessed to the crimes, the bloodshed and the victims. 
Between the Lebanese and the Palestinians, what has to be told lies on the surface of memory and has not yet passed into 

oblivion—its recovery is possible. A history of tragedies and grudges has been displaced, but it is alive and kicking—and still firmly 
entrenched in memory.

Will We Step Away from Our Damaged Memories?
Nasri Sayegh*

The Lebanese, or some Lebanese, preserve in their cultural memory the era of deadly 
violence. They hold the Palestinians, or the majority of Palestinians, responsible 
for the tragedy of deaths, destruction, and massacres. These events can be easily 
recovered from memory, all that is needed is a misunderstanding or an accident. They 
hold the Palestinian responsible for the “calvary” of the country and the suffering of 
the group, and they absolutely cannot see that he confesses to it. Anyone who hasn’t 
experienced war doesn’t wish to listen to the stories of battles and massacres, or the 
ways of kidnapping, killing and torture. Yet the hostility is latent and sometimes takes 
on a racist hue: The finger is pointed at the Palestinian, even if he was born after the 
Lebanese-Palestinian war.
The finger is also pointed at the Lebanese in the memory and memoirs of Palestinians. 
Before the outbreak of “armed struggle” the Palestinian was the subject of daily 
torment in the camps of misery, a refugee treated with humiliation in his combat against 
“Israel,” especially after the loss of the whole of Palestine in the Six-Day War. At that 
point, arms could no longer be policed. The coexistence of the state and the resistance 
moved between the barricades and the battle fronts.
Let us dare take a look in the mirror of memory. It stores two reflections for us: The 
image of the Palestinian who has become with his rifle the decision-maker and the 
authority in the many places of his existence, accompanied by his Lebanese allies. And 
the image of the “pure” Lebanese, who took up arms to stand against the Palestinian 
creep and expansion, and against the repercussions of the “Israeli” violence on Lebanon. 
These two images open the tragedy “album”. 
Then Israel invaded Beirut and 
evacuated the Palestinians and their 
weapons from the city, from their 
strongholds in the south, and from parts of 
Mount Lebanon and Bekaa, leaving in its 
wake the Sabra and Shatila massacre.
The above does not disclose the battles, 
fronts, invasions, types of fighting, patterns 
of retaliations, destructive behaviors and even 
genocide. There are villages that have been wiped 
out, camps raided, cities destroyed, people killed at 
crossings without committing any crime.
It was enough to belong to the other side to be a legitimate 
victim, abductee or a commodity to be exchanged. There 
are no real figures for the dead: One hundred thousand? A 
little less? A little more? It makes no difference. There are 
tens of thousands who were mutilated and had their blood 
shed. The two sides competed in the number of massacres 
they offered one another. Each massacre was met with a 
more atrocious massacre. Lebanon has been transformed 
into a large graveyard displaying the names of the 
missing, tortured, and ransomed. How many mothers 
wept? How many families were displaced? Is 
it permissible to remain silent about what has 
happened? Or should this chapter be opened 
calmly to achieve real reconciliation?
So far, we have not yet come of age. What is 
required is not to forget, condone, and sprinkle 
ashes of sweet talk about the two parties. We 
must confess that failing to recognize what 
happened is to leave a fire burning under 
the cinders.
What happened in South Africa 
between the white colonizers and the 

indigenous blacks was more terrible and heinous: the violence of a racist power against 
liberation fronts and movements. After an international siege and a global boycott, 
the white power was forced to capitulate. There was great change in terms of power 
between whites and blacks... This would not have worked if not for reconciliation and 
truth between the parties, the perpetrators of murder, destruction, and violence. It is 
useful to draw on that approach. It is not helpful to declare reconciliation in a statement 
full of polite, insignificant political words issued by an official Palestinian body, to be 
received by the Lebanese political authorities, without being followed by any genuine 
conciliatory action that opens that dossier, recognizes it, and builds on it.
The South African experience is the model to be followed: What happened must be 
described accurately, and personal recognition of specific offenses be put forward. 
A description, then, and a public admission, to be recorded in the “Memory of the 
Nation” record. Even this is not enough. The person who confesses to an offense must 
apologize and ask for forgiveness. In return, the victim or his representative can accept 
the apology: but no amnesty can be granted before confession and before the expression 
of remorse. This must be followed by the establishment of a national culture free of 
racial discrimination.
This happened in South Africa: memory was absolved by confession and forgiveness. 
For us, memory still bleeds with events we are forbidden from speaking about. Not 
speaking about them does not wipe them out, but rather places them on the suppressed 
platform. The Palestinian suppresses his tragedies while pinning them on some 
Lebanese, and the Lebanese keeps his anxious obsessions. Everything that happened 
did happen, and the return to it is possible, which poisons the possibility of living 
together in one state.
There was no Palestinian-Lebanese reconciliation. The two groups are wary of opening 
the dossiers of the past. Perhaps the most important reason is that the memory of the 
Civil War is still lurking in the darkness. It was not buried. There has been no truth 
seeking, reconciliation, or agreement on a system that can transcend the rifts separating 
the Lebanese into opposing camps at every juncture. Those who fought in the war did 
not express remorse, did not confess, did not compensate the victims, and did not create 
a system preventing civil wars. Some leaders stopped at a political statement and an 
apology written in plain ink, nothing like the documents sealed with a confession of 
killing and sealed with the blood of the martyrs.
Is there a starting point?
The Lebanese and Palestinian communities are eligible to conduct an experiment by 
selecting two groups, with the aim of talking about the past only as belonging to the 
past; to describe this past and draw lessons from it; and to address the violent alternative 
that exists in the absence of peaceful national humanitarian communication.
Indeed, the Palestinians and the Lebanese can coexist without any grudges, with zeal, 
recognition, and cultural exchange, provided that the Lebanese are willing to apologize 
to their Lebanese victims first. The first course is possible, the second (the necessity of 
apologizing) is difficult if not impossible. 
Yet, it is important to try, as there is no alternative, other than what we know today—
ambushes, lies, blandishment, malice, and so on; a co-existence full of mistrust, 
scourges, and crises.
Let’s start a youth experience... Maybe… 

*Lebanese writer and journalist
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Growing up in Lebanon, I could not escape stories about the 1975 war nor the 
consequent stereotypes about Palestinians. Like many Lebanese, I thought 
of refugee camps such as Ain al-Heloue or Nahr al-Bared only as dangerous 
places full of drug lords, criminals, and extremists. But when I first set foot 
in a Palestinian camp two years ago, I found that it was barely different from 
the rest of Lebanon, aside from a few resistance posters and graffiti. Young 
people were sitting in cafes, sharing dishes, and laughing together while 
smoking narghile.

This first experience set me on a long research process, to get to know the 
people who had felt so foreign even though we speak the same language 
and live side by side. I met families who, just like ones in my community, 
were struggling to get by while holding out hope for better days. The youth 
I befriended in Bur al-Barajneh were not the delinquents, drug addicts and 
terrorists I was taught to expect: We ended up talking at length about Star 
Wars over coffee. Most conversations, on our daily routines and dreams for 
the future, echoed those I usually have with my Lebanese peers. 

“No memorials were built, no 
commemorative plaques were hung, and no 

common history has ever been written“

This is not entirely surprising given that our generation did not experience, 
first-hand, the traumas of the Lebanese civil war; indeed, we were not even 
born when Lebanese and Palestinian militias fought against one another. I 
now believe that time has erased many of the differences that stood between 
Palestinian and Lebanese youth and it is up to us to take the reins and start 
a real dialogue.

Such dialogue will require tackling Palestinian stereotypes on both a political 
and social level. Lebanese communities remain scarred by the civil war, fear 
demographic change through the refugees’ naturalization or tawtin, and 
resent competition over jobs in a depressed economy. Lebanese authorities, 
meanwhile, still view Palestinian refugees largely through a security lens—
as a threat to the country’s security and stability. For their part, many young 
Palestinians told me that their first real contact with Lebanese didn’t occur 
until they attended university.

Like most people in Lebanon, I grew up with distorted opinions of the 
other side that stemmed, in part, from a poor collective memory of the war. 
Lebanese society was never given the chance to mourn the atrocities of 
the war and find ways to move past them. No memorials were built, no 
commemorative plaques were hung, and no common history has ever been 
written. 

The resulting misunderstandings permeate even the most basic views of 
one another. Lebanese are often surprised, amazingly, when I tell them 
that Palestinian camps are not made of tents but buildings, shops, schools, 
restaurants, and cafes. The sight of the bustling market street in Beddawi 
camp would come as a shock to most of them. In fact, major cities like Tripoli, 
Beirut, Saida, and Sour have absorbed Palestinian camps into their own urban 
fabric to the point where they have become virtually indistinguishable from 
other popular neighborhoods. Yet the communities remain as distant as ever. 

The estrangement is not just psychological. Lebanon’s 175 000 Palestinians, 
who live in 12 camps as well as various towns across Lebanon, still do 
not enjoy basic access to education, healthcare or employment. Moreover, 
Palestinian youth are confused and torn between the resulting sense of 
banishment from Lebanese society and their increasingly fragmented 
Palestinian identity. Having nowhere to look back or forward to, young 
Palestinian men and women are in a state of limbo. Not unlike many young 
Lebanese, they oscillate between hanging out with friends, desperately 

Time Has Erased our Differences, We Must Move On 
Georges Haddad*

seeking a job, and pinning their hopes on emigration. “If you give them a 
visa to Germany, they will all leave,” a Palestinian shopkeeper once told me.

The majority of Lebanon’s political class consistently argue that they support 
the Palestinian cause, especially regarding the right of return. But the 
argument of tawtin precludes any solidarity vis-à-vis Palestinian in Lebanon 
itself, where refugee communities are increasingly dependent on international 
aid. Perpetuating this status quo is a charade: It does nothing to safeguard 
the right to return, address mounting socioeconomic problems among 
Palestinians, or ease Lebanese fears. Sadly, the multitude of international 
donors and humanitarian actors involved have done little to bring the two 
sides closer together. Young Palestinians and Lebanese, however, now have 
the opportunity to do what their parents did not: accept one other. 

