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A	Leap	of	Faith	
 	



 

“I’m	not	Queer,	I’m	Disembodied”		
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	

To	be	absent	from	the	body	is	to	be	present	with	the	Lord	
2	Corinthians	5:8	



 

	
My	father	told	me	yesterday	that	when	I	was	3,	before	we	left	Zimbabwe,	I	used	to	cry	
incessantly	to	go	on	the	bus	to	the	point	where	my	uncle	used	to	have	to	take	me	to	catch	a	bus.		
Apparently,	we’d	get	a	bus	from	our	home	in	Chitungwiza	to	Harare.		
From	one	place	to	another.	Leaving	to	arrive	somewhere	else.		
Transport	has	this	hope	for	something	different	at	the	end	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

I	have	this	small	thing	about	running	away.		
I	often	leave	things	quickly	because	I	don’t	feel	like	I’m	meant	to	be	there.	

Sometimes	running	away	is	just	walking	away	but	faster.																																																																					
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
I	hope	that	makes	sense.	



 

	
The	concept	of	being	simultaneously	pulled	to	contrasting	and	somewhat	incongruous	spaces,	

	
	
	
	

things… 

‘its’…	
	
	
	
	
	

“I	like	to	think	of	translocational	belongings	as	reflecting	the	condition	of	the	wanderer,		
of	the	non-fixities,	of	the	fluidities	and	of	the	flows	characterising	the	human	condition	in	our	

turbulent	times	today.”	
	

- Floya	Anthias,	Translocational	Belongings	
	
	
	
	
	

The	body	is	speaking	in	a	language	I	have	yet	to	understand.	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

Maybe	it's	about	fluctuating	between	being	proudly	rootless	and	profoundly	lost.	



 

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

♫	If	you	love	me,	you'll	love	me	
♫	'Cause	I'm	wild,	wild	at	heart	

 	



 

I	have	previously	described	it	as	a	condition	of	experiencing	an	infinite	series	of	nearlys	and	
‘not	quite	yets’.		
	
	
	
	
	
There	was	also	something	about	constantly	curdling	yet	craving	emulsion.	
	
	
	
	
	
	

It	feels	like	pulls	in	different	directions	informed	by	the	wants	of	the	mind,	the	aches	of	the	
heart	and	the	demands	of	the	body.	

	
	
	
	
	
	

I	recently	thought	of	it	like	a	wound.		
	
	
	
	

A	slash	or	laceration	to	be	exact.		
	
	
	
	
	
	

It’s	as	if	it’s	being	kept	open	with	each	‘flap’	of	the	cut	being	pulled	in	opposite	directions.	



 

	
It	is	being	pulled	apart.		
	
It’s	being	the	rope	in	tug	of	war.			
	
It	is	being	stretched.		
	
It	is	spaghettification.		
	
It	is	a	simultaneous	dragging.		
	
It's	being	in	a	constant	state	of	tearing	but	never	coming	apart.		
	
Where	do	I	go	from	here?		
	
Girl	idk	but	I	feel	like	it’s	about	setting	off.		
	
It’s	about	making	a	decision	even	though	that	type	of	autonomy	doesn’t	feel	possible.		
	
Its	giving	leap	of	faith.	
 	



 

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

(I)	See	(C)	You	(U)	
 	



 

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

Wanderlust	as	an	embodied	faith	that	testifies	that	
there	is	something	external	to	you	that	you	must	reach.	

	
	 	



 

The	following	conversation	took	place	the	morning	after	the	night	my	Mum	asked	me	to	go	
into	the	garden	to	collect	some	soil	and	place	it	into	a	bag	for	her.	At	that	moment,	she	could	
not	bring	herself	to	elaborate	on	why	she	required	the	soil,	but	I	could	hear	it	in	her	voice	that	
she	needed	that	soil	in	a	way	that	didn’t	need	to	be	questioned.	So,	I	just	did	it.	I	went	into	our	
back	garden	with	a	clear	sandwich	bag	and	my	shovel	(a	tablespoon)	and	I	scooped	up	about	a	
handful	of	soil	from	the	ground.	I	had	to	forcefully	crack	the	top	layer	of	soil	where	the	
moisture	in	the	soil	had	frozen	(29/11/2025)	and	caused	it	to	adhere	to	itself.	After	doing	so,	I	
entered	the	house	and	then	went	up	to	her	bedroom	where	she	laid	there	waiting	eagerly	for	
the	soil.	I	handed	it	to	her	and	left	her	to	her	own	devices.	I	heard	prayers	coming	from	her	
room	that	night	and	We	spoke	about	why	she	needed	the	soil	the	next	morning.	
	 	



 

Kumbirai:	So,	the	soil	absorbs?	

Mum:	Yes.	That's	why	things—	

Kumbirai:	I'm	not	fully	getting	it.	No,	because	I	think	I	understand	the	two	things	separately.	
But	how	do	the	two	things	go	together?	

Mum:	They	want	to	get	them	also	because	we	are	also	created	from	the	dust.	

Kumbirai:	I	thought	that	was	just	Adam?	

Mum:	No,	we	all	come	from	the	dust.	

Kumbirai:	I	don’t	get	it,	because	I	thought	Adam	was	created	already,	and	then	Eve	was	made	
from	Adam's	rib,	and	then	the	earth	as	well.	But	it	was	Adam's	rib	that	was	taken	to	make	Eve.	

Mum:	But	they	also	used	the	dust	from	the	earth	to	make	Eve's	body.	Our	bodies	are	created	
from	the	dust	of	the	earth.	That's	why	when	someone	dies,	you	are	put	back	to	where	you	
came	from.	

Kumbirai:	So	that's	why	they	say,	"Dust	to	dust”?	

Mum:	Yes,	people	say	"dust	to	dust."	So,	I’m	exercising	dominion,	the	dominion	that	we	are	
given	over	the	earth.	I’m	instructing	the	earth	to	do	things	that	I	want	it	to	do.	

Kumbirai:	And	what	is	that?	

Mum:	To	bring	forth	good	things	in	my	life.	

Kumbirai:	But	do	you	mean	the	physical	earth,	or	metaphorically,	like	the	whole	earth	
including	the	people	on	it?	

Mum:	You	can	say	everything.	

Kumbirai:	But	then	you	were	saying	something	about	it	absorbing?	

Mum:	Yes,	because	if	something	can	bring	something	out,	it	can	also	take	something	back.	

Kumbirai:	Yeah,	that’s	true.	If	something	can	be	brought	forth	from	the	soil,	the	soil	can	also	be	
told	to	take	something.	

Kumbirai:	So	once	the	soil	absorbs	something,	are	you	going	to	get	rid	of	it?	

Mum:	No,	I’m	not	trying	to	get	rid	of	it.	I’m	just	using	the	soil	as	a	point	of	contact.	

Kumbirai:	With	the	earth?	

Mum:	Yes.	

Kumbirai:	So,	it’s	a	proxy?	



 

Mum:	What	is	a	proxy?	

Kumbirai:	It’s	something	you	put	in	place	of	something.	

Mum:	Yes,	that's	the	idea.	It’s	like	when	I	eat	the	bread	and	drink	the	wine,	I	know	it	represents	
the	body	and	blood	of	Jesus.	The	same	principle	applies.	

Kumbirai:	But	my	thing	is,	if	you	want	the	soil	to	absorb	things,	aren’t	you	going	to	get	rid	of	it	
if	you	feel	like	there’s	something	in	it?	

