
CODA: Life, Death,
Regeneration

Buried in the Red Dirt excavates quotidian dimensions of reproduc-
tion, illness, death, and birth control, topics peripheralized in the
historiography and history of Palestinians who lived under British
colonial rule. It also tells a larger systemic story about how colonialism
produced suffering and premature death. The book “resists the event,”
to use Megha Anwer’s terms, reorienting us to less “colossal” and
catastrophic scales of history and experience (Anwer 2014, 2, 7). It
emphasizes nonevents such as the structural maldistribution of illness,
disease, injury, hunger, and early death because of colonial, racial, and
class status, as well as the sexual inequalities that allocate power,
resources, pain, and pleasure unevenly. It reminds us that extraction
of labor and life are the very grounds of imperialism and colonialism
and are always legitimated by racializing the abjected group. It shows
the prevalence of Zionist demographic competition in modern
Palestine for well over a hundred years, an agenda too frequently
paradoxically projected onto Palestinians. In challenging the ideo-
logical hyperbolization of Palestinian reproduction, the book also
takes seriously Palestinian anti-reproductive desires and practices. It
conveys that political and social regeneration and survival dominated
in Palestinian literature and film after 1948, articulated on scattered
ground colored by the prevalence of loss, forced dispersal and prema-
ture death.

The book does not claim that Palestinians are unaware of Israel’s
less than subtle racial demographic project in historic Palestine, sup-
ported by Western powers, or that every Palestinian is immune to its
competitive dimensions in their reproductive lives. In the late 1980s
during the first Intifada, Palestinian nationalist iconography occa-
sionally expressed such competitive reproductive desire. For example,
I saw popular porcelain artwork that fetishized the Palestinian
woman’s pregnant womb, with a gender-indistinguishable embryo
armed and prepared to battle, when I interned in 1989 with the
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Palestinian Federation of Women’s Action Committees. Even during
this period, however, the Palestinian mother was most likely to be
symbolically represented as a source of steadfastness. A famous 1988
poster by the renowned SlimanMansour of the Palestinian Liberation
Art Movement, “Portrait of the Intifada . . . the Mother” (“lawhat al-
intifada . . . al-umm”), shows a fully clothed woman in Palestinian
village dress with a multitude of resistant adult men and women
emerging from between her large magnified hands and crouched
legs.1 I read the Mansour poster image as valorizing the ubiquitous
participation of women as fighters, defenders and protectors and
reinforcing the quintessential place of mothers in Palestinian life and
nationalism.

In reviewing almost ninety years of Palestinian posters indexed by
the Palestine Poster Project Archive, I found that the Palestinian
woman as breeder was not a discernable dimension of resistance rep-
resentational discourse and symbolism. Even sentimental maternalist
representations were rare. Most of the posters were created beginning
in the 1960s by committed artists affiliated with the Palestine
Liberation Organization’s Plastic Arts Section and Arts and Heritage
Section. The artists created work in the inexpensive poster format to
make it widely available to everyday Palestinians even as they also
produced painting, sculptor, glasswork, and reliefs (Farhat and
Halaby 2012). When depicting a Palestinian woman, the images are
muchmore likely to present her as a fighter, usually carrying a weapon,
such as in the 1976 poster titled “Palestinian Motherhood,” also by
Mansour (see Figure 7.1).

Mansour uses brutal realist lines in shades of brown and orange
broken only by a white hair cover and the yellow line of a rising or
setting sun. In the poster, he figures the Palestinian woman as
a gargantuan exhausted mother, hair strands damp with sweat escap-
ing downward around her bent profile as she sits on a cloth covering
tumultuous terra. Her large strong left hand props a weapon and
equally large right hand supports an infant’s head as it nurses from
an exposed breast that emerges from her rippled brown chest.