“Our generation did not experience the 
trauma of the civil war, so we must take the 

initiative and enter into a real dialogue”

This likely will be a long and trying process. To start, I encourage more 
Lebanese youth to simply visit Palestinian camps, to see for themselves. 
Palestinian NGOs could also develop programs to encourage Lebanese and 
Palestinian youth to meet and share their remarkably symmetrical experiences. 
International donors should support such projects and internalize the idea 
that fostering such cross-community dialogue is critical to any meaningful 
work on the Palestinian issue in Lebanon. 

In 1948, Lebanon opened its borders to provide Palestinians with much-
needed shelter. Seventy years on, Palestinians are still treated as strangers 
at best, if not dangerous invaders. It is time to put our humanity forward, 
dissociate our fear of tawtin from the need to guarantee basic human rights, 
and provide dignity for a population that, for now, has nowhere to go.

*Lebanese researcher and analyst at Synaps, a specialist in the 
criminal justice sector in Lebanon.
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From the day we came into the world, we have found ourselves in a small 
place whose inhabitants share daily problems and conflicts, nationality and 
displacement, and the dream we have inherited from our forefathers—the dream 
of returning to our homeland. A homeland that we, as Palestinian youth, know 
from the stories of our families through their eyes. This place—the camp—with 
its narrow alleys randomly-built and overcrowded buildings, where electrical 
cables weave through the sky, further blocking the sunlight and preventing it 
from reaching the houses and alleys, and where flags flutter on its roofs, all 
form a small Palestinian community. Its residents have melted into one pot in a 
way that our relationships have become limited to those who live around us and 
share our place of residence. As for the “other,” whose community is only a few 
kilometers away, in other words “the Lebanese,” we have not had direct contact 
with them. It seems as if borders were traced between us, that we, the Palestinian 
and Lebanese youth, did not understand the “why” until much later.
Our Palestinian camps and gatherings adjoin and interweave through various 
Lebanese areas. This proximity is not only a geographical one: the camp is 

Ignorance Has Made Us Strangers on the Same Land
Rana Zidane*

short of getting to know the “other” has made us “strangers” on the same land.
Moving from high school to university, those who were lucky among the 
Palestinian young to pursue higher education, were able to take the first step 
towards entering the world within which we lived but never belonged to, in 
any way. That is why each one of us saw this stage as an opportunity to learn 
about life outside the camp and a renewed chance to integrate into the Lebanese 
society. But the fear of the other’s rejection, that of the Lebanese youth, of 
effective communication and cooperation in all areas limited our ability to build 
relationships with them. This faltering interaction with Lebanese youth, had 
sometimes its reasons: mainly the negative attitude shown by some of them as 
a result of some misconceptions about us as Palestinians living in the refugee 
camps, which the Lebanese society sees as a dangerous flashpoint as a result 
of illegal weapons and the various social and security problems, which we, as 
Palestinian youth, naturally reject.
The negative stereotypes held by the two sides have tarnished our relations 
with Lebanese youth. The direct cause is the Civil War and the various conflicts 
between the Lebanese and Palestinians, as well as the media portraying the 
Palestinian camps and their inhabitants as the main cause of unrest and the lack 
of security in their vicinity, and even in Lebanon in general. So we became, as 
Palestinian youth, an implicit model of a society of violence for Lebanese youth
The post-university period, the stage of trying to find a job that allows a 
Palestinian youth with a lot of untapped potential, to practice and develop their 
skills and capabilities, is a continuation of the previous one. The camp, the 
surrounding areas, and the laws that strip us of our right to work do not help 
unlock latent capabilities. At this stage, the negative perception of Palestinian 
youth as an outsider emerges and materializes: the young Lebanese consider 
that only they are entitled to work. These and other reasons have led to the 
erection of a social barrier that has been reinforced by the Lebanese society 
and its institutions, which have not worked to develop mutual relations through 
dialogue, to integrate us into activities that bring us together, bring down barriers, 
and dispel our entrenched negative perceptions.
In spite of the borders that were drawn between us as Palestinian and Lebanese 
youth—which none of us chose to draw or define—a significant percentage of 
the young were fully aware that communication and interaction among each 
other would bring positive results. On each side of the borders there are untapped 
skills with potential and talents, and an effective exchange among those who have 
different experiences would lead to creative outcomes in various fields. This has 
been achieved in some of the projects that brought us together as Palestinian and 
Lebanese youth, whose results were successful at various levels. In addition, 
we realized that we share the same problems, difficulties and challenges, due to 
the nature of the Lebanese society and the scarce opportunities available for the 
young in general. Therefore, our communication and discussions have a direct 
impact in bringing our points of view closer together and clarifying the points 
of convergence among us, young people sharing one geographical area, who are 
able to achieve our common goals through effective participation.
In this regard, my Lebanese girlfriend and I worked together while at university 
on various projects. For one of them, we chose a special issue relating to 
Palestinian women working in the camps. So, it was necessary to enter the camp 
and conduct interviews to complete the investigation. This was my friend’s first 
experience of being in a camp, although she had heard much about it. I followed 
her gaze as she was getting to know the place for the first time. She had of course 
a preconceived idea of it but her reaction was positive. She later translated this 
into her work as part of a media platform related to Palestinian affairs and living 
conditions in the camps.
We have various experiences as Palestinian youth with Lebanese youth, and our 
relations are not restricted to the university or to the work environment. We were 
able to build true friendships that transcend stereotypes and prejudices. We treat 
and deal with each other as human beings on the basis of our needs to interact 
and build ties with people living in our environment, relationships that stay and 
continue over the years.

*Palestinian journalist

considered an extension of the various problems and difficulties facing Lebanese 
society, in addition to our particular issues related to the nature of the camp and 
the implications of exile. But illusory barriers have been erected between the 
two sides, which have had a negative impact on the nature of our relations as 
Palestinian and Lebanese youth.
This distance, whose origin has many causes that have nothing to do with us 
as Palestinian and Lebanese youth, has created inside us a negative perception 
of the “other.” This way we learned to perceive them as different from us, 
although we live on the same piece of land, speak the same language and share 
many common challenges as youth in the same country on the one hand, but as 
Arab youth, on the other. So, we imagine the Lebanese youth to be angry. We 
believe that the other will not accept us or will deal with us as outsiders in their 
homeland. These ideas are brought about by our lacking a sense of belonging 
to a society that rejects us in various ways and for reasons that are beyond our 
control.
Most of us completed our primary and secondary education at UNRWA-run 
schools. So, in addition to the camp, schools have been the small space where 
each one feels that they belong. Our childhood friendships were restricted to 
people from the same surroundings and limited social circle. As for the outside 
world, which was for us a different world, we did not have any real friendships 
with its residents despite the fact that we learned the history, geography, laws 
and values of Lebanon, the country in which we lived, from the curricula that 
we studied. But we did not know much about the “Lebanese” people. Falling 
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Youth Poverty in Lebanon:What Do the Studies Tell Us?
Adnan El-Amine*

Living conditions
Many studies address the living conditions of young 
people in terms of the standard of living, the poverty 
line, low school enrollment rates and dropout rates, 
high unemployment, poor health and social services, 
poor housing conditions, etc. These studies come to 
the same conclusion that there are legal barriers in host 
countries restricting or preventing the participation of 
young refugees in the job market.   
Reports by governments, and international, regional 
and local organizations are mostly focused on 
the living conditions in poverty clusters. The 
reason is that these reports are either produced for 
documentation or statistics purposes or are part of 
policy formulation context. While academic studies 
rarely address this angle, taking the position that it is 
not wise to prove “scientifically” that young people 
of poor areas are actually poor and focus in particular 
on the tendencies of young people.  
Social actors
There is a belated recognition in studies that young 
people are not merely a subordinate social group or 
a generation on the way to adulthood. I say “belated 
recognition” because the term “Generation X” gained 
popularity in Europe and America in the second half 
of the twentieth century. While young people in the 
Arab region emerged after September 11, 2001, then 
with the launch of the Arab Spring through social 
media, and later with involvement in the tragedies of 
armed conflict in Libya, Iraq, Yemen and Syria. 
Some studies offer controversial ideas on the subject. 
Some claim that global neoliberalism has made 
young people more politicized or put them front 
stage, while at the same time charging young people 
with the responsibility for the Arab Spring and then 
the Arab winter that followed, as if young people 
had become a threat to regional and global security. 
Others claim that Arab youth became part of the 
narrative of exclusion and marginalization, and that 
there is continuity between the narratives of young 
people locally and globally. 
Other studies draw attention to a strong tendency 
among young people today toward political and 
civic participation, and that they express more their 
desire to be present and to be seen, or to participate 
actively in the formulation and implementation of 
local programs, that is, entrepreneurship. Young 
people today have the will and the ability to think 
critically and to participate in the formulation and 
implementation of strategies. 
In the conditions of poverty and immigration, the two 
trends emerge together—participation in tragedies 
and sharing social responsibility. And of course, 
forms of despair, isolation and apathy also emerge.  
Identity stigma and xenophobia
Among the subjects that attracted researchers is 

identity, especially in refugee communities. Having 
lost its spatial base (the original homeland), identity 
has been symbolically magnified, on the one hand, 
and it has become an anxious identity, on the other, 
always conditioned in relation to the other, as if the 
identity of the other is a mirror image of the identity 
of the self. 
Some researchers use stigma to describe the extreme 
anxiety of refugees toward host communities. The 
term “xenophobia” is commonly used to describe 
the extreme anxiety of host populations toward 
refugees. These are mutual feelings, interacting 
positively and negatively, fluctuating over time and 
with developments in the relation between the two 
sides. Some studies, therefore, focus on the extent to 
which these developments have come under headings 
and terms such as: positive self-identity; sense of 
self-determination; adjustment; cultural identity; 
experiences of bias, prejudice and bullying; resilience; 
and the relation between collective memory, history, 
and identity-building. This includes refugee contexts 
and post-war societies.
Under the heading of identity, some studies have 
included the subject of gender. One of them has 
pointed out that immigration has led to fractures in 
masculine identity and that some have compensated 
with religiosity. They say that males in Palestinian 
refugee camps are working to rebuild their identity 
by engaging in Islam and participating in waves of 
international labor migration. Psychological studies 
have similarly linked despair and religiosity, noting 
that this relationship is at its highest among Gaza’s 
adolescents, while it is less prominent among the 
adolescents of southern Lebanon in 2006-war zones.
Citizenship
Citizenship was a challenge to researchers when it 
comes to refugees. The subject of human rights can 
be tackled on the basis of the Declaration of Human 
Rights, but the issue of citizenship is more ambiguous. 
On the one hand, the host country’s constitution 
and its laws do not allow refugees to be treated like 
other full-fledged citizens, and, on the other, they 
are outside the state of which they are supposed to 
be citizens. One of the studies solved this dilemma 
by reconciling culture and politics with the use of 
expressions like “Palestinian citizenship”. Others 
talked about civil society as a unifying framework for 
youth—refugee youth and host youth.  
As for Lebanese youth, citizenship was the subject 
of great interest by researchers. They all tended 
to demonstrate the supremacy of belonging to the 
family and the religious groups over citizenship. 
But the measurement of “citizenship” was often 
arbitrary, and I did not find that there was a clear rule 
used to measure it, nor was there an accumulated 
understanding formed over recent years with the 
succession of studies.    