Mum:	No,	I’m	not	wanting	the	soil	to	absorb	something.	I’m	just	speaking	to	it.	

Kumbirai:	Okay,	so	you're	wanting—	

Mum:	Generally,	this	is	a	way	of	speaking,	like	someone	speaking	in	Zimbabwe,	and	I’m	here.	
But	the	fact	is,	I’m	also	speaking	into	this	soil,	and	it	affects	every	place.	Anyone	can	try	to	say	
things	to	me.	

Kumbirai:	Is	this	an	act	of	faith?	

Mum:	Yes,	once	you	have	faith	and	believe	in	something,	taking	an	act	of	faith	reinforces	it.	

Kumbirai:	So,	are	you	going	to	keep	this	forever,	as	long	as	you	can?	

Mum:	I’ll	keep	it	dry	so	that	it	remains	as	a	point	of	contact.	

Kumbirai:	I	just	find	it	interesting	like	you	have	these	really	interesting	spiritual	practices.	
They	don’t	seem	weird,	but	they	feel	like	an	expansion	of	Christian	beliefs.	

Mum:	This	is	Christian.	

Kumbirai:	No,	I	get	that,	but	you	know	how	people	believe	in	things	like	witchcraft?	This	feels	
like	a	blend	of	Christian	faith	and	other	spiritual	practices.	Like,	putting	a	Bible	in	water	and	
drinking	the	water	isn’t	something	most	Christians	do.	

Mum:	It	is	Christian,	but	it’s	expanded.	

Kumbirai:	I’m	not	saying	it’s	wrong,	just	that	it’s	an	interesting	blend.	For	example,	you	used	to	
leave	the	Bible	open	around	the	house	so	that	the	scripture	would	radiate	into	the	room.	

Mum:	Yes,	I	used	to	do	that.	

Kumbirai:	Why	did	you	stop?	

Mum:	Maybe	because	now,	I	read	scripture	from	an	app.	

Kumbirai:	Do	you	miss	having	a	physical	Bible?	

Mum:	Yes,	but	carrying	it	is	difficult.	



 

Kumbirai:	What	would	make	it	easier	for	you	to	have	your	Bible?	

Mum:	A	bigger	bible,	maybe	the	size	of	a	laptop.	

Kumbirai:	So	you’d	want	it	to	open	like	this?	*gestures	an	alternative	method	that	a	bible	could	
be	opened*	

Mum:	Yes,	slightly	smaller	than	that.	

Kumbirai:	Would	you	prefer	to	have	all	the	books	separate	so	you	can	pick	the	one	you	want	to	
read?	

Mum:	That	would	be	nice,	but	it	should	be	easy	to	access.	

Kumbirai:	Would	you	prefer	pages	with	texture	to	make	them	easier	to	turn?	

Mum:	Just	as	long	as	they’re	not	too	heavy	and	easy	to	pick	up.	

Kumbirai:	So	would	it	work	if	someone	placed	the	Bible	in	front	of	you	and	you	could	move	it	
as	needed?	

Mum:	Yes,	that	would	be	ideal.	

Kumbirai:	That’s	interesting.	

Mum:	You	see,	faith	grows	through	experiences.	I	wasn’t	always	like	this,	but	one	thing	led	to	
another.	For	example,	I	used	to	hear	that	if	you	pay	tithes,	the	Lord	will	bless	you.	I	was	injured	
while	working	as	a	clerk,	and	I	received	compensation.	At	that	time,	I	sent	$1,000	to	the	church	
because	I	believed	in	faith.	

Kumbirai:	So	you	acted	on	faith?	

Mum:	Yes.	After	that,	things	changed.	I	ended	up	in	England,	which	was	never	planned.	Your	
father	didn’t	want	to	come,	but	my	sisters	encouraged	him.	After	my	injury,	he	agreed.	I	didn’t	
want	to	come	at	first,	but	my	sister	saw	it	as	an	opportunity.	At	the	time,	I	was	unsure	about	my	
future,	but	my	faith	carried	me	through.	

Kumbirai:	So	you	feel	faith	has	shaped	your	life?	

Mum:	Yes,	because	I’ve	seen	real	change.	That’s	why	I	believe	in	these	practices.	They’re	not	
just	theory	to	me—I’ve	lived	them.	

Kumbirai:	I	see.	That	makes	sense.	

Mum:	Yes,	it	has	been	a	journey	for	me.	

Kumbirai:	Thank	you	for	sharing	this.	



 

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

Our	Day	will	come	
	

But	
	

Tomorrow	is	my	turn	
	
	 	



 

You	are	Power	–		

Infinite,		

Irresistible,		

Inexorable,		

Indifferent,		

Teacher,		

Chaos,		

Clay.	

	

You	are	neither	good	nor	evil,		

I	like	to	think	You	are	neither	loving	nor	hating.	

I	perceive	and	attend	to	You.	

I	learn	from	You.		

I	respect	You.	

In	the	end,	I	yield	to	You.	

 

 

All	that	I	touch	I	Change.	

All	that	I	Change	Changes	me.	

	

The	only	lasting	truth	is	Change.	

	

	

You	are	Change.	



 

I	dreamt	with	you	last	night	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	
I	can	make	you	glitter.		

















































































Spirit lifts the digits,
Lifts the limb
With which it puts its seed
Inside of you to swim.

Spirit lifts the fingers,
Tilts the skull
Around to look straight at you
While it chooses what to cull.

Spirit spills the dye,
Colours it red,
The cloth is drenched now,
Every opponent is forever-always dead.

Spirit pulls the strings,
Pulled tight or loose,
It does not matter,
Around your neck there is a noose.

Spirit cleans the hole,
It keeps it empty
So that space always remains
To consume infinite plenty.

Spirit digs the trench,
It bends the brass
And sees all that you do
Right through a magic looking glass.

Spirit lifts the digits,
Lifts the limb
With which it puts its seed
Inside of you to swim.

Brilant Pireva





 
 

TRINH T. MINH-HA 

WIND, WATER, WALL-WOMAN 

(Excerpts from I-Blue, a book in progress)1 

 

The Wind 

Once in a while, surreptitiously the Cry irrupts, bursting into light, giving life to what has 

gone dead and killing what is thought to be living. Whether it be scream, squeal or wail, 

the cut breeds form, which silence absorbs.  

 All sea outside inside. Immense, the ebb and flow; that interface between air, 

earth, water; or, spirit, breath and body. Immeasurable, boundlessly boundful, nonhuman 

within a human frame.  

 Froth, wind, the incessant rise and fall. How far can one dive, knowing not how to 

tread deep waters? Shore dwellers and swimmers putting their lives to the test in seawater 

have learnt to see an individual wave, isolating its pattern and components, whose 

complexities writing has eloquently preserved. To read and write a wave, it’s difficult, 

it’s feasible. But to listen to one, and one only? In so intense a din, nothing comes 

through without resonance. Only with ears shut wide does the sound of the single wave 

separated from the ones immediately preceding and following it manifest itself 

soundlessly. Majestically and spectrally, the vision of the singular fold and flow unwinds 

in slow motion as in a silent film. Yet, a wave is in itself a multiplicity. Tiny bits of water 

circling onto themselves, sweeping and swelling to indefinite sizes magically 

choreographed by the hand of the wind. All-activity, each waving appears as unique 

individual and disappears as no-individual in the silence of the communal ocean. One 

after the other they are seen dying, whitening to the cadence of winds and tides. Again 

and again the foam spreads while the lone break, the individuated shatter, goes unheard. 

