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Home demolition is a disconcerting example of how lack of political sovereignty - in this
case, a lack of a say in zoning regulations that systematically endanger Palestinians’ right to
live in Jerusalem - leads to a lack of cultural sovereignty, the ability to practice one’s culture.
Moreover, without both political and cultural sovereignty, people's material well-being is
threatened. That is, Muhi ad-Diin’s current inability to raise his family in a secure and healthy
atmosphere - in a home that has a license in time for a growing family to use it - is tied
intimately to a lack of ability of Palestinians under the existing political system to produce,
reproduce, and share their culture as they would like to, whether by building a new home
for their children or offering coffee to a friend. Producing culture, like the work of maintaining
a household, is labor, but both kinds of labor should have their rewards. Home demolition
obliterates Palestinians' chances to do this work, to bring their family into the future under
the shelter of culture developed over generations of living at home.
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Children often suffer the most after a house demolition. Sometimes they come home from
a normal day of school to discover that they no longer have a house, or any of their belongings.
Muhi ad-Diin’s children were home at the time of the demolition because it was summer
and school was out. They were profoundly affected by the demolition. Muhi ad-Diin recalled
his five-year-old daughter's yearning for something of hers that lies beneath the rubble:
“My daughter had been saving money in a little container. Now she says to me, ‘bring it to
me, Daddy, bring it to me." She's still little; she doesn't understand.” For the daughter this
was a violation of her sense of individual ability to save her small amount of money. For her
father, it was a loss of the ability to provide for his family both materially and emotionally.

Salih Muhi ad-Diin returns to look at his house in Beit Hanina everyday, the house for which
he saved money for twenty years and lived in for two that is now a pile of rubble. Soon,
after he finds the money to have the rubble cleared away, it will not even be that. At the
conclusion of our interview, | asked if he had anything else to add. He said he did not; had
he had a house, he would have invited me for coffee. These were the things he had lost: his
house and most of the things in it, his savings from a life's work, his family's security - and
his ability to offer a guest coffee, a basic ritual of Palestinians wishing to make their guests
comfortable and to articulate their own generosity.

Conclusion

Describing the significance of the Palestinian home in the context of the threat of home
demolition is a difficult task in part because the importance of a safe and secure home is so
fundamental. Home demolition deprives people of their security and of their comfort in the
daily practices of life at home; it drains them of often critical resources; it collapses family
memories into rubble. The values of a home in Jerusalem are complex and layered. The
significance of the house as an investment does not override or invalidate its value as a seat
of memory. Nor does the political significance of living in Jerusalem make inauthentic or
conniving Palestinian claims to their own land. Palestinians living in Jerusalem must manage
all of these different meanings of a house in Jerusalem - historical, familial, economic, personal
- and those whose houses are destroyed must contend with all of these kinds of loss.
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The three-unit building was demolished at eight in the morning on August 18, 2003, five
days before the demolition order would have expired. “It took a year to build and an hour
and a half to destroy,” commented Muhi ad-Diin in a recent interview, remembering the
three large bulldozers under army supervision that tore down his house. Following the
demolition, he and his family lived for twenty days in a tent from the Red Cross, bringing
water and electricity from their neighbors’ houses. Now, they have lost all of their savings,
and they are about 100,000 NIS in debt. He and his family were unable to remove very
much of value from the house after it was destroyed. Moreover, they now have to pay
25,000 NIS to have the rubble removed. “It was a good house, what can | say?"” Muhi ad-
Diin said wistfully, looking out over its remains. “It had verandas and views. It was a pretty
house, nicely put together. We'd taken care of it well. It had everything, electricity, and
water, two telephone lines."”

Muhi ad-Diin’s case demonstrates the double, sometimes contradictory ways national politics
can affect a family’s self-sufficiency. The same land policies that promote the development
of new settlements also create the conditions for Muhi ad-Diin’s dispossession, since both
are part of the plan to insure a solid Jewish majority in Jerusalem. This contradiction is not
novel, but the added irony in this case is that Muhi ad-Diin had been building homes in
Israeli settlements in Jerusalem for nearly twenty years in order to save money for his own
house. In a sense, the regional economy put him in a position such that he built his house
with money from the same settlements that are tied to his dispossession. To put it another
way, as Muhi ad-Diin recalled saying in court, “I built you many, many homes, ten-story
apartment buildings, and you want to destroy my house.”

Muhi ad-Diin and his family decided to build in Beit Hanina partly so that they could maintain
their Jerusalem residency and thus be close to his wife's family in Jerusalem. Though he is
from Hebron, he does not have much family there now. Their decision to live in Jerusalem is
not just a decision about where they would like to live now, but also itself an investment for
the future. Because the status of Jerusalem residency, which the family holds, depends on
their constant presence in Jerusalem, they must continue to live there now in order to be
able to live there in the future. Jerusalem residency affords them movement privileges as
well as social services that Palestinians of the West Bank and Gaza do not have. Moreover,
when Jerusalem residents loose their status, they also loose their land because they become
absentees whose land can be confiscated.
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Is building a house in Jerusalem “political"?