I will quickly review here the main topics presented by the studies in recent years about youth, and the main features put forward 
by them of each of the three poverty groups: Palestinian, Lebanese and Syrian. I apologize for not naming these studies due to their 
large number and the limited space available.  

Palestinians, Syrians and Lebanese
If you look at the international publications, you will 
find that the Palestinian issue is the most widespread 
and the most “mature” in terms of theory. If you 
consider the international and regional reports drawn 
up in recent years, you will find that the Syrian issue 
is at the forefront. While you will find the subject 
of Lebanese youth in poverty areas in local reports 
produced under the supervision of international 
organizations, or in master’s and university 
dissertations, especially at the Lebanese University.  
With regard to the Palestinian issue, in addition to the 
above, it was said that young people are looking for 
a political role and that they are community activists. 
They do not face only their identity issues, but also 
issues of power in the camps, where issues are overlap 
and clash between the Palestinian official authority, 
the Palestinian factions active on the ground, the 
political groups that emerge from time to time in 
the camps, the authority of the Lebanese State, and 
the authority of the parents. It is worth noting that 
one of the studies mentioned the tendency of young 
Palestinians to express the desire for change and a 
measure of optimism in their future. This is followed 
by studies on Palestinian cultural production in the 
diaspora, which highlight additional non-political 
ways of reinforcing identity. 
With regard to Syrians, studies focus on living 
conditions, that is, housing, education, health, 
employment and population composition. The terms 
used included poor social and economic conditions, 
poverty, vulnerability, uncertainty, and the traumas 
of war before displacement. The studies also focused 
on the policies, programs and projects that were 
approved or implemented with this group, as well as 
the issues of return to Syria and its conditions.  
For Lebanese youth, emphasis was placed on 
measuring poverty and the importance of including 
social indicators in calculating the poverty index. This 
is with regard to reports. As for academic studies, the 
subject of youth political tendencies has attracted 
several studies, generally in the form of surveys and 
with a recurrent conclusion about the adherence of 
young people to their sectarian identities. Only one 
study analyzed the narratives of young people under 
the weight of political conflict, and another addressed 
their relationship to the place. Some studies have also 
focused on the culture of poverty. This included an 
examination of lifestyles, folklore, television and 
tradition, as well as a number of living conditions, 
such as early marriage, domestic violence, early 
school dropout and unemployment.   
Of all the studies I have consulted, I did not find one 
comparing the three groups.

*Professor of Education, Lebanese University.
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Palestinian Youth: Prisoners of the Past, Hostages of the Future
Marie Kortam*

In light of the chaos in the Palestinian political 
leadership in the camps, and in light of the crisis 
of political representation, there is no legitimate 
popular legal system today that enjoys a minimum 
of “willingness to obey” by young people, as Max 
Weber described the forms of domination or control. 
In the absence of any legitimate political control and 
of confidence in this legitimacy, young people today 
ask existential questions centered upon moral issues, 
good and evil, human and inhuman, the spiritual 
question, and the meaning of existence and life. For 
this reason, many young people call for preserving the 
values and traditions of society as the single possible 
form of legitimacy that can create, after the collapse 
of the charismatic hegemony of Yasser Arafat’s 
regime and the loss of rational or legal hegemony, 
the willingness to obey for these young people. These 
values may sometimes find themselves in the Islamic 
movements under the banner of resistance, as they are 
closest to a secure legitimacy despite their different 
interpretations. But they are constant, sacred, and 
invisible and cannot be tampered with.
Moving away from blaming or assigning 
responsibility to any Palestinian or Lebanese 
party, I want to focus on Palestinian identities 
from the perspective of sociology in the context 
of exile. In other words, I want to understand the 
dialectical relationship between personal identity, 
social identity, memory, and space: in the case of 
Palestinian refugees, the camp. In sociology, the 
concept of identity is vital and dialectical, not static. 
It is a multi-dimensional, polysemic concept, one that 
holds many different signs and meanings between 
the individual domain and the ideological domain, 
which is often manifested in nationalism. Identities 
are composed of the multiplicity of experiences in 
life. They change, transform, go through crises, and 
are liberated in interaction with others, such as self-
building and the identity crisis, for example, and the 
social and political spheres, such as identity claims 
and psychological trauma. 
In the Palestinian reality, like any other reality, 
among the most important unifying forces of the 
group are existential needs and the nature of the 
cause. This reality builds self-representation and 
collective identities that are shared by all individuals 
and that represent them all, a fact that strengthens 
ties between them as part of a whole, without which 
they are nothing. These groups play a role in shaping 
perceptions and identities of the individual.
These individual and social identities are formed 
through daily living conditions and symbolic 
components, such as collective memory, the nation, 
and ideology. Memory is a vital and important 
factor in a state of exile. In the case of Palestinian 

Palestinian youth live in the present, but they are prisoners of the past and hostages of the future. This problem can be addressed 
in several ways, the most important of which is the building of a new popular, legitimate political system that will help them shape 
their individual and collective identities, which have been in crisis since the collapse of the Palestinian national project. Indeed, what 
the Palestinian camps and the new generation of Palestinians are experiencing today reflects the crisis of the process of shaping the 
identities represented in the liberation project.

refugees, memory is linked to the right of return, and 
thus becomes synonymous with it. These elements 
fall into a record that can be called “history.” Other 
records can be added to supplement the historical 
record, such as religion, culture and language, where 
they can be considered overlapping and bearing 
important symbols. 
However, identity cannot be treated on an individual 
basis without regard to social or political factors in 
the formation of identity. Indeed, there is a constant 
dialectical interaction between the individual, the self, 

and the social and political culture in the formation of 
social identity. When we refer to “Palestinian refugees 
in Lebanon” in the singular, what we really mean is 
a belonging group, perhaps a very specific group 
despite its diversity, without taking into account that 
the social identity of the individual changes, shaping 
the changing self and being influenced by collective 
experience (real or symbolic) in a common space 
(material and ideal), often constrained by the values 
and beliefs of the group.
In the Palestinian reality, collective experience, 
shared space, and beliefs crystallized in the 
most prominent aspect of collective identities: 
the Palestinian national project. Today, with the 
collapse of the project, this collective experience is 
only a theory that is transferred between families, 
individuals, and groups, as there is no longer a 
healthy collective environment and space to build a 
current political, community-based collective project 
with Palestinian youth. Individual identities have 
naturally become exhausted because they have only 
manifested through this national identity, which is 
now captive of the past. Therefore, the actors and 
workers involved with Palestinian youth must unite 
to build a suitable environment and spaces to develop 
the individual capabilities of the Palestinian youth in 
a legal framework, and to work on memory, history, 
the present, and the future together. This is to bring 
young people out of the past, to secure the conception 
of a life project for each individual, and to build hope 
to replace the disappointment and despair of waiting 
for their involvement in a new liberation political and 
national project. Young people are currently tied to 
the past and to memory, which leads to ambiguous 
identities that absorb every current project presented 
to them. However, the majority of these projects 
cover the present only through the past rather than 
through a project for the future. 
Youth should be given opportunities to collect and 
analyze their experiences. This cannot be done 
in formal meetings where an expert comes in to 
present theories and disseminate knowledge, but 
rather through places for knowledge exchange and 
interaction. This process should lead to the beginning 
of planning for action, the organization of realistic 
actions from a historical perspective of social change 
in conjunction with the analysis of causes, and the 
practical application that always links work to the 
avoidance of unproductive activities and instead 
developing a community project identified by young 
people themselves. They should recognize the 
importance of daily work in line with this project, 
which will become the goal of action.