                                                 
1 © Trinh Minh-ha/Moongift Films. Excerpts from I-Blue, a book in progress. Not to be quoted, 
reproduced, and/or circulated without approval of the author. 
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The rise is in the dying. When language recedes, words return looking strangely at 

writing and at she who writes.  

 Wind writing on sea skin. Sea tongues and unsolicited voices drift in and are 

driven out. When everything seems to decay and the remains are swept away, the wind 

rises again. Only it knows the waves, whence they come, where they are heading. One 

either follows, swims against their flow at one’s own risk, or else floats empty. 

Undulating adrift. Tossed about in nothingness. Writ in the language of flotsam. The 

wind disturbs, sickens, harms, but also enlivens and endows writing circumstantially with 

an end and a purpose. A predominance of water and wind is known to produce a bitter 

medicinal taste. For divers who have taken the sea as their abode, the kiss of the waves 

tastes—not sweet nor even salty, but—fresh and bitter. At least, it is so remarked by 

those who happily offer their flesh to the erotic flogging of the sea on windy days. Wind, 

in the science of healing, solicits deep listening, as it is one of the essential constituents of 

the body and one of the basic causes of the entire spectrum of diseases. Not quite visible, 

perhaps, but wind movements and effects can be acutely seen, heard and smelled. 

Illnesses of the body, so the science warns, are no other than imbalances of the wind. 

Physicians diagnose them by reading or listening to the pulse, which seems to beat 

normally, but when pressure is applied to it, it symptomatically becomes empty like a 

balloon on the surface of water. The patient suffering from such a disease is said to suffer 

from delirium and unlocalised pain, marked by restlessness, insomnia, screaming, 

laughing, and senseless talk.  

 Overuse of body, speech and mind on an empty stomach, overexposure to breezes 

and draughts invites leakage and uncontrolled flows there where everything looks sane 

and rational. Delirium pervades the social field and is always at work in Day reality. The 

Tibetan medical system treats disordered wind by suggesting a diet that has soft and 

warm powers, therapy in which hot and oily fomentation is applied on “wind” points, and 

repose in a warm and dark place with a desired friend. Healing requires warmth-inducing 
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behavior as well as maintenance of the stomach’s heat, if this bodily field is to be kept 

fertile. Warm and dark go together in creativity—the act of love (or lovemaking for those 

whose dying to the self leads to no hoarding of power). There are many ways to go warm, 

and hot refers here neither to the temperature nor to the spicy taste of the food, although 

these may be linked. Wise eating, wise food speaks to the qualities of digestion and the 

powers arising from it. Perhaps the mouth is the organ of thinking. The mouth at the 

intersection of eye and ear, or else the nose at the intersection of tongue and hand. All 

depends on the di-gestive and trans-forming process. There where it is located—at the 

hips and waist—physicians characterize the wind in its development as “lightness and 

mobility manifested by the mind when, out of ignorance, it desires and becomes attached 

to attractive objects.”2 A careful assemblage of apparent contradictions—lightness, 

desire, mobility and attachment—may lead to a halt or to the threshold of the word. Eros 

and logos, the malady grows with dispersion in acquisition (whether mental or material), 

and the inability to unmoor oneself or to free-flow bears many names, for these 

physicians of ancient ways have identified no less than sixty-three types of cold or wind 

diseases.  

 

The Wave 

The world is all sound, which makes the ground of silence dangerously suicidal. No 

doubt, the wind says it best when it comes to nothingness. The sight of a wave, a solitary 

wave leaping high in a white meadow with no ocean in view, is nothing strange. 

Senseless talk? In the realm of fore sound, hearing needs absorption. Isolation often 

means release from hierarchical and customary subordination. It is either equated with 

dissociation in destruction or exalted as the quintessence of the creative source. But the 

pearls here are all fakes, for defiance is still dependence and genuine silence does not 

                                                 
2 Dr. Pema Dorjee, with Elizabeth Richards, “Cures and Concepts of Tibetan Medicine,” Tibetan Medicine (A 
publication by the Library of Tibetan Works and Archives), Series No. 2, 1981, 44.  
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necessarily come from elimination, exclusion or isolation. Tamed and dispossessed of its 

nightmarish power is the image of a tsunami—caught in its gigantic size on rice paper, on 

celluloid, or on colorful postcards—in the act of swallowing a miniscule boat, of soaring 

up above humble rooftops, of chasing mortals in their flight, and of blasting away whole 

villages. One of a kind against the commoners, or else, One on its own, unattached to the 

leveling waters of the world. The extra-ordinary in the singular, or simply, man at the 

mercy of nature’s forces. What claims exceptionalness paradoxically turns out to be 

exceptionable. What becomes eagerly popularized would have to depend on the whims of 

the wind. Is the display of individual threat nothing but a need for a feeling of power? Or 

is it a wish to discharge what is assumed to be power? Perhaps, rather than waiting for the 

image to regain its real effect in dreams, one should simply accept the reality of 

encounters with wonder and let one’s eyes meet, with neither fear nor rejection, the sight 

of a wave taking a stroll by itself, detached from its peers and consorts.  

Alone is just as general as Bread, so a writer (Maurice Blanchot) notes, who finds 

rather comical the dilemma of a distress that writes well and moans: “I am alone.” It is in 

a solitary condition, in deliriums and convulsions that new ideas and great men have, for 

some time now, conventionally thought to be born. Aloneness under the guise of solitude 

is easily tossed around in the narrow world of exceptions, and a grain of madness is 

commonly joined to originality when it comes to establishing innovators’ credentials. 

Mystification chooses when to soak its geniuses almost wet in the shadows of insanity 

and when to flood them with the dry beam of super-clarity. He who writes (masterly) on 

madness, raves and stutters (admirably) like a madman, is often also he who confides, not 

quite to himself, but to the much-needed reader, that he is alone. The lie, whether partial 

or whole, depends on whether this not-quite solitude writes “well” across I, or whether it 

writes “in mediocrity” within an I, in which case it does not even ring true, unable as it 

is, to bear witness to its artifices.  

Truth longs for the lie to disappear; it is, in appearance, the most enduring lie. 
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image to regain its real effect in dreams, one should simply accept the reality of 

encounters with wonder and let one’s eyes meet, with neither fear nor rejection, the sight 

of a wave taking a stroll by itself, detached from its peers and consorts.  

Alone is just as general as Bread, so a writer (Maurice Blanchot) notes, who finds 

rather comical the dilemma of a distress that writes well and moans: “I am alone.” It is in 

a solitary condition, in deliriums and convulsions that new ideas and great men have, for 

some time now, conventionally thought to be born. Aloneness under the guise of solitude 

is easily tossed around in the narrow world of exceptions, and a grain of madness is 

commonly joined to originality when it comes to establishing innovators’ credentials. 

Mystification chooses when to soak its geniuses almost wet in the shadows of insanity 

and when to flood them with the dry beam of super-clarity. He who writes (masterly) on 

madness, raves and stutters (admirably) like a madman, is often also he who confides, not 

quite to himself, but to the much-needed reader, that he is alone. The lie, whether partial 

or whole, depends on whether this not-quite solitude writes “well” across I, or whether it 

writes “in mediocrity” within an I, in which case it does not even ring true, unable as it 

is, to bear witness to its artifices.  