When I probed friends and acquaintances for Palestinian rhetoric
regarding demographic competition, some mentioned statements

1 The Palestine Poster Project Archives, “Mother Intifada” by Sliman Mansour
1988: www.palestineposterproject.org/poster/mother-intifada.
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attributed to the late PLO leader Yasir Arafat. Research into the proven-
ance of the first statement shared with me, “Rahm al-mar'a al-`arabiyya
huwa silahi al-aqwa” (“The Arab woman’s womb is my strongest
weapon”), invariably led me to Zionist sources. For example, the state-
ment takes center stage in an August 2019 article by Yehuda Shalim
published in the religious right Zionist newspaper Israel Today.2 The
article was translated and published in English- and Arabic-language
venues, amplifying its message. I read it in Arabic translation in the
London-based online newspaper Al-Quds al-`Arabi. Shalim repeats the
“womb” statement putatively made by Arafat to editorialize about
Palestinian Authority Prime Minister Muhammad Ashtiyya insisting
that Palestinians are a majority “between the river and the sea” and
thus Israel cannot continue to colonize Palestinian land. This claim,

Figure 7.1 “Palestinian Motherhood” poster, Sliman Mansour, 1976. Used
with the kind permission of the artist.

2 Shalim is listed as a researcher and resident of the Ariel (Jewish) settlement in the
West Bank.
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Shalim asserts, is a postmortem release of Arafat’s “demographic
demon,” a “scarecrow” that frightened Israeli leaders into giving up
land to the Palestinians in the 1990sOsloAccords. There is no reason for
Jews not to keepwhat they’ve taken and to go further by confiscating the
remaining lands of “Greater Israel,” he concludes, since as of 2009,
Palestinian and Jewish fertility rates in historic Palestine are essentially
equal.3

If Arafat had indeed made the statement attributed to him, he
would have more likely said the Palestinian woman’s womb and not
the Arab woman’s womb, the latter a Zionist rhetoric of erasure.
When I circulated the statement in Arabic to a WhatsApp group of
researchers discussing COVID-19 in Jordan in May 2020, some
were aware of it, but not of its provenance. One participant offered
a different statement he attributed to Arafat: “`Indahum al-qunbila
al-nawawiyya wa ihna `indana al-qunbila al-namawiyya” (“They
have the nuclear bomb but we have the sperm bomb”). While
I was unable to find a credible source substantiating that Arafat
had made either statement, each reproduces a commonsense under-
standing of Palestinian reproduction as motivated by demographic
competition.

Arafat’s nom de guerre from the 1960s, Abu `Ammar, ironically
connotes his lack of biological reproductivity, at least of sons.
A father in Arabic carries the honorific title “father of” (Abu . . .) the
firstborn son’s name if he has one, or his oldest daughter’s name if he
does not. Arafat had no biological sons and one biological daughter
was born late in his life from his only marriage in 1990; he had adopted
Palestinian war orphans (two girls and three boys) in the 1980s.4 The
name “Abu `Ammar,” however, does not refer to one of Arafat’s
children. Instead, it denotes his status as a “builder” of the national

3 “Al-I`lam al-Israili: ‘Al-Shaytan al-dimughrafi’ . . . fiza`at `Arafat `ala lisan
Ashtiyya” [“The Israeli Press: ‘The Demographic Demon’: Arafat’s Scarecrow in
the Words of Ashtiyya”], by Yehuda Shalim, Al-Quds al-`Arabi newspaper
(August 14, 2019), accessed June 23, 2020. www.alquds.co.uk/%d8%a7%d9%
84%d8%a5%d8%b9%d9%84%d8%a7%d9%85-%d8%a7%d9%84%d8%
a5%d8%b3%d8%b1%d8%a7%d8%a6%d9%8a%d9%84%d9%8a-%d8%
a7%d9%84%d8%b4%d9%8a%d8%b7%d8%a7%d9%86-%d8%a7%d9%
84%d8%af%d9%8a%d9%85%d8%ba%d8%b1%d8%a7/.

4 “Arafat’s Orphans Due in Gaza by Weekend with Palestinian-Arafat, Bjt,”
July 12, 1994 (accessed June 24, 2020): https://apnews.com
/817b88e545021e1a69e0cdfa1f732451.
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resistance movement (he was trained as an engineer) even as the appel-
lation reminds its users, listeners, and readers that he did not biologic-
ally sire any sons as far as we know.