* Professor of Sociology, participant in the French 
Institute for the Near East

In Burj Al-Barajne Camp
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From a Syrian to a Lebanese Camp
Iyad Sindeed*

Five years have passed since I was classified in the 
Five years ago I was classified as a “displaced ref-
ugee,” and here I am entering the sixth, carrying the 
weight of all these years on my shoulders. 
I was born into a refugee family, originally from Sa-
fad in the north of Palestine, in a refugee camp to the 
south of Damascus, where I spent the prime of my 
childhood and the spring of my displacement (if dis-
placement has a spring). When I came of age, I was 
unfortunately forced to go through a second displace-
ment as a result of the war in Syria. This time the des-
tination was Lebanon.
My first day in Lebanon was harsh enough an indi-
cation of what was to lay ahead. I remember the taxi 
driver who was driving my family to the Rashidieh 
Palestinian refugee camp in South Lebanon, com-
mending our choice: “Rashidieh is a quiet, beautiful 
camp by the sea,” he said. 
The conversation with the driver was the only good 
thing that I recall of that day. After his words, I be-
gan to imagine the camp and how it embraced the 
sea. I longed for it even before seeing it. We arrived 
at the bus station known as “Duwar al-Bass.” There, 
we waited for more than half an hour, looking for a 
taxi to take us to the camp. Although there were many 
idling at the station, they all turned us down once 
they learned our destination. The drivers’ greetings 
suddenly turned to refusal and the situation left me 
perplexed and confused. I later learned that only a 
small number of non-Palestinians enter the camp, and 
it’s not just the taxi drivers that won’t go there. The 
trouble of finding a taxi to take you to the camp will 
shadow you as long as you live there.
Finally, we found what we were looking for: a driver 
from Rashidieh camp. I was eager to reach the camp 
that was beginning to take shape in the distance and 
when we got there, we were greeted by a Lebanese 
Army checkpoint. At first I thought that it was there 
because of some security incident and would be dis-
mantled once the repercussions were dealt with. In 
other words, I thought it was a “mobile checkpoint,” 
to use military jargon, but by the look of it and its 
structure, I gathered that it had been there for a long 
time and will continue to be. One of the functions of 
the checkpoint is to prevent a list of prohibited items 
and persons from entering the camp without a spe-
cial permit, this includes building materials and for-
eigners. So, my family and I were prohibited from 
entering without an authorization to be granted at the 
Army’s discretion! 
We were issued the authorization after a disconcerting 

process and we entered the camp to be greeted by flut-
tering flags of different factions, posters of martyrs, 
and nationalist slogans completely covering every 
wall. 
A month into our most recent displacement, the res-
idents of the camp who had greeted us with warmth, 
were able to help us find a home. The house in which 
we stayed was decaying, like many of the camp’s 
houses, and rainwater was leaking in. On the morn-
ing of the second day, my father and I rushed to do 
some repair works. After examining the dampness in 
the ceiling, we reckoned that we would need one bag 
of cement. So I went out to get one. I wandered over 
the entire camp but returned empty handed. My father 
met me clearly annoyed because of my delay, asking 
angrily about the bag of cement. I told him that an 
authorization was needed to bring it in, according to 
what the camp’s residents told me. A look of disbelief 
came over his face. 
 After a while I had to find work to support my fam-
ily. I worked on a construction site with some other 
young men from the camp. I remember on the first 
day of work, we sat down for breakfast with the oth-
er workers chatting about the differences between the 
life in the camps in Syria and in Lebanon and other 
similar things. I told them that, before the war, I was 
planning on pursuing my studies and dreamed of be-
coming a lawyer one day. Most of them laughed at my 
words with derision on their faces. One of them said: 
“A Palestinian is prohibited from working as a lawyer 
in Lebanon.” Surprised, I asked him: “But why?” He 
replied: “Palestinians in Lebanon are prohibited from 
practicing a lot of professions. That guy sitting to your 
right is one of those who were prohibited.” I turned to 
my right with my eyes wide open in disbelief. He said, 
“I am an engineer and I cannot work as an engineer.” 
I was shocked to the core of my being. How could 
it be that an engineer was working on a construction 
site that he could supervise! I found out later that the 
majority of the young men on the construction site 
were university graduates and that this construction 
site was just one example of many in Lebanon with 
the same situation. 
I had been working for some time when we were able 
to buy a TV set. It was the first luxury we could afford. 
We wanted to watch the Arab Idol program, and espe-
cially Palestinian singer Mohammed Assaf. We were 
looking for little joy then, and Assaf represented for 
us a glimmer of hope: any success achieved by a Pal-
estinian was considered an accomplishment for all the 
Palestinians. After the last competition, and as soon 

as the program host announced that Assaf came first, 
the camp exploded with joy and gunfire. Given the 
huge number of rounds fired that day, for a moment, I 
felt as though I was on a war front. I later learned that 
weapons here were not only a means of maintaining 
security, but also a means of rejoicing and sometimes 
for settling disputes. 
After a while I started volunteering in local communi-
ty organizations and became a football coach for chil-
dren. During a training session, I asked them about 
their dreams when they grow up. The boys’ dreams 
were different but most of them consisted of migrat-
ing and living abroad. It was a surprising revelation 
for me. Later, however, I discovered that this was not 
only the dream of these children, but that in reality 
many of the young men had already left their homes 
and neighborhoods. 
Days and years passed quickly, and I decided to pur-
sue my studies. After many difficulties, I was able to 
enroll at the university for a major in journalism. The 
university is the place where Palestinian and Lebanese 
young people meet and get to know each other bet-
ter, breaking all social restrictions. There I heard the 
term “stereotype” for the first time and experienced 
it first-hand as well. It was this term that prevented 
Lebanese young people from visiting their friends in 
the camps. It was a legacy of the Civil War that por-
trayed a negative image of the Palestinian reality, and 
the media assume a large part of the responsibility for 
its entrenchment. Those young people, on both sides, 
are the primary victims of this term’s effects. 
Today, these incidents are still happening in front of 
me and I have become part of them. Many incidents 
represent the living reality of the Palestinian in Leba-
non who is trying hard to improve his life and pinning 
great hopes on the new government to obtain justice 
and realize their rights. 
The Palestinian camps in Syria are not all that dif-
ferent from the camps here in Lebanon. To this day, 
I cannot forget the feeling of security I feel when I 
enter the camp. The suffering of displacement is the 
same but the circumstances are different in the host 
country. In Syria, there was no such thing as a stereo-
type; there was no discrimination between the Syrians 
and the Palestinians. There were also no campaigns 
to obtain civil rights, since Syrian law states that Pal-
estinian refugees should be treated like Syrians. But 
what is common between here and there, and in the 
Palestinian diaspora as a whole, is the hope of return.
*Syrian-Palestinian journalist, Sabina Palestinian refu-
gee camp, Syria
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A Day in Ain al-Hilweh Camp
Rasha Haidar Al-Ghado*

A Refugee in Palestine!
Interview

Mornings in the camp begin at 7:15 a.m. I have nothing to do that early. But the fact 
that houses in the camp are like the Smurfs’ village, closely packed and crowded, 
forces me to wake up every day along with my neighbor who wakes her children 
for school. So, I get up with them to the sound of her shouting, “Come on, Abdal-
lah, get up! Get Uuuuuup!” It sounds like a military bugle call, waking up anyone 
who lives near Um Abdallah.
My day in the camp is the same as that of any other young woman. I wake up curs-
ing Um Abdallah to myself—she has made me wake up too early before my ten 
o’clock lecture. I have a cup of Nescafe with my mother.
It’s the same old camp, nothing new: The buildings surround you from every direc-
tion, making you feel as if you were at the bottom of hell besieged by bricks. Sun 
rays timidly seep through the walls and the randomly-built houses. No trees, no 
flowers, no birds chirping; all you can hear is the gossip of the neighbors backbiting 
about each other, the shouting of mothers, and the voice of the vegetable hawker 
who comes early shouting, “Four kilos of spinach for one thousand!”
After the Nescafe begins the torment, which is the journey to university: crossing 
the camp’s checkpoints and circling around in search of a less crowded exit. This 
search journey sometimes takes a whole hour, when it should only take 10 minutes 
if the road were passable. After university, I often have to walk home because cars 
won’t go into the camp. First, it’s because of the traffic, and, second, because they 
are afraid of a sudden clash breaking out. So, I feel that I, and all the residents of 
the camp, are living in a catastrophic chaos and a new Nakba. As if we were living 
in a “ghetto,” isolated from the rest of humanity as “a human sanctuary harboring 
human predators.” This is the stereotyped perception that appears on the taxi driv-
er’s face when I tell him “to the camp.” He glances at me and I hear the car tires 
screeching, leaving behind a cloud of smoke and dust obscuring the view. It takes 
me half an hour, sometimes more, to find someone to drive me back home, in rain 
or under scorching sun. At times, I curse the camp, at others my rotten luck, and my 
great- grandfather for leaving Palestine, and the mother of the Jews. Then, I grab 
my books tight and go back on foot.
One of the features of the life in the camp is that we’re required, at all times and in 
all places, to sleep with our shoes on, in case a battle suddenly breaks out. At home, 
for example, I always have a packed bag in case I need to flee. Inside, I have my 
own and my husband’s clothes, our identity papers, and some rare books, ready to 
go at the first gunshot or shell—though we may not have time to grab it. Time and 
time again, we have fled barefoot under the whizzing bullets without even thinking 
about anything other than holding on for dear life. 
In the camp you dream of a quiet day free of sounds, of noise. Even amid the qui-
etness of Fridays, the silence is broken by the voices of children who have decided 
to spend their weekly day off on the streets. They play football and kick the ball 
around. I see my own childhood running around with them; a childhood deprived 
of playing spaces and of the fun and pleasure enjoyed by other children around the 
world. So the street was our playground at the risk of getting hit by a car or by stray 
bullets.
My neighbor Duaa’ comes over in the morning. She has nothing to tell me but the 
usual everyday stories: “Do you know who was killed today? That prompted a state 
of alert among the gunmen during the night. X was shot by accident.” This is the 
talk of the neighbors, of children, of old and young. The obvious question on their 
faces: When is the next battle? Where? Why? 
On the roadside, young men stand arguing, complaining about not being able to 
find work. Some of them sit behind a stand selling fake perfume bottles while oth-
ers stand behind a cart of vegetables or sahlab - a creamy hot drink. They all think 
about migrating. 
Life in Ain al-Hilweh (which means “Sweet Spring”) is all but what the name con-
veys, and is in total contrast with the misery and bitterness there. It is enough that 
it is a waiting station for people suffering from the fever of yearning for Palestine 
with no cure in sight. In the camp you don’t look for a cure for your yearning, but 
for return as the cure —nothing but returning home will do. When I enter the camp, 
a shiver runs through my body because of my homeland’s fever. This shiver, simply 
put, resembles a wave longing to embrace the beach, although death is only a few 
steps away from us.