Truth longs for the lie to disappear; it is, in appearance, the most enduring lie. 
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There’s no one “mad” without others “sane.” Nor is there a victim of loneliness without a 

lucid witness. Laughable and miserable, this delusion called desolation needs the Other’s 

presence in order to take on meaning. No wonder, then, that one of the methods used in 

Japan to work with psychotic and neurotic subjects is to allow the person to be left alone 

and to live in isolation for three to six weeks, with all needs provided for, but with no 

doctors of any kind around. Half-mad; nearly; almost, but not quite. Alone, never alone, 

itself a multiplicity in language. Reading the “best” writings on madness and solitude 

often means engaging in a multiply haunted activity of re-lire (re-lier) and dé-lire (dé-

lier)—of delirious re-reading and un-reading, or of indeterminate re-attaching and 

detaching. The more exact the words resorted to in order to cry out the loneliness, the 

greater the contradiction. The moment one puts it in writing one is already outside it, 

caught in the sanity of word arrangement and the collective babble of language.  

No-mad solitude leaves the mind musing. What is it that makes the pain lie to 

itself? Often a reaction against normalcy with its rational institutions and mind-doctors, a 

work that capitalizes on madness tends also to capitalize on the anomaly of everyday 

reality. Banality and anonymity are no longer the order, but the disorder of the day. In a 

reverse economy of madness, one stops being insane when the world fully regains its 

sanity. Writing finds a way out (with poignancy and grace), by shifting the focus to the 

madness of the day: that queer, accurate encounter between the every day and the other 

night, in which the clarity of normal light exudes intractable insaneness. The darkest 

place is always right underneath the lamp, says a Chinese proverb. Blinded, one is driven 

to a revelation, not of the hidden, but of the obvious, the all-too-visible. Once the light is 

turned around and established dualities lose their pertinence, the need for solitude and 

madness can detach itself from its reactive anti-socialness (those who dare to be mad). 

The singular insanity being made manifest inside, the unseen madness of the world 

becomes disturbingly visible.  

 Silence is many-voiced.  
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Full lips in the morning mist. To such a single-to-myriad movement born in 

stillness, those hearing the traces of sea foam on warm sand with no thought clinging to 

their heart would go mad with joy. But in a room full of bawling winds and waters where 

landscape imitates mindscape, self-made knots can be so tortuous as to make it 

impossible to give ear to such a silent multiplicity. Listening to voices in the whirlwind, 

one sometimes only hears the barking of a not-so-solitary voice spewing forth venom, 

trying overtly to chastise those with whom it comes into contact, while covertly 

demanding from them unconditional love. Building its own decor in the unfolding drama 

of life, the voice also devises for itself the sole protagonist’s role, being actor and reactor, 

observer observed, and victim of the times in which it lives. A time, it is thought, of 

windsurfing, when reacting to, riding with and adapting the motion of that gigantic wave 

are more appropriate than creating one—even a small one among others—to alter the 

course of events.  

 Catch the third wave, let the fourth go, for a new wave, and another again, has 

already begun to wash away all traces on the shore. Nobody listens today because nobody 

cares or knows how to, so goes the lament. The anguish and the craving to make a mark 

on one’s contemporaries bleed out in the tone of the work, which blindly registers the 

individual’s states of bitterness. A voice in the dark? No, a voice among voices in the 

whirlwind. A singular mark in the heart of globalization. Internal or external, the struggle 

is carried on in writing between T-terms: Time (The Times) or Tone? Neither or both, 

perhaps, for despite its familiar music across histories and cultures, every story of the 

wound is told as a unique story from one victim to another. In the archives of thoughts, 

deeds, and art, numerous were the individualities that tried to make a dent in the structure 

of the day, but were drowned out. It would be doing them injustice to think they failed 

because they weren’t loud enough, when truly they were so enamored with their own 

thinking as to shut themselves up in their own noises. 

 When love goes dying and fascism finds its way back up… 
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Fall and rise. Rise toward the fall. There where L disappears, F is said to reappear 

in full glory. The amorous movement draws in and out in solitude. Traces left by the one 

are properly wiped out by the other, for the sake of sanity and sanitation. A line detached 

from a previous context of insanity continues here and now to speak out of the blue. 

Fissured and already non-original, it is meant to return and travel. No doubt a false move, 

a mad fever of emotional heights and subjectification has been driving love to its 

entombment. And since loners pining away for attachment to their own images are born 

as much from misery as from mastery, the forces of repression and of oppression 

continue to thrive under the cover of passion and separatism. The flame passes on, 

leaving behind graphics of the firewood consumed. Ever present is the threat of being 

muffled from the outset as a voice emerges and events are set into words. The sounds 

fervently emitted can be skillfully dulled or deadened through a comprehensive system, 

not necessarily of censorship, but of anticreative appropriation, expropriation, and 

mutilation in simulation. For some then, the time when love dies and fascism rises is 

dreadfully specific. . . The blame needs a traceable face within a named ethnicity. In the 

land of the free, suddenly, thousands disappear overnight, deported or detained without 

charge, for reasons of homeland security.  

Again, the way of the wind emerges as pivotal to all relations of movement and 

repose. Its sounding power can make wonders happen, but only when the time and 

context are ripe: at dawn or sunset, when thresholds of colors imperceptibly slide into one 

another; or else, on a moonlit night when the mind clears and the body walks noiselessly. 

At the twilight of language, immediate change through cleansing and purifying is an 

illusion; only the intense affirmation of repetition in difference exposes death’s and the 

World Order’s conceit. 
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The Wall 

Endless attempts are made to drive Home away and to ban the Return. Yet everyone is 

said to carry a roof on the back and a room inside oneself. It is by one’s ear that one is 

asked to prove this fact for, if one listens intensely—as did Kafka—when someone walks 

fast, say during nighttime, what one hears is “the rattling of a mirror not quite firmly 

fastened to the wall.”3 With the fragility of the reflective device comes the threat of 

alterity and multiplicity that lurks during quiet times behind the agony of clattering 

sounds caused by external movements. Bodies in collision, bodies shuffled away in haste, 

footsteps resounding in the empty night. Who are you, appearing in front of me? Seeking, 

shouting to the dark; then, walking behind, sitting by my side, lying across my path, 

breaking or laughing when I am mending and crying. What? …You mean that sound? So 

loud, I can’t hear. No one can.  And yet there it is, soundlessly present as stories and 

emotions rise from nowhere’s depths to the surface. It’s the silence of the voiceless 

thousands crowded within the building’s walls, waiting in pitch dark to be lifted up to the 

sky, far from home. No, no light allowed in the ink of the night, for fear that bullets may 

have eyes, leaving their writing on the wall. What? …It says they dare step out of their 

shores and while fleeing, forget to weep, even soundlessly. Lips. Voices of exiles, 

refugees and emigrants recede in the distance and return loudly in waves nearby. Secrets 

buried deep in the opacity of matter may suddenly and uncontrollably speak, rising 

uninvited to the impassive surface of the wall.   
                                                 

3 Franz Kafka, The Blue Octavo Notebooks (Cambridge, Mass.: Exact Change, 1991), 1. 

Wind Power 

As an answer to Huang-di's question, “Why is it that the same illness having the 
same origin and manifesting itself at the same time can present itself in 
different clinical forms? Has the sky created wind to punish man?” Shaoyu 
remarked: “the wind does not take anyone as its target, but man, by his 
carelessness, let himself be caught by the wind.” 
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Shhhhhhhh! Stop talking, or else.  