These different approaches to the home encourage us to understand the Palestinian home
both in terms of its usually unarticulated importance with regards to the habits of daily life,
and also in terms of the broader social relations surrounding the house. Justus Reid Weiner
argues (2003) that Palestinian “illegal construction” - a phrase which implies the acceptance
of the legitimacy of the laws without exploring their foundations - is in some cases politically
motivated and in other cases motivated by builders' intention to make money. This is not
the place to discuss the truth of these assertions. However, saying that illegal construction in
Jerusalem is about political strategy and economic profit is a way of arguing that Palestinians
living in Jerusalem are not living authentically or naturally, but rather that they occupy
Jerusalem with some underhanded strategic goals. But we must ask in return why, given the
Israeli government's overt goal of Judaizing Jerusalem, would Palestinian living in Jerusalem
be anything but political? And why, given that a home is often the main source of family
wealth, would Palestinian residential building in Jerusalem not be in part economically
motivated? The political significance of living in Jerusalem must also be understood in the
context of Arab Jerusalem residents’ delicate status as permanent residents but non-passport
holders, since in order to their future rights to live in Jerusalem they must preserve residency
in Jerusalem. Finally, it is not surprising that living in Jerusalem should have political meaning
given that Jerusalem is the desired national capital for both Israelis and Palestinians. For all
of these reasons, living in Jerusalem is often a political act for Palestinians, and this political
significance can be feltin how Palestinians talk about and otherwise represent their presence
in Jerusalem.

A Palestinian Home in Jerusalem

Salih Muhi ad-Diin, his wife, and their eleven children lived in their home in Beit Hanina for
two years before it was destroyed in August 2003 because it did not have a permit. He said
that built without a permit not because it cost so much but because it would have taken so
long to be issued. This is a common problem, because growing families cannot wait the
three to four years it sometimes takes for Arab families to get building permits in Jerusalem
(Hammouri 2003). On the justice of the law under which his house was demolished, Muhi
ad-Diin commented that if the government had come and told him, you've broken the law,
and now you have to pay a 100,000 NIS fine, he would have paid it, however long it took.
But for them to destroy the house, he said, is not right.
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The home in anthropological perspective

Anthropological writing gives us several ideas about the non-monetary value of the house.
Pierre Bourdieu's famous description of physical order within the Algerian Kabilye house
concluded that embodied habits of living within the ordered home taught people about
community values, because the house itself was structured according to these values (Bourdieu
1977). While the Palestinian house is not as rigidly structured as the Kabilye house, Bourdieu's
point is applicable. For example, the Palestinian practice of serving guests is an everyday
habit that relies on that automatic knowledge one has of one's home and guests - what
foods to offer and how, whom to especially encourage to take an extra serving. In this way,
serving guests enacts certain Palestinian values of hospitality, generosity, and social order.
The writings of phenomenologist Gaston Bachelard encouraged anthropologists to consider
how the inhabited house is not just a physical abode but also the abode of the consciousness.
The house, he wrote, is the place of intimate memories, and also a place through which
people can mark the passage of time. It also allows us to imagine the future: “The house
shelters day-dreaming, the house projects the dreamer, the house allows one to dream in
peace” (Bachelard 1994:6). Palestinians remember their past lives when they visit homes -
or sites of homes - that they lost during al-nakba in 1948 (Bardenstein 2000; Bishara 2003;
Kanafani 1970). Palestinian families dream of the future as they build a new room or a new
apartment over an existing home, imagining teenage sons grownup and married, ready to
move in and build their own families.

Other anthropological work on the house demonstrates that the house is never an island
separate from the national, class, and religious conflicts that may dominate life outside the
house (Bahloul 1996). Julie Peteet writes of Palestinian households in Israeli-occupied southern
Lebanon during the 1980s. Everyday military presence and military operations disrupted the
norms of daily life such that “domestic boundaries were shattered, revealing the illusory
character of domesticity as the realm of private, familial relations distant from the spheres of
formal politics” (Peteet 2001). This fusing of the domestic and the political spheres is of
course vitally present in the politics of Israeli home demolition in Jerusalem.
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Home and Culture:
The Meaning of A Home in Jerusalem
and the Impacts of Home Demolition

Amabhl Bishara*

Itis a lot of work to have a home in East Jerusalem. One must navigate from smooth new
roads built for the settlements to the uneven roads home. One struggles to keep the dust
out of the house in the summertime. In a visit to West Jerusalem, one discovers sidewalks
and public playgrounds and gardens anew; seeing them, one remembers their absence in
East Jerusalem. One must stay within the legal confines of the Israeli state's zoning restrictions
and yet still make the smallest house large by opening it to family and friends. It is a lot of
work to have a house in East Jerusalem, but this work has its rewards, like smelling the
neighbor's jasmine while hanging the laundry, knowing where to buy sesame cakes, or
turning a corner and seeing the Dome of the Rock gleaming above the city.

For some Arab Jerusalemites, another difficulty of living in Jerusalem is coping with the
threat - or reality - of home demolition. The physical losses that stem from home demolition
are overwhelming. People find their homes turned to a pile of ruined building materials;
they walk gingerly over its new jagged contours looking for anything that might be retrieved,
rather than sitting down for a meal enclosed by smooth walls and curtains. They sleep in
tents, broken down buses, shipping cartons. Critically, home demolition usually wipes out
the wealth of a family, and can also leave the family in debt. Families often loose not only
their homes but also most of the appliances and furniture inside. These physical and material
losses - of living space and of wealth - might well be considered the primary effects of home
demolition, and they are tremendous.

However, these losses have another dimension as well, and these are emotional and personal.
Writ large across a society that deals with home demolition as a regular feature of Israeli
control over land and law, these personal losses are experienced socially. What is it, then, to
consider cultural a loss which is so profoundly material, and moreover a loss of something
which is understood to be a universal human need? What does a house provide besides
basic shelter and economic security? And what, then, does home demolition take away?

*  Amahl Bishara is a graduate student in Anthropology at New York University. Her Ph.D. research centers on Palestinian
representations of their history, ideas, and experiences to internationals through mass and other media. Her M.A.
thesis is entitled "House and Homeland in Jerusalem: Examining Sentiments and Claims about Home in Jerusalem."
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