*Palestinian journalist, Ain al-Hilweh camp, Lebanon

Baraa Awda, 28, was born in the Deheisheh refugee camp*, near Bethlehem, one 
of the most impoverished and overcrowded camps. She tells her story in this camp 
and talks about what it means to be a perpetual refugee: 
I no longer live in the camp. Yet I belong to it. I consider myself an “internal 
refugee.” The camp was supposed to be a temporary stage imposed on us until we 
establish our final homeland, Palestine.
Internal refugees have a particular status; we live on part of the Palestinian land, 
but we can’t choose to live anywhere else on it. We live in a place that has become 
a “host community” according to UNRWA. Even the Palestinian Authority has 
become a host community for internal refugees. 
As Palestinian refugees living in our country and homeland, we are considered 
different in the eyes of others. Many envy me and believe that we have stability, 
that we do not face the effects of the Israeli occupation on a daily basis like our 
people in Gaza and the West Bank. 
The refugee remains a refugee wherever they are. Our suffering, stories and daily 
lives connect us: dancing the Palestinian dabke at weddings, our parents recalling 
images from their past, reliving the pre-Nakba memories, and listening to the 
Mawtini anthem with tears welling up in our eyes. 
The suffering is the same. The infrastructure in these camps may be better than 
in the camps in Lebanon - where all services are poor and where there is shirking 
of responsibilities - but we are still refugees our your future is the same: we are 
untrustworthy and, of course, we are the last person who can get a job, because our 
employment is not a priority. I studied marketing at Bethlehem University, and I am 
still looking for work—I do not have the option where I want to begin with. 
For many Palestinians, identity is associated with the extent of suffering. Those 
who suffer more are entitled to claim to be more Paletinian  than others, and this in 
our case. We lose part of our Palestinian identity in their eyes.
When you are born a refugee, you understand right away that this house is not your 
home, that the land is not yours, making you a temporary resident. It is difficult 
for those who do not live in a camp, to understand the culture of those who do; a 
group of people who share the same concerns and dreams, and are connected by 
one common destiny; a group that does not have a house to live in or a land to be 
buried in. They only inherit the memories and the keys of the homes they dream 
of. The people of the camp live both temporary and permanent lives. Hope is what 
keeps them going.
I always aspire to return to Assoufla**, my ancestors’ village in the district of 
Jerusalem, where the trees and the family heritage remain. I visited it once; our 
enemy allows us to visit our village only during traditional festivities. They 
destroyed everything in Assoufla and turned it into a natural reserve. During my 
visit, I saw what my grandmother had talked to me about: The huge olive tree, the 
walnut tree and the “Assoufla Spring.” 
My grandmother told me how they had driven her out of her home and how she 
fled with the other residents to the mountains. They lived for a whole year in the 
mountains of Bethlehem in the nearest place to where they were certain they would 
return. They were told they would stay in tents for only ten days until the situation 
improved. “The day I was forced to leave my village, I did not bring along much 
with me. I thought it would be temporarily,” she kept telling me. But her village 
was burned down and its residents found refuge in what became the Dheisheh 
camp, the nearest camp to Assoufla, from where they were dispersed.
In the camp, in addition to the water and electricity problems we face, we live 
under occupation, suffering the daily harassment at the Israeli checkpoints, at the 
entrances and exits. This is in addition to the continuous unrest, the arrest of women 
and children, and the restrictions on the movement of young men and women.
We are part of a whole refugee community that is scattered. Wherever we are, we 
bear the memories of our fathers and grandfathers and the pictures of their/our 
villages; their dreams becoming ours. We differ only in that we, as young people, 
have a little more energy. Our strength is in our connection and in focusing on our 
similarities wherever we are, and our ability to establish groups with a clear vision 
that perhaps may lead us in the future to achieve the unity of the Palestinian people 
and the restoration of our homeland.
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Youth Strategy for Palestinian Refugees in Lebanon 2019 - 2025

Youth, in the 14–35 year-old, constitute the largest demographic group 
in the Palestinian refugee community in Lebanon. They face different 
challenges, in particular, poor prospects for a dignified life: poor and 
overcrowded living conditions with crumbling infrastructure and 
dilapidated housing, insecurity due to recurrent armed conflicts, difficult 
working conditions and a sense of marginalization due to restrictions on 
their access to the job market and the ambiguous legal status of Palestinian 
identity. In addition, they have to deal with issues related to education 
and health, to the scarcity of funding for income-generating projects, the 
decline of confidence in the UNRWA and the NGOs, the divisions among 
the youth themselves and the reconciliation with Lebanese communities….
As local and international stakeholders are increasingly focused on 
Palestinian youth with the aim of empowering them to meet these 
challenges, it has become clear that existing strategies and programs are 
not always compatible with each other and therefore risk overlapping, 
which may hamper the optimization of available resources and achieving 
the greatest impact possible. Therefore, the Lebanese Palestinian Dialogue 
Committee (LPDC) has deemed necessary a joint action plan under one 
umbrella. Over the course of more than two years, the committee has been 

able to explore the situation and identify the aspirations of Palestinian 
youth in Lebanon. It has succeeded in getting approval for the “Strategy 
for the Advancement of Palestinian Youth in Lebanon,” to be implemented 
between 2019 and 2025, enabling stakeholders and donors to coordinate 
their work and investments by engaging the young in these projects.

The Youth Scene
The importance of the strategy proposed by the LPDC stems from the fact 
that it was inspired by the ideas of Palestinian youth and was born out of 
hundreds of hours of discussions with them in the camps and gatherings 
from the north to the south of Lebanon. Since 2016, the committee has 
carried out extensive communication and outreach activities on the 
situation of Palestinian youth in Lebanon. All have found that Palestinian 
youth are generally active, initiating many activities and projects, and 
have a diverse experience in forming institutional networks and groups. 
But these initiatives are often short-lived for three main reasons: Political 
differences in the affiliations or views among the young, often leading 
to internal divisions; the difficulty of sustaining momentum, interest and 
enthusiasm in the projects they volunteer in; and difficulties in securing 
sustainable external funding.

With the decline of local, Arab and international interest in the Palestinian cause; the bleak outlook for a peaceful settlement; the 
ongoing Lebanese rhetoric that portrays refugees as an economic and social burden; the high poverty, illiteracy and school dropout 
rates, and the spread of some social ills in the refugee camps; the question about the role of Palestinian youth arises. What can they 
do, or what can be done for them, to change this reality and realize their ambitions for a better future? 

The committee also found, by talking to young Palestinian people through 
“discussion spaces,” that they have many ambitions and put forward a 
wide range of multidimensional projects, including the fields of arts, 
sports, social cohesion, and environmental, social and economic goals. 
Also many of them have the potential and the desire to instill hope in their 
societies and empower other young people. They have a certain level of 
strategic thinking about the society’s attitude toward the steps they take, 
as well as intentions of community participation, deep awareness and 
understanding of the complex realities of their societies and the challenges 
they face.

The active youth scene is also manifested through the various types 
and levels of training offered by the majority of Palestinian, Lebanese 
and international NGOs active among the Palestinian youth. This has 
strengthened many of their soft skills, provided room for group learning 
and meetings, and added a growing sense of appreciation for self-
development. But this has fallen short of achieving a sustainable impact, as: 
(1) opportunities for applying acquired  skills are very rare; (2) programs 
are inherently short-term in nature; (3) repetition and overlapping themes 
limit creativity and imagination, and weaken the outcome of youth-led 
initiatives; and (4) programs often attract specific groups of already well 
known young activists.
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The committee also conducted a comprehensive survey of the actors 
working with Palestinian youth in Lebanon, and found more than 95 
groups, initiatives, networks, organizations and media outlets led by 
young people; about 30 of them having a physical working space. More 
than 80 Palestinian and Lebanese organizations target youth in part 
or in whole. All major Palestinian political factions also have active 
youth organizations. Some 18 international NGOs also target and fund 
Palestinian youth, and some 20 United Nations donors and agencies have 
active Palestinian youth programs.
The Dialogue Committee found that the attributes of Palestinian youth 
provide a rich ground for successful participatory action and contribute 
to motivating stakeholders to trust and invest in the capacities and skills 
of these young people. After a series of meetings with various official 
Lebanese and Palestinian actors, donors, international organizations and 
Palestinian and Lebanese NGOs, the Dialogue Committee prepared a 
draft “Strategy for the Advancement of Palestinian Youth”, announced in 
February 2019. It aims to act as an umbrella for the investments of actors 
working with Palestinian youth and for joint work with them, on the one 
hand providing donors with views regarding the situation on the ground, 
the needs and potential investments in Palestinian youth in Lebanon and 
the impact of such investments, on the other, encouraging young people 

to think strategically and deeply, both individually and collectively, by 
harnessing their capacities and the challenges they may face. It also aims 
to enable Lebanese stakeholders to take into account the set of possibilities 
and concerns expressed by Palestinian youth. Thus, it seeks to incorporate 
comprehensive visions and open the way for broad cooperation, focusing 
on specific directions to lay the groundwork for tangible action. 

Main Objectives
One of the main objectives of this strategy is for all Palestinian youth 
residing in Lebanon to have the opportunities, skills, resources and 
support networks that will enable them to improve their living conditions 
and engage in the development of their communities, as well as influence 
the decisions that have an impact on them and their future. In addition, this 
strategy offers opportunities for young people from different age groups 
to make a positive impact on each other, encouraging and directing the 
exchange of ideas among them. The committee actively seeks to involve 
young people between the ages of 16 and 35 in this strategy. A broad 
range of ages has been chosen given the established and recognized 
marginalization of this group, and its potential and capabilities. 
Through its strategy, the committee aspires to play an effective role by 
providing an in-depth understanding of the current situation of Palestinian 

youth in Lebanon, in addition to considering what the different stakeholders 
are doing in this area. Its aim is to promote the empowerment of Palestinian 
youth by providing them with a document issued by a Lebanese official 
body that has the support of different parties and that they can reference 
in their future projects aiming for change.
Strategy Principles
The Dialogue Committee’s “Strategy for the Advancement of Palestinian 
Youth” is based on the following principles:

1. The inclusion of all Palestinian young people from diverse 
backgrounds, regardless of their legal status.

2. Gender equality in all activities and work areas.

3. Reconciliation between Palestinian youth from different backgrounds, 

as well as between Palestinian and Lebanese young people.