Mouth lies. What terrifies is not always the act per se so much as its overblown 

projection: the numerous thoughts that wildly arise from one’s own fears and 

insecurities—the evident, rather than the unknown. What one finds oneself so afraid of is 

the very stench of truth emanating from oneself: one’s own elusive enemy. When terror 

awakens, the wall out of bounds loses its opacity. It lets one see what is not meant to be 

seen. From the outside in, the brick wall. From the inside out, the skin wall. (Or is it the 

other way around?) Both have innumerable ears and eyes, wide open or wide shut as 

circumstance requires. The ultra-thin film separating the two sides of one’s intimate 

wall—the communal inner-outer sounding board—constantly threatens to disappear, 

leaving one raw. Sometimes, walls can become turning points. They stand out at once as 

screens and as doorways—the impasse (what materially prevents visibility) and the 

passage to an elsewhere (what lies on the other side of its material visibility).  

A boundary event, the wall-no-wall draws into focus one’s relationship to 

visibility and invisibility. It is a (non)corporeal reality whose opacity and bi-

dimensionality are paradoxically indicative of an infinite non-place. The Great Wall of 

immortality; the wall of life built on innumerable deaths. Both door and doorway are 

nowhere to be seen. One goes on knocking in the dark but no One is there to answer. 

How utterly vain it is to try to break in there where one is already inside. How many have 

flung themselves into the abyss of the wall hoping for a breakthrough? The mystery is 

that of no secret. All is there, and one is said to be a sorry traveler in this noisy world if 

one knows not how to return to the stillness of the sea within oneself.  

Once the flow is let out, it falls silent.… 

  

When one enters the world of words with more in sight than the skill of joining 

sentences, the art of making verses, the ability to shape meanings, the goal to impart a 

message, or the quest for new concepts and ideas, one is bound to founder from shore to 
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shore, to experience instances of all white in the midst of radiant life, and to take a dive 

into the infinite realms of twilight gray…. 

 Imperfectly hemmed with white, words swell and recede at their own pace. Some 

cling and stick to one’s skin, others float in the room between floor and ceiling. Liquid as 

they all are, they evaporate and dry up. But sometimes, just as they seem to fade into 

white, they return wet again in a solitary sneeze. Something not being said is speaking 

silently, which demands and endures waiting. At the call of dusk, anger goes dying with 

the return of nightlight. Facing the wall in emptiness then has little to do with being 

walled in by emptiness. The gap between the two grows wider as one instant of true love, 

no matter how brief and fragile, is enough to inaugurate a taste for the infinite. Each 

syllable used to translate It, each sound breaking into light carries its wonders into the 

smallest details of daily life.  There, amidst the sea, a woman stands. A single “w” 

holding up the sky while diving into the wreck of the infamous Wall. That non-place 

against which images, sounds and thoughts arise and vanish. A living surface-membrane; 

a target for the eye and a visual rupture; an earthwork, blind and blinding in its 

immovable and impenetrable (im)material appearance; a song of texture in its own right. 

 

The Silence of the Sea 

A drop yearns to find its way to the Ocean. Freed, water returns to water, again and again 

breaking through the individual container. Love urges her to enter the cold sea and fill 

herself to the brim with the chill of Freshness. Her body quivers with every wave 

movement. Who writes all that strange poetry of the senses? Woman and water give and 

receive in mutual resistance and surrender. There, soaking wet, she gulps down liquid and 

moon, drinking in the fresh, the salty, the bitter. In the ripple of the light, a sign, then a 

question now and then surfaces on the night page. Can a drop stay still in the Ocean? Yet 

despite the forceful beating and tossing of the waves, she stands still. Struggle and fall, 

she does, as she weeps and laughs her way up again, dripping in the iciness and standing 
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still. The Great woman Barrier. Her boundaries are her very access. Carrying the sea 

inside, she moves with the receding and the returning, letting the time of coming and 

going find its own rhythm. Letting the sea be deceptively defined by the horizon’s flat 

line; letting the wind sweep wild through her liquid field; letting this body open a path 

that is no path in the briny water and walk its way back to the shore. 

Now facing seaward, silent at the edge of land and water, she and the sea. The 

selfsame sea that calls everything unto Her is now gazing back at her gaze. Mystery 

arises as living starts asking questions about itself. The ever-changing surface of the sea 

inquires about its own unfathomable depths. And the answer? Silence: solid, empty, 

watchful and awake. The Answer closes in around the Question so as to preserve the 

latter, keeping it open, bottomless. In the encounter of woman and sea—so small and so 

vast, the infinite multiplicity of the singular—three worlds mingle on the page: the ones 

of desire, form and non-form.  

Mute thunder. The sand delights to feel her bare feet. Time stands still. From the 

quietness, attention effortlessly arises. She is all ear, listening wide with no memory. Not 

a single sound in the night. There, unseen, silence appears. Unmistakable, unavoidable, 

saying nothing, wanting nothing, judging no one, bearing no grudge, it awaits, lurking, 

spreading, filling in every form, and catching one unawares—in the lips, in a stranger’s 

eyes, in the heart of a gesture, in the very word used to name it. Unblinking, the world 

stares back at the empty surface of the mirror wall. The larger has suddenly entered the 

small; the ocean has slipped into the drop. Inside meets outside in the familiar everyday. 

The body, losing its boundary, slowly looks round and around, the way the earth turns on 

itself.   

With the unexpected irruption of vastness, the feeling of having gone over the 

edge expands ever wider and yet, everything in the surrounding is in the same place. 

Words, rocks, stones, sand, shellfishes, seaweed, froth and foam: more vibrant than ever, 

each form fully alive and constantly in movement—in their places. Something big and 
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uncontainable has gotten into the room without warning. But the moon is still the same 

moon. Quietly, in small single steps, she reverts to her daily activities and pretends 

nothing has happened. Time returns to its usual pulsation… 

 

Uncannily non-scalar, from end to end, …I start walking. 
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6

Mappings of the Liminal

I think about being in the bush with Doug—how I was often in my head,
not paying attention to my surroundings and the bits of knowledge the land
was sharing with me. But each March, as we collected sap from the maple
trees, Doug would describe the melting of the snow, the warmth of the sun
at midday and the crispness of the nighttime. He would turn my attention to
the waking of the trees, the making of sap within their trunks, their
regrowth and their breath. He talked about Ziigwan as a season that would
hand things over to Minookmi, the second part of spring when the broad
leaves are born and the tree frogs begin to sing—spirits bringing with them
a miraculous transformation that he found wonderful every year.

A miraculous transformation that happens every year.
Now, hearing Doug’s voice in this time of world endings and world

beginnings grounds my thinking in a different register. Over the past twenty
years the acceleration of the global climate crisis has not brought about any
transformation where global systems have aligned with the existing
planetary cycles that create and maintain life on earth. Rather, there has
been an intensification of racial capitalism and its hierarchies, violences that
see Black, Brown and Indigenous peoples as sacrificial in order to maintain
the wealth of a few elite, wealthy white men. Over the course of my own
life, this has become much worse—and the speed at which things are
becoming worse is also accelerating.