Palestinian life, death, and regeneration have been folded together
since 1948. Moataz Dajani’s installation “Besieged Shrines: Soul
Houses to Epic Lives,” first exhibited in 2002, refashioned
Palestinian stories and memories using terracotta, testimonial
audio, personal photographs, found objects, stones, lit candles, arti-
ficial light, and natural life such as living vine planted in dirt, to
create miniature houses and “womb-like” caves. “Besieged Shrines,”
in his words during an interview, “memorializes the epic in people’s
lives and struggles” as they “created life and hope amidst insur-
mountable adversity.” The shrines, which force viewers to bear
witness, were inspired by “diverse ancient and folk arts and rituals
from the Arab fertile crescent region, including story boxes and
Canaanite ossuaries in Palestine.” The soul houses, he explained,
“highlight magical fertility rituals and the life cycle of birth, growth,
death, and regeneration.”5

The following images are of three miniature Besieged Shrines I had
the privilege of viewing in their multidimensionality in Amman in
May 2018 (see Figures 7.2, 7.3, 7.4). The image of a fourth shrine
from the exhibit, “Shrine of Witness,” is printed on the book’s cover.
The shrines illustrate how Palestinian responses to loss and death since
1948 have been to regenerate through retelling, remembering, and
rebuilding families and communities. The shrines and their captions
evidence the pervasiveness of Israeli attempts to biologically, politic-
ally, and socially extinguish Palestinians.More importantly, they beau-
tifully express stubborn endurance through kinship, politics, and
creativity. The refusal to forget or be disappeared is cultivated in each
Palestinian generation that follows.

5 Author interview with Moataz Dajani on May 17, 2018, in Amman, Jordan.
Email correspondence with Dajani between late June and early July 2020.
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Figure 7.2 Besieged Shrine to Hands of Thyme and Stone (1). Title from the
Mahmoud Darwish poem. The shrine is dedicated to Nabil, Munir, and their
children. Their father and half of the father’s extended family were massacred
by Lebanese fascist militias in the Tel El Za`atar camp in east Beirut in 1976.
The remaining family moved to the Shatila camp, where the mother and some
of her children were killed by Lebanese militias during a 1982 siege by Israeli
forces. Munir, the youngest child, was badly injured, while his oldest brother,
Nabil, survived. Shrine of wood with thyme tree growing out of a rock. Scroll
written on layers of silk and papyrus. Moataz Dajani. Used with kind
permission of the artist.

CODA: Life, Death, Regeneration 249

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009072854.008 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009072854.008


Figure 7.3 Soul house to Kamal, Mariam, and their new children. Kamal and
Mariam lost all five of their children in a shelter that Israel attacked with
phosphorus bombs in the Borj Shmali camp, Tyre, south Lebanon, during the
invasion of June 1982. Mariam was badly burned. They lived in Beirut while
Mariamwas being treated and returned to Borj Shmali to rebuild their lives and
bring to life six new children. Terracotta, yarn, photographs, and found
objects. Moataz Dajani. Used with kind permission of the artist.
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Figure 7.4 Shrine to Bassam and his children. The seated figurine is modeled after
a Canaanite goddess found near Ashdud in Palestine. An audiotape inside the
basket plays the family story narrated by Bassam: “In 2007, I was carrying my
mom to safety out of [the] Nahr el Bared camp under shelling from the Lebanese
army. When we were out and safe she started crying. I said, “Mom, we are safe.
Why are you crying?” She said, “I remembered 1948, whenmymother carriedme
under shelling as we fled our village. Then I rememberedwhen I carried you out of
[the] Shatila camp during the massacre of 1982, when your father, sister, and
brother were killed. Don’t let your children carry you out . . . leave Lebanon.”
Silver seated figurine of a mother suckling a shell in a terracotta womb-like cave.
Moataz Dajani. Used with kind permission of the artist.
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