4. Enhancement of cooperation and communication between Palestinian 
and Lebanese young people.

5. Effective empowerment and investment in youth leadership and 
innovation.

6. Rethinking the allocation and management of funds, and unifying 
efforts.

7. Channeling young people’s energy into work to make a living and 
make a difference.

8. Increasing learning impact and opportunities, and engage all 
stakeholders in mutual learning.
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Action Plan
The strategy identified five key areas of action: 
1. Financial sustainability: economically independent Palestinian youth. 

The strategy aims to mitigate marginalization, increase Palestinian 
youth’s access to employment, and promote the creation of new job 
opportunities, in parallel with ongoing work at political and legal 
levels.

2. Changing the narratives: reformulate the Palestinian youth narrative 
in Lebanon, clarify a contemporary identity for young Palestinian 
refugees, explore different perspectives through individual and 
collective stories, and promote the dissemination of cultural production 
that reflects the new narratives.

3. Urban environment conditions: enhance the role of youth in improving 

the conditions of the camps and gatherings. By finding legal formulas 
that allow for different forms of ownership and promoting secure tenure 
for Palestinians under existing laws, improving housing conditions 
and urban services in the camps and gatherings, and implementing 
youth-led community work to serve public spaces.

4. Health care: promote health services delivery and sustainability, 
improve mental health through existing community structures, 
promote and support social relations, and encourage young people to 
specialize professionally in the health sector.

5. Education: achieve a comprehensive and sustainable solution to 
meet the challenges on the educational scene by strengthening the 
management and sustainability of the Palestinian youth education 
sector, enrolling a greater proportion of it in formal education, and 
enhancing the quality and opportunities of a free education.

Framework
The strategy proposes a framework by structuring and organizing the 
contributions of various actors in this area, with a view to ensuring the 
adoption of the five areas of work and following up on their implementation. 
It consists of:
- A steering committee for the strategy. The Lebanese Palestinian 
Dialogue Committee includes the Embassy of Palestine represented by 
the Higher Council for Youth and Sports and UNRWA represented by 
the Youth Unit (UNRWA Youth). Mission: Oversee the development of 
a framework that ensures the development and approval of the strategy 
by the main stakeholders, and ensure the continuation of open talks with 
the Palestinian factions to apprise them of the strategy and the stages of 
development, and receive feedback regarding them.
•	 Platform for stakeholders working with youth. To include donors, 

relevant international organizations and Palestinian and Lebanese 
local NGOs with direct contact with Palestinian youth, ministries and 
local authorities that play a key role in coordination in various areas of 
work. Functions: Effective coordination, partnership-based program 
design and collaboration to develop a common agenda, forming a 
co-financing group and developing an evidence-based assessment 
method.

•	 Palestinian Youth Forum to follow up on the development of the 
strategy and make its contributions to it, and participate in making 
changes to the goals and plans of action at each stage. Involving young 
people from all regions and from different backgrounds, and putting 
them in contact directly with the actors, and give them an opportunity 
to influence decisions about projects that target them.

•	 The strategy coordination team to organize the work of the youth 
Platform and a follow-up forum for youth, and to ensure continuous 
communication between them.

Financing the Strategy
The strategy proposes three ideas for financing options, with the potential 
of combining them:
1. Financing strategic components rather than a series of specific 
projects. Harmonization of donors and of financing, and the development 
of comprehensive, detailed and long-term action plans.
2. Establishing a co-financing fund with contributions from 
governments and major donors from other sources such as: Business 
sectors, and public and private sector-funded programs.
3. Developing a decentralized accumulated funding model for youth 
initiatives to implement projects proposed and led by a youth network.
The committee has noted that at least USD 15 million is available annually 
to fund projects targeting youth directly and indirectly, aimed at promoting 
youth participation and empowerment. There is growing interest from 
donors in investing in youth, as reflected in strategies from various 
international donors and United Nations agencies. However, as expressed 
at the meeting of donors with United Nations agencies and the Dialogue 
Committee in 2016, donors find a discrepancy between the objectives set 
by funding and the actual impact of how donor funds are spent, given 
that much can be achieved with such potential factors and resources. This 
requires comprehensive programming for sustainable and participatory 
development between donors and beneficiaries, support for innovations 
and the adoption of commercially profitable enterprises. This is particularly 
promising because these granted funds encourage the participation and 
empowerment of young people. The Dialogue Committee hopes that this 
strategy will lead to strengthening empowerment and participation and 
the promotion of Palestinian youth in order to shape a better future that 
lives up to their aspirations.

Consult the draft strategy at: www.lpdc.gov.lb
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Friends of “Sadma Neighborhood”, Shatila Youth
Rayan Sukkar*

There are assumptions in the mind of the stranger, the 
neighbor who is just meters away, separated from us 
by a wall, which can be at once visible and invisible. A 
neighbor who knows nothing about the camp but from 
the narrow space the media allocate to Palestinian ref-
ugees; and of course, such a space is only “created” 
when calamity strikes. 
Our neighbor has never visited the camp, because he 
fears it, like a ghost that you do not see but nonetheless 
terrifies you. He has built in his mind, a set of percep-
tions that resemble what he would encounter in horror 
movies with ghosts and vampires. But, this imaginary 
ghost has been based on real events, on history, and on 
current and ongoing “normal” events happening any-
where and anytime - we do not live in a paradise.
But the problem is that the scenario is sinister and 
draws heavily on the dark side, ignoring the bright side 
that many fail to see. 
To whom it may concern... I will start by telling the 
story of Hassan, which is part of the shadow that forms 
the ghost, in case we build bridges over the wall. 
Hassan al-Asmar, 28, is the most popular figure among 
young Palestinians in Shatila refugee camp, which is 
located just to the south of the Lebanese capital, Bei-
rut. Hassan al-Asmar (Hassan the Swarthy) is a nick-
name Hassan picked for himself on social media, and it 
works well with the many titles attributed to him. One 
does not invalidate the other.
Hassan, the son of Jumana, is how many refer to him, 
especially older people, a matronymic name referring 
to his strong and willful mother. From the time he was 
an infant, no one dared approach Jumana’s eldest son, 
even when he did wrong, in fear of being admonished 
by a ferocious lioness baring her teeth. 
Hassan is originally a Palestinian Bedouin from the dis-
trict of Acre, that is why he is also referred to as “the 
Ghourani” – literally the man “from the Ghor” or the 
Jordan Valley, he is called this for many reasons, one 
being that the people of the valley are known for their 
dark skin and curly hair.
Hassan, whose name means “good” or “handsome,’ 
doesn’t mind any of his nicknames. His real surname is 
Talal, and when asked about his name, he says: “Has-
san, you can call me Hassan, I love my name, it suits 
me, and I’m good not bad.”
Hassan has gathered as many talents as his nicknames. 
He has a beautiful voice with which he entertains the 
young people of the neighborhood every evening, ac-
companying his neighbor, Abu Waseem, who has a 
thick white mustache curled like the tip of an Arabi-
an scimitar. Hassan is also known for his acting talent; 
appearing in several television productions as a young 
Palestinian man. His most important role was in the se-
ries Ghadan Naltaqi (Tomorrow We Meet) with the top 
stars of Syrian drama, and his bold appearance in the 
play Tarha Baida (White Veil) in the role of a rapist. 
The play was produced in cooperation with the Abaad 
NGO to revoke Article 522 of the Lebanese law allow-
ing the prosecution of rapists. The play was attended by 
most of the camp’s youth in support for Hassan.
Hassan loves the Palestinian Dabke: he is good at it, and 
prefers it to his other talents. He joined the Al-Bayader 
band 15 years ago and worked hard to hone his talent 

as a dancer. He now also plays the bagpipes, which is 
part of Palestinian folklore. He committed himself to 
the band and it has become a priority in his life, al-
though it doesn’t pay him anything, his passion costing 
him hardship. 
Despite the scarcity of jobs, Hassan does not give up 
and won’t accept to be dependent on anyone. He takes 
up dead-end jobs; he is not ashamed of that, nor does 
he give in to sickness, despair or drugs. He rises at the 
crack of dawn and goes out to sell kaak bread at the en-
trance of the camp, and sometimes finds employment 
doing home delivery for an online company.
The young of the camp consider him an elder brother, 
not just a friend, and everyone turns to him in difficult 
moments. Having spent his childhood, adolescence and 
adulthood in the camp, he has truly earned the rank of 
“Leader of Sadma Neighborhood” and today, he is the 
leader of a neighborhood of 50 young men.
 No one has been able to solve the mystery of the neigh-
borhood’s name: which means “shock.” Even Hassan 
doesn’t know how it came to be known thus, but if you 
enter the neighborhood, you’ll certainly be shocked.
My second story is about the “Prestige of Sadma 
Neighborhood”. He is known as Abu Duma, the neigh-
borhood’s most fashionable young man. With dwin-
dling job opportunities, he dreamt of migrating. He 
said goodbye to the neighborhood and friends, entrust-