I am reminded that my ancestors are here with me, supporting and
sharing and caring for me from another realm. They are present in Gzhwe
Manidoo, and they allow me to be present within an unconditional love for
the living beings that make up our planetary homespace. The energy of
Gzhwe Manidoo lands in my heart, singing to me that the violence of
colonialism requires an arsenal of coping mechanisms, and the full range of
emotions—including anger, resentment, sadness, despair and hopelessness
—are necessary responses and motivators alongside a foundational habit of
care and kindness and unconditional love. These ethics are foundational in
that they create worlds that view private property, prisons, punishment and
greed as terrible mistakes. Gzhwe Manidoo grounds me in my body as a
cycle of energies through space and time, and in the notion that the
individual exists only fleetingly and insignificantly.

I know, too, that the experiences of Gzhwe Manidoo and Gizhiigokwe
eliminate the possibility that this work will be easy and spontaneous. Their
stories tell us that there was no map. There was no research plan. There was
no set of strategies. There was no land. There was no leader—or there were
many leaders.

There was, however, a practice of love and hope. There was a fostering
of emergence. There was a collaborative practice of kindness. There was
persistence, and perhaps the belief that eventually, working together, these
beings would generate what they collectively needed to get to the next day.
They understood that in remaking the world, they weren’t building an entire
planetary system but merely figuring out how to live within, and contribute
to, the cycles that already existed and had given them life.

There are many origin stories that tell of this kind of knowledge.
Joshua Myers begins his book Cedric Robinson: The Time of the Black

Radical Tradition with a description of the philosophies and ethical
practices for world making of the Bakongo peoples of West-Central Africa.
Using the work of Congolese intellectual Tata Kimbwandende Kia Bunseki
Fu-Kiau, Myers grounds the evolving world view and theory of a particular
communal existence that is both cyclical and deeply relational.31 He
describes a world that is at once concerned with the intimate and the
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planetary, and an existence where to be alive is “to seek to understand,
grow, and mature in rhythm with ancestors and the natural world, and to
align them with a vision of and for community” within the tuzingu—the
records of their ancestors and the bodies of knowledge they housed and
embedded into the intellectual practices of the Bakongo. Myers then uses
these understandings as a conceptual foundation for one definition of the
Black Radical tradition found in the work of Cedric Robinson.

Robinson himself, as Myers notes, described the Black Radical tradition
in Black Marxism as “an accretion (process of growth), over generations, of
collective intelligence gathered from struggle,” and as “enslavement
providing the occasion for struggle” wherein connection, record-keeping
and creating a collective body of intelligence—all with the purpose of
bringing forth more life—were consistent with the theories of the Bakongo
peoples.

I’m drawn to this section of Myers’s book, and I read and reread it. First,
because the theories of the Bakongo peoples are so like the theories of my
own people, the Nishnaabeg. And second, because of the continuation of
this orientation and accretion within the political movements of radical and
liberatory Black organizing. The second point is most striking to me. If I
were to sit down and try to excavate an Indigenous liberatory or radical
politics, I would most certainly find evidence of it at every point in history
since the beginning of colonialism, and I would have to increasingly
disentangle this from the recognition politics of the state. And yet, as Tata
Kimbwandende Kia Bunseki Fu-Kiau points out, coding and decoding,
tying and untying, are critical parts of world-making practices.32

Lakota philosopher Vine Deloria Jr., in God Is Red, writes that one of
the most significant differences between Indigenous and Western
metaphysics is that land is central to Indigenous modes of thinking and
being and to our ethical formulations. He writes that places or place making
are sites of meaning making, “the highest possible meaning,” and that most
Western societies, by contrast, derive meaning from time in relation to
place, with the narrative of development and history being of central
importance. Deloria concludes that this fundamental difference, with



Indigenous peoples philosophically concerned with space and Western
peoples philosophically concerned with time, makes understanding and
meaning between the two thought systems difficult.

I remember when I first bought God Is Red. I was visiting Boulder,
Colorado, in the late 1990s and I found the book in a local bookstore. I was
a hungry PhD student at the University of Manitoba, and this was a time
when if one found a book by a Native writer, one bought it. Revisiting the
book decades later, after spending years immersed in Michi Saagiig
Nishnaabewin, shifts my understanding.

Following Deloria, I don’t think I understand a clear division between
time and space; rather, I understand time as a function of the networks
created by space. The passage of time within Nishnaabeg thought is not
linear, and it comes from the cycles of living and non-living systems that
make up the land. Time is inferred from place.

A day is one rotation of the earth on its axis, or two passages of the sun
across the meridian. Using stars, a day is the period of two passages of a
star across the earth’s meridian. A month is the time needed to complete the
cycle phases of the moon, or the moon’s passage around the earth. A year is
the period taken by the earth to complete an orbit around the sun. Time is
movement. Time places the earth and all the patterns and systems that make
up the earth in liminal space.

I’m thinking about this in Denendeh in June, where the sun is seemingly
always out, high in the sky. Darkness comes for a few hours after midnight,
more muted daylight than actual darkness. This contrasts with the dark of
December and January, when the sun only appears for a few hours each day.
These seasonal contrasts in daylight are an organizing feature of life in the
north, and the farther one goes, the more dramatic the contrast is, until you
reach Inuit homelands where there are long periods of dark in the winter
and long periods of midnight sun in the summer. In this period of expanded
daylight, event after event can occur as life continues long into what was
previously understood as night. Plants grow at phenomenal rates. Animals
adjust their circadian rhythms to the ever-changing levels of light, with
birds seemingly singing at all hours. While this measurement is non-spatial,
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it is informed by place, space or land. It is informed by days, months and
seasons. And these, in turn, are informed by the movement of the sun, the
rotation of the earth, one’s location on the planet. Cyclical time comes from
land. Linear time is a European construct that overlays cyclical time—a
mechanism to organize the world in a homogeneous way to facilitate, of
course, capitalism.

When my kids were little, I tried each December to recover some of the
celebrations and traditions of my Michi Saagiig Nishnaabeg ancestors, so as
to bring authentic meaning to the month. The winter solstice seemed to
make sense. For a few years we gathered around an outside fire and told
stories to mark the day. This wasn’t how my ancestors would have marked
the occasion. Doug had shared with me that they would send a child out
with a device that measured the movements of the sun at noon. The device
was sinew or string and a stick, now commonly known as a shadow stick.
Or often the stick was a tree. Children would draw a circle on the ground
and place the stick in the circle. A week or two before the solstice, they
would mark the length of the shadow at noon, relative to the circle. They
would repeat this process each day. At some point the shadow would stop
lengthening and begin to shorten—and that was the winter solstice.

Doug told me that our name for winter solstice is Shkwaamaagee Giizis
—meaning “no more movement” or “the end of movement” or “the sun is
now standing still,” where giizis meant moon or month. After it stops for
about three weeks—Nike zhaw miinawaa—it comes back. We would mark
this time of year, Gchi Gisinaa Giizis, by feasting, having ceremony and
celebrating on the first full moon after December 21.33

Time is a mapping of cycles. A mapping of liminal space.
I think of a child in the time before colonization, in the darkness of

December, measuring light on the snow with a stick and sinew, connecting
themselves and their family to planetary movements and cycles as a
practice. I think of other ways this happens for Michi Saagiig Nishnaabeg,
which of course includes sunrise, noon, sunset, midnight, which are
sometimes thought of as the four sacred times of day. Sunrise and our
sunrise ceremonies are the first daily reminder that we are attached to



something communal and global that is far bigger than any one of us. The
light before dawn helps us visualize that the presence is a collapse, an
enfolding, of the past and the future. Naawakwe, or noon, is another
stopping time, with the sun high in the sky during the summer. Sunset is yet
another transformation—a handing over from Giizis to Dibi-Giizis. And
midnight is the fourth stopping point. The thirteen moons that make up the
year are signals telling us that the impossible blue of the planet is liminal
space. Everything is always in transition.