ed God with his life, and got on a boat, heading towards 
his dream. He arrived in Cyprus safely but after only 
a few months he came back and proclaimed “a fish 
cannot live out of water.” Upon his return, he opened 
a very small shop at the bottom of a flight of stairs, 
big enough for only one person to stand; he bought an 
electric machine to make tea and coffee and above the 
door of the shop put a small sign which read: “One day 
you’ll grow to become Starbucks.” But it did not grow 
and it closed down. 
There are many “heroes” at Sadma Neighborhood, they 
change depending on the task, but every activity or tal-
ent, has its hero. The football table hero, for example, is 
Mustafa al-Masri, who has pride in himself and makes 
the young of the neighborhood proud as well. He likes 
to compete with young people from other neighbor-
hoods, as Sadma Neighborhood is famous for its love of 
competition, especially in football. He and his friends 
formed a distinguished team of talented players such as 
Abu Mujahid and Rabee Abdel Lateef. The team com-
petes with teams from other neighborhoods or from 
outside the camp and boasts a large audience rushing to 
watch their games, bringing along hookahs and snacks. 
After Hassan collects LBP 2,000 from each player to 
pay the rent of the field, each player enters with a small 
child from the neighborhood. With his beautiful voice, 
Hassan immediately starts singing  the anthem of Sad-
ma Neighborhood and the crowd repeats after him in 
unison: I’m a good and strong guy... we train, we train... 
we are ready to die so Palestine lives again... And, God 
willing, we shall return, just say Amen...” 
The match starts and for a moment, you feel as if you 
were watching a World Cup match. 
The young of the neighborhood love each other to the 
point that makes one think they are siblings. They share 
everything: their time, clothes, food, packs of cigarettes 
and hookah. 
One day, Hassan asked for a photo of each young man 
in the neighborhood, including those living abroad. He 
collected the photos and glued them on the top side 
of an old football table that he hung on a wall in the 
center of the neighborhood. It looked like a large wood-
en frame. At the bottom, he wrote: “May God put our 
laundry in one washer” - an idiom meaning wishing to 
bring all his friends together, like one family. One can-
not go down the street and not notice the work or the 
feelings that overwhelm them by looking at it.
Hassan wishes he could get Abu Ammar’s suit and auc-
tion it. He wants to use the money it brings in to open a 
large cultural center to bring together the young of the 
neighborhood. This way he can provide them with jobs 
to protect them from injustice and a life that deprives 
them of their rights, robs them of joy, leaves them in 
destitution and makes them enemies of themselves. 
They become weak in the face of an unknown future, 
and the sinister ghost that their neighbor sees.

*A Palestinian journalist and activist 
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Her mother named her Mira after a character in a series played by the late Lebanese 
actress Hind Abi Lamaa. This happened during the 1980s—in 1984 to be precise—
when “Beirut was experiencing its difficult times of madness, where the taste of life 
was bitter and the sky ablaze with missiles and explosions,” says Mira.
Mira was born in the Bourj el-Barajneh camp, in a suburb of Beirut. She tells us that 
she was very little when her sister was killed, and shortly after that her father died 
and was buried over her in the cemetery. “But before he was gone, he taught me how 
to walk inside the camp’s alleys without falling into the open holes along the road, 
making sure that the rats don’t notice my passing, and get ready to sink their teeth 
into my tender flesh.”
Mira lived the Palestinian story through her “very Palestinian” father, who used to 
tell her: “We have more than one country. Our country lies in scattered camps, a 
few in Syria, some in Jordan and Lebanon, and the rest in Palestine itself. We, the 
Palestinians, are the only people whose homeland is suspended between Heaven 
and Earth, and there is a place for us in all the places of the Earth.”
Mira obtained a Theater Degree from the Faculty of Fine Arts at the Lebanese 
University and despite her family’s opposition, she was able to work in theater. She 
has appeared in a number of short and feature movies, including Permission, Instead 
of a Homeland and Mon Souflé. 
She co-wrote and acted in the play Ayouba and a Cage, which is a story about the 
obstacles and challenges a Palestinian woman faces. She appeared in the play Al 
Mazhab with the director Lina Khoury, and in the play Systematic with Badih Abou 
Chakra, which is about monotony sneaking in a couple’s life. She also participated 
with Dima Wannous in a short story writing workshop at Goethe-Institute. Her short 
story Tell Sleep to Sleep was selected for the Frankfurt International Book Fair after 
being published in Arabic and translated into German. She contributed with the 
writer Hassan Daoud in a writing workshop of a book titled Eleven Stories from the 
Palestinian Exile published last year by the Institute for Palestine Studies in Beirut. 
Mira produced her first film, A Camp on Four Wheels in 2015, which addresses 
the death and burial of Palestinians in camps. She is currently directing her second 
feature film The Wall, which is set between Bourj el-Barajneh and Shatila camps. 
Years after she migrated to Germany, Mira returned to Bourj el-Barajneh camp and 
is currently working on her first play that sheds light on life inside the camp. “My 
goal is to break the stereotypes about the camps and their inhabitants: that they 
are poor, without a future, and fighting against each other all the time. The camp 
is a place full of creativity and inspiration, my eyes capture its magic. I go around 
it looking for the face of truth, and as the truth is lost in its alleyways, I hold my 
camera searching for it, writing it...or, disheartened, I go back to the theater and 
perform my disappointment on stage.”
When asked to describe herself, Mira says, “I have not found a title yet. I’m not 
just a writer, an actress or a director. I have discovered myself in all these areas, all 
of which lead only to Palestine—I very much resemble my country. I dream that I 
will be freed just like Palestine will be, and that my body will capture the sunlight 
in Bourj el-Barajneh camp; the sunlight that cannot make its way into its narrow 
alleys.”

He is a young music composer and arranger who is approached by top singers, famous 
songwriters and composers to collaborate with him on arranging or composing their 
songs or even on writing their lyrics. These include the sons of the late great Wadih 
El Safi, Najwa Karam, Pascale Machaalani, Moeen Charif, Nassif Zeytoun, Dana 
Halabi, Nizar Francis, Jihad Hadchiti, Melhem Abou Chedid, among others.
Robert Alassaad was born 21 years ago in Dbayeh refugee camp, whose walls don’t 
display posters of Palestinian leaders and martyrs, murals and slogans, and where 
timid flowers adorn what resembles the doorsteps of houses.
The little two-room house with a small kitchen can be reached through narrow, 
winding alleys which open up to other small houses with roofs mostly made of 
zinc and fiber cement shingles, locals call by their brand name: Eternit. Robert’s 
father dedicated the large room or the “living room” to a fully equipped studio 
with all the necessary instruments for music arrangement that he had bought on 
credit. Meanwhile, other musical instruments, such as the oud, tabla, guitar, digital 
piano and others, are displayed on shelves on the walls. Robert plays 13 musical 
instruments, and had won several musical awards as a child.

Mira Sidawi: 
The Camp Is Full of 
Creativity and Inspiration

Robert Al Asaad:
On the Way to Fame

He attended the UNRWA primary school, but when it was closed down his parents 
moved him to the Dbayeh public school. He was later expelled from four schools 
for different reasons. His parents believe the reason is being “Palestinian.” During 
the outbreaks of clashes in East Beirut, where the camp is, the family fled to Homs, 
Syrian. There, they met the talented young George Wassouf, who would sing with 
the little Robert the song “Mama Ya Mama.” The family recognized Robert’s. It 
couldn’t be otherwise in a family of musicians: his grandfather, father and uncle.
Robert’s father enrolled him at the National Higher Conservatory of Music in Zokak 
el-Blat at the age of five, where he studied music and piano until the age of 12. He 
learned to play about 13 instruments, from which he loves, oud, tabla, and the piano.
His father made a living as a fisherman and took other jobs to feed his family. He 
used to commute daily with his children from Dbayeh to the conservatory in Zokak 
el-Blat, rain or shine. The older brother studied music for two years but then decided 
to make a living from fishing and working at the fish market.
At the age of six, Robert won the first prize in the Little Big Star show on Al-
Jaras Radio. At the age of eight he represented Palestine in a talent show on MBC1 
Channel in Abu Dhabi and came first among participants from eight Arab countries. 
At the age of 13, he won the first place in the second season of a talent show for 
children on OTV, Talenteen. They hadn’t taken all his details and the producers were 
surprised to learn that he held a “Palestinian refugee document.”
The family’s economic situation prevented Robert from completing his schooling 
and he was unable to reach fame without the means to appoint a manager or the 
contacts. His father took him out of school so to focus on honing his talent and 
expanding his capabilities. His first music arrangements were for Madonna, Ibrahim 
Wadih Al-Safi, and Jacqueline, among others.
His father’s dream is to bring back the Al-Layali al-Musiqiyya (Music Nights) band 
founded by Robert’s grandfather Raji Fouad Alassaad and his two sons. The band 
toured Lebanon in the 1980s performing Tarab music.
Today, Robert has many songs in his repertoire, including a recent one by Pascale 
Machaalani, and he is currently working on a song with Wael Kfoury. But his name 
as music arranger and composer always comes at the bottom of the closing credits. 
He is working hard to fulfil his dream to see his name come first.

Robert Alassaad, Palestinian musician.

Palestinian actress, director and writer.
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Abdel-Dayem an Artist Until His Last Breath
Taghreed Abd al-Aal*

My grandfather, Abdel-Dayem Ayoub Abdel-Aal, began his life journey in 1948 
when he left his home and birth village, al-Ghabisiyah, in northern Palestine. He 
was just nine years old. He and his family settled in Nahr el-Bared refugee camp, 
in northern Lebanon. They lived in tents, like everyone else, and he went to school 
in a big tent. The boys gathered under it and were taught by ad-hoc teachers, or by 
students who were older than them. At school, he would draw images from primary 
school books on notebooks, paper, and wrappings of canned foods distributed by 
UNRWA to the inhabitants of the camp. 
These materials allowed him to give up 
drawing on dirt, wood, and other things. 
This was the beginning of his childhood 
journey with art.
The living conditions in the camp were 
harsh, forcing him to leave school and 
work with his father, who was a black-
smith. Once the canvas tents were re-
placed by concrete blocks, the camp 
became a pile of concrete houses. Ab-
del-Dayem thought about changing his 
profession. As a young man of 20, he 
chose construction as an occupation, be-
cause it was the closest to his hobby and 
talent of drawing.
After building houses and painting on 
paper and cardboard, he dreamed of the 
city, like any young man in the camp. He 
would steal time from his busy days to 
wander in the wide streets of Tripoli, the 
closest city to Nahr el-Bared. There, he 
met a Lebanese calligrapher who decid-
ed to teach him the technique and types 
of Arabic calligraphy. He embraced the 
dream of becoming a calligrapher in the 
camp. He did not know then the relation 
between Arabic calligraphy and drawing. 
Yet he achieved his dream, and was the 
only calligrapher in the camps with the 
knowledge of the new calligraphy tech-
niques. He began to draw signs for shops 
and schools, and banners for political and 
national events and commemorations that 
were hung in the streets of the camp. But 
for financial reasons, calligraphy never 
became his main profession.
As he grew older and his responsibilities increased, he traveled to Iraq to earn a 
living as a worker in a construction company. In Baghdad, the ancient capital of 
Harun al-Rashid, he found a fertile ground for his talent, especially on al Mutanabbi 
Street, the street of painters, artists, musicians and calligraphers, where bookstores 
and publishing houses abound and books are displayed on the sidewalks. The at-
mosphere was right for him to look for books and to learn about the calligraphy 
styles and the works of artists displayed on the street. This way, his drawing talent 
grew and developed.
Since necessity is the mother of invention, he was forced to invent drawing ma-
terials with his own hands and to make his tools from household objects. Using 
flaxseed oil, turpentine, and zinc, he mixed paints with the pigments that he wanted. 
I used to hear him classify paint colors with special names, such as warm and cold, 
and describe the art of mixing colors and creating new colors, as well as the craft 
of shading, lighting, shaping, and movement in every work of art. His drawer was 
filled with cans of oil colors, including what he produced and packaged in tooth-

paste tubes after emptying them. He would also bring bird feathers and use them 
as quills for calligraphy. He would make his brushes from toothbrushes because he 
could not afford expensive painting tools on his modest budget.
He had special rituals in painting. He built a private room on the roof of his house 
away from the noise of the children and grandchildren, a room entirely of wood:  the 
tables, the chairs, the studio, and the library shelves. The latter held Al-Arabi mag-
azines, heritage and history books, Jurji Zaydan volumes, translated international 

novels, books on the Muslim conquests, 
One Thousand and One Nights and other 
seminal Arab books. 
He never sought the limelight. He would 
decline offers to hold art exhibitions in 
Beirut and Tripoli, preferring to disap-
pear with his paintings in his room. We 
were attracted to his remote room. The 
roof was our only playground because 
there were no spaces around the houses, 
and the houses in the camp were small. 
As we went up the stairs, we looked into 
his room from the window. We liked its 
old furniture and could feel that it was 
different and special, not like the rooms 
we were used to in the camp or anywhere 
else. 
He was part of a group of friends who 
loved culture. They met in the home of 
one of them and talked about art, litera-
ture, poetry, and politics. He passed on to 
his children and grandchildren not only 
his art but also his love of culture and 
literature, and he provided for them an 
artistic environment that allowed them 
to become artists and intellectuals like 
him. His paintings speak of the place: the 
buildings, the houses, and the trees. In 
each painting there is a trace of a place 
in the camp, or in Palestine; for images of 
the latter he would look in magazines and 
old paintings by Orientalists.
Years after his return to Lebanon, during 
the 2007 events in Nahr el-Bared after a 
terrorist force ignited the fighting in the 
camp, my grandfather’s room on the roof 

of the house was destroyed and he moved out of the camp. He spent his days in a 
bad mood. He always asked about the camp and its good people whom he loved, 
and at the same time about his room, which contained his childhood memories 
and a trace of al-Ghabisiyah, his village, the start of every story he told me. But 
he returned to the camp again before the reconstruction began. He found his room 
destroyed. Many of the paintings were burned and or damaged with shrapnel. How-
ever, he did not despair; he restored the room to the way it was, and re-bound some 
books, having removed their worn ash-covered covers. And the paintings again 
adorned his room. 
His health deteriorated recently, and it has not improved despite receiving a gift of 
oil paints intended to help him resume painting. He complained that his eyesight 
and lungs no longer helped his hands. And so he left us and his room on October 11, 
2018. But his paintings still adorned its walls, speaking of the memory of colorful 
Palestine in his eyes until his last breath.

*Palestinian painter and storyteller

Painting by Abdel-Dayem Abdel-Aal.
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Bridges Newspaper Supplement
The Lebanese Palestinian Dialogue Committee (LPDC) is an inter-
governmental agency working since 2005 to address the  Palestinian 
refugees affairs in Lebanon. 
The Committee serves as a focal point between the refugees and the 
concerned public and international  stakeholders and provides policy 
recommendations to the Lebanese government based on the national 
interest of the Lebanese people, namely the rejection of permanent 
settlement and the rights of Palestinian refugees to live in dignity and 
respect until their right to return is realized. 

It is almost impossible to declare one’s “Palestinianhood” in 
Lebanon without eliciting a reaction, whether positive or negative. 
Being a Palestinian in Lebanon means that you have a collection of 
funny and often painful stories. If they are telling of anything, it is 
that Palestinians are stereotyped in the host country. 

The stories we heard or experienced about the Lebanese being 
accepting of Palestinians are many. I do not forget what a young man 
in one of the focus groups in a refugee camp told us about an incident 
that happened to him while at university. “I met some rich students at 
the university, and when they found out I was Palestinian, their parents 
told them not to speak to me again. But this situation did not last long, 
and after they got to know me, they asked me if all people in the camp 
were like me! I asked them: how are we supposed to be? They replied 
that they have an image of us having long nails and long hair, and 
killing anyone we speak with.” 

Many of us have been asked: “Are you really Palestinian? This 
is usually followed by another phrase that is supposed to make 
the first one not sound as bad, such as “But you’re different”, 
referring to the negative image that is generally entrenched in the 
minds of the Lebanese about Palestinians in general and refugees 
in particular. To be an educated, cultured, smart, or beautiful 
Palestinian clashes with widespread perceptions.” 

The perception of Palestinians in Lebanon cannot be discussed at 
the official or popular levels without looking back at the history 
of the Palestinians in this host country, and the pivotal role played by the Lebanese 
media in establishing many stereotypes in the mind of the Lebanese recipient. 

Following the Nakba and their forced exile to Lebanon, Palestinians were viewed as 
a heavy burden on a country with limited resources and a fragile sectarian balance. 
However, with the arrival of the PLO in the 1970s, very quickly the perception 
of “poor refugees” changed into a more problematic one given the role the PLO 
played in the Lebanese Civil War and its alliances with some forces at the expense 
of other. There was a dramatic shift in the perception of Palestinians, who were no 
longer seen as “poor refugees” but rather as an enemy threatening the country’s 
security and stability. The prevailing Lebanese stereotype of Palestinians did not 
differentiate between the Fedayeen who took part in the ongoing conflict and the 
refugees who were condemned to unfair laws from the first day of their presence on 
Lebanese territory. The departure of the PLO from Lebanon in 1982 eased tensions 
between the unwanted guests and the host country, but the prevalent view remained 
dominated by stereotypes and racist perceptions in some Lebanese circles.  

In a study conducted by the Majed Abu Sharar Media Foundation, titled “The 
Perception of Palestinians in Lebanon: How Palestinian Refugees Are Perceived 
Versus How They Want to Be Perceived” , 80% of respondents believed that the 
perception of Palestinians is not good in the host country. Despite many years 
of discriminatory laws and practices against the Palestinians in Lebanon, 50% of 
respondents in the study assigned the responsibility for the negative perceptions 
to both Lebanese and Palestinians, because of certain Palestinian practices and 
the role played by the PLO in Lebanon. However, 47% blamed the Lebanese 

The Media Continue Stereotyping Palestinians
Samaa Abu Sharar*

media for this perception because of its negative coverage of the 
Palestinians in their camps, taking into consideration the strong 
impact they have on the Lebanese recipient.  

The Lebanese media has for years established a certain image 
of Palestinians, fueling the fears of the Lebanese public. Rarely 
has media coverage gone beyond tackling the security framework 
of the Palestinian presence in Lebanon. This coverage came in 
general to depict the camps as hotbeds of tensions ready to explode 
at any moment, threatening the security situation, and to portray 
their inhabitants as either burdening the host country with their 
endless demands, breaching its security, or threatening its fragile 
demographic composition. 

Focusing on issues that are sensitive to the Lebanese recipient, 
such as fearmongering regarding permanent settlement and the 
hosting of terrorists or outlaws, or rushing to point fingers at the 
Palestinians in the event of any security event, and ignoring 
the living, social, and legal reality of the refugees who live in 
deprivation and poverty because of lack of minimum rights 
in the host country has bolstered negative perceptions and 
stereotypes. 

A study by Maharat Foundation titled “Monitoring Racism 
in the Lebanese Media: The Representation of the ‘Syrian’ 
and the ‘Palestinian’ in the News Coverage” showed  
that reports about refugees are scarce, accounting for 

7% of the surveyed sample compared to news reports, at 90%. This does not help 
to create a balanced view, especially given that the media publish news reports 
in the form they receive them from security sources, without re-editing them to 
avoid negativity. The study draws attention to the scarcity of press coverage of 
the displaced or refugees or to the presentation of their problems or their views 
regarding the host population. 

It also points to the disregard of the news of negative practices toward the 
“outsiders.” They are rarely featured, and only when the subject is of particular 
interest, while the positive economic and cultural contributions of refugees in the 
host country are ignored.  

The Lebanese media do not bear full responsibility for the perception of Palestinians 
in Lebanon, but they are at the forefront of responsibility for their selection of 
words and topics, their handling of coverage of Palestinians, their quick resort 
to judgment in pursuit of exclusive stories, and their adherence to stereotypes, of 
Palestinians in particular, in the service of certain political agendas. 

If the Lebanese media do not take into account the need to “humanize” the other 
instead of “demonizing” them, and to avoid generalizations and ensure properly 
contextualizing stories, they will remain a factor  contributing to enflaming a 
discourse that perpetuates stereotypes and racism, builds on a negative rhetoric, 
and does not promote a positive approach.

*Independent journalist and president of the Majed Abu Sharar Media 
Foundation.

It is almost impossible to declare your “Palestinianhood” in Lebanon without soliciting a reaction, whether positive or negative. 
Being a Palestinian in Lebanon means that you have a collection of funny and often painful stories. If they are telling of anything, 
it is that Palestinians are stereotyped in the host country. 
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