From within this frame, spatial orientation is relational rather than a
fixed territory. From inside this orientation, linear time is a ruse. With this
orientation, a division between time and space is an artifact of a way of
thinking that is a fantasy.

All the water that surrounded that child in the time before colonization,
in the darkness of December, every single drop, is all the water that has ever
been on the planet—and is all the water that now surrounds me.

Water is the network that facilitates communication and relationship
between all forms of life.

Water is a liminal space, always shifting between states.
This network, Water, Nibi, is the container of life on our planet, and as a

container it is constantly moving and changing form, taking up different
amounts of space. It is an anti-container container.

Three percent of it, fresh water, moves inside and outside all forms of
life. It exists in soil and air.

Without cycling, process and a complicated positive feedback loop,
without Gizhiigokwe’s invention and monitoring of the cycles, there is no
container. Gizhiigokwe, Sky Woman, created liminal space and
transformation.

Fresh water accounts for less than 3 percent of water on the planet.
Of that less than 3 percent, two-thirds is frozen in glaciers and ice caps.

The other 30 percent is groundwater. Only 0.3 percent of fresh water is
found in lakes, rivers and swamps.34

The earth is 70 percent water.
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The earth is 70 percent water.

The human body is 60 percent water. Animals are 60 to 80 percent
water. Plants are 90 percent water.

The liminal space of water is a complex cycle spanning different scales
of time—spending just days in the atmosphere and decades in snow and
glaciers, and thousands of years in the ocean, and tens of thousands of years
underground, and hundreds of thousands of years in the Antarctic ice
shelf.35

A drop of water inside me appears on my skin as sweat in the summer.
This evaporates into the air, travelling as water vapour. Its travels expose it
to conditions that cause it to undergo condensation, and it falls to the earth
as some kind of precipitation. It can fall and be collected in the ocean. It can
fall into the collection of groundwater, intercepted by soil, infiltration and
percolation, learning to move sideways. It can run off into a lake or a river
that moves it to the ocean. It can be transpired, perspired, expired by plants
and animals.

And still, it is in motion. And still, it is all the water in the world today.
Every drop is all the water that has ever been on the planet.

And all life shares this water.
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Agaming: On the Shore

A little less alone.
Doug died in the summer of 2022, and part of my grieving has been to

make an accounting of the importance of this attachment—and an
accounting of regret, for all the things we didn’t get to do together. The
violence of dispossession has made access to Elders and land and
Nishnaabe knowledge scarce, and that is why the death of such Elders is not
merely a loss of parental or grandparental relationships; it is also the loss of
bodies of knowledge that are difficult to recover. These are losses
compounded by colonialism. When an Elder dies, there are things they
saved in their body that you can’t get back because they don’t exist
anywhere else in the world.

In the months leading up to his death, Doug and I talked a lot about
Michi Saagiig Nishnaabeg beliefs and practices around the transition from
physical and spiritual being to a solely spiritual one. Doug was spending
more time in the spiritual world as his body retreated. And as he spent more
time in this interstitial space, the space in between life and death, I was
dragged there with him, reluctantly. It was difficult for me to stay present
where the physical and spiritual worlds overlapped because I didn’t want to
feel the feelings invoked there. Yet this in-between space demanded my
presence. It demanded I face my emotions. It demanded that I let go of the
relationship Doug and I had for years, that of student and teacher, and be
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open to a sort of companionship at the end during a radical transformation:
death.

During this time, Doug liked to recount what he thought would happen
as he made his way to the spiritual world. He talked about the visiting he
would do in the first four days; and the visiting he would do over that first
year of fragility. He described the canoe, like the ones we’d seen etched into
the rock at Kinomagewapkong, that would take him north, not west as most
Nishnaabeg believe, across the water and into the skyworld.

Over the years we had both spent a lot of time in canoes because, of
course, our people are lake people, and travelling by canoe, floating and
being held by water, was the primary way our people moved through our
territory. In the fall, Doug would sit in the front of his green canoe with a
shotgun, hunting geese, and I would sit in the stern, trying to steer and
paddle and follow all his instructions. Canoes require you to be in
alignment with the water that is holding you. They require an awareness of
currents and flow, and they provide a different orientation to the world than
that of land. Canoes require intimacy with the shore. Travelling by water,
whether it was by canoe in the spring, summer and fall or over the ice in the
winter, was the primary way my ancestors moved around. This vantage
point, floating on top of water, seeing the edges of water meeting land and
land meeting sky, was an organizing force. Shorelines where land and water
meet, where birds, fish and mammals meet, are zones of overlapping
worlds, often teeming with diversity and mino-bimaadiziwin.

I’m wondering now what I would have learned if I’d built a birchbark
canoe and used that to travel to Pinery Road and Concession 11 from my
home in Nogojiwanong. What if I had been able to travel to this spot
without using the concession roads that bisect and enclose the land?

The preparations and planning would likely have had to begin a year in
advance, because I don’t know how to build a canoe. I would have had to
call Chuck Commanda from Kitigaan Ziibi and engage in some
international diplomacy to ask for help.

Then I would have harvested birchbark in minookima, the second part of
spring, when the broad leaves are born. And I would have needed to harvest



the materials of four other trees: zesegaandagwadab (spruce roots),
giizhikatig (cedar), mananoons (ironwood) and baapaagigun (ash). I would
have obtained consent from each of these beings to help, and to do so I’d
have needed the semaa I made from four different plants and dried last
summer. Some of these materials are no longer easy to find in my territory,
so I would have had to think about why that is so, name this and understand
it, and then engage in more international diplomacy with the Dene to ask
them for spruce gum. Maybe I’d have traded them some maple syrup or
minomiin.

I would then have needed ten days to build the canoe, which would
mean borrowing an Elder’s front yard on the reserve and bringing in like-
minded Nishnaabeg to help me.

At this point, I would have discovered I needed paddles. So I’d have
found someone with knowledge, harvested the materials and built the
paddles.

I would then have needed goodness knows how long to learn how to
drive that thing.

Next, I would have asked the Elder whose lawn I was borrowing to build
the canoe how to get to where I wanted to go. He would tell me:

Jackson Creek
Chemong
Buckhorn
Pigeon Lake
Sturgeon Lake
Cameron Lake
Burnt River

He would tell me where I needed to put offerings. Sure, as an act of
reciprocity and acknowledgement of those living things that I was
encountering, but also as a way of feeding into the network a burst of
energy and goodwill.

This is a journey I would have liked to take with that Elder, but I should
have thought of it decades ago. His body can no longer make the trip in a
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canoe; maybe a motorboat or a Ski-Doo if the lakes froze enough that year.
And even then, I don’t know.

I would have had to think carefully about water, because it’s not safe to
drink the water out of these lakes. I would have thought carefully about
food as well. There would be layers of safety concerns: boat traffic, Jet
Skis, racism, mosquitoes, sunburns, heat exhaustion, and resting points that
aren’t on private property—or maybe are on private property.

I think of Nanabush, who made a similar journey in a canoe at the
beginning of time. I would merely have been re-enacting something they
did; something that generations of my ancestors did before me, and that,
through this re-enactment, I’d have been gifting those yet to be born.
Nanabush’s journey was a struggle, an ordeal even, and they relied upon
countless beings for help. They almost didn’t make it, but this was also their
method for learning about the world in which Gzhwe Manidoo had placed
them.

Reattachment, I think now, is not glamorous or romantic. I would have
learned some beautiful things from my re-enactment, but I also understand
that some things are lost that I can’t get back. The densely populated route I
would have travelled would be a constant struggle. I would not feel safe,
not for one second, on this journey. And there is a good chance my work of
reattachment would have led to feelings of alienation. I feel sick thinking
about it.

In the summer of 2018, two Nishnaabekwewag, Tia Cavanagh and
Maddy Whetung, organized a birchbark canoe–building session on Doug’s
front lawn in Curve Lake. It was specifically curated to be welcoming and
meaningful to Indigenous femmes and queers, and it was a space to embody
and practise consent. Every relationship is founded upon a shared consent
in Nishnaabeg thought. Working with trees, water and fire to weave
together strength and gentleness means that when you are working with
these beings, you cannot force them. Force results in snapped ribs, cracking
birchbark, spliced spruce roots. In canoe building, consent and
accountability are practices embodied moment to moment, and they serve to
allow us to build deeper relationships with one another. This is preventive.62



About a month after Doug died, Maddy and I took our kids to harvest
cattails in a marsh inside the nature areas of Trent University beside the
Otonabee. The day was hot. We were sad. I was joking that we were
orphans, and since Doug had passed, we only had Google and YouTube to
figure out how to weave the long leaves into mats. My kid knew exactly
where to take us because she had spent the most time of any of us in the
Trent nature areas while at forest school. We put our offerings down. Then
we picked the long leaves and hauled them back to Maddy’s car.

Maddy used the cattails to teach us about shorelines as connectors as we
wove warming mats and built the walls of shelters from what we had
harvested. She told us that the roots and pollen of the cattails are food, and
the fluff is used as insulation and to stuff pillows, while the gel found
within the layers can be used to soothe skin irritations. The place where we
harvested the cattails was a marsh, and I wouldn’t have described it as a
shore until I had this experience. Now I know that marshes are tiny shores,
where the division between land and water breaks down. Cattails brought us
to the shore that day. They connected us to water, land, bugs and each other.
They also connected us to Doug.

Some medicine people describe cattails as the “defenders of the
shoreline” because they prevent erosion, and Maddy told us that this
description comes from our language.63 In Braiding Sweetgrass,
Potawatomi botanist Robin Wall Kim-merer retells a story of taking her
biology students to harvest cattails as part of a university class she was
teaching. Kim-merer writes about the biology of the plant and how it is
adapted specifically for the winds and waves of shorelines, with an
extensive network of rhizomes below the surface and no distinct stem.
Instead, the stalk consists of a rolled bundle of leaves, sheathed around each
other in concentric layers because no one leaf alone could withstand the
wind and waves of the shore.64

Once again, this time through an understanding of the cattail, we see that
a shoreline is a relational space mediating between worlds and beings.

And now I think that what I would have learned on my canoe trip to
Pinery Road and Concession 11 is about shorelines, which are hard to map
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or comprehend on paper because they are made up of fractal geometry
formed by other natural forces.

A fractal is a pattern that repeats forever, and every part of the fractal at
every scale looks similar to the structure of the whole. Fractals, which can
be found everywhere in nature, from snowflakes to mountains to networks
of rivers to blood vessels, are also found in shorelines.65 And in this way,
the shoreline orients us: what we do on a small scale is how we exist at the
large scale.

The shore is a space of overlapping or interconnected worlds, of edges
and zones and areas of intensive transition. In the lakes and rivers of Kina
Gchi Nishnaabeg ogamig, shores are places of diversity and abundance,
places in which my ancestors would have spent a lot of their time—building
homes, harvesting cattails, rice, berries, and aquatic plants and medicines,
hunting and fishing. They were places of meeting, decision-making,
ceremony and diplomacy. They were places of beginnings of life and of
journeys and of deaths and of homecomings.

They continue to be places where we learn to be careful—the last places
to freeze up in the fall and the first places to thaw in the spring. And they
continue to be sites of constant transformation. As cottagers and
homeowners build sandy beaches, decks, docks, lawns and retaining walls,
the shoreline resists taking back any tiny space to begin to regrow. As
cottagers and homeowners use herbicide, Michi Saagiig Nishnaabeg, ducks,
geese and fish replant. As landowners rope off, curate and alter, birds, fish,
insects and Nishnaabeg violate.

For life forms that spend their time on the land, the shoreline is a
passage to the water world; and for life whose entire world is water, the
shoreline is world-ending, a foreign place that cannot provide the
necessities to thrive. But for those species that live on the shoreline, the
littoral zone is their world. Land, air and water mix in an overlapping
beginning and ending.

Whenever I’m in a canoe, I’m struck by the shift in orientation that takes
place. Travel by road and trail becomes travel by floating on the surface of
rivers and lakes, arriving and departing from the shore. I notice space and



light that doesn’t exist in the same way in the bush. There is wind, and the
consequences of wind. My canoe is on the surface or the edge of the water,
and also on the surface and the edge of the skyworld, of air. My visual field
shifts from the browns and greens of various textures in the forest to large
swaths of blues, first in the sky and then reflected in the water. There is no
escaping or finding shelter from the sun or the wind or the rain. There is no
escape from the mosquitoes and blackflies. It is only at the shore that I can
find shelter from the elements. It is only at the shore, the meeting of forest
and lake, that I can rest.

We often put an offering in the water before we push off from the shore
in our canoes. The shore is a place to set up camp, to gather water and
harvest food. It is a place where families come together in the summer to
celebrate and honour with ceremonies and feasting. It is where we come to
cool ourselves down, escape the bugs, clean ourselves, just as the moose do.
In the winter, frozen shorelines lead us by foot, dog team or Ski-Doo into
territory where we cannot travel in the summer. The ice holds our fish
camps and our nets. In the spring, shorelines lead us to muskrat push-ups
and the first ducks and geese migrating home.

Shorelines are continually changing, mapping a coming together of land
and water, and then unmapping the departures. They are gathering sites for
living beings from the lake, the air and the land. They are sites of dense
relationality, renewing relationships, reaffirming connections and
generating ecosystems.

In 2019, Candice Hopkins and Tairone Bastien curated the first Toronto
Biennial of Art, which brought together artists from all over the world and
asked them to consider “The Shoreline Dilemma.” This, they write, occurs
when scientific conventions break down in the face of the complexity of
nature.66 Indigenous peoples have long revered the complexity of the earth
and the ecosystems we live in, and the Shoreline Dilemma reminds me that
my ancestors, too, understood the limits of human understanding and
therefore the ongoing implications of colonial systems we currently struggle
against.
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Colonial interference places shorelines under tremendous pressure.
Colonial societies exploit the gifts of shorelines by building cities, ports,
harbours, causeways and roads along them, using rivers and lakes as
political borders and places to expel waste water and effluent from the land.
At the same time, the shore is coveted by campers and cottagers, which
leads to waterfronts stacked with private property in the form of cottages,
homes, condominiums, industrial development and even parkland.

The forces of this dispossession are intense and arresting.
Hopkins and Bastien write that shorelines are also, inherently, about

resistance. The shore isn’t bound by the same conventions as land or water
or the skyworld. Shorelines resist conventional mapping—they are ever-
shifting, fractal, they have no well-defined perimeter and evade attempts at
quantification. Shorelines embrace the unknown, the unquantifiable and the
fugitive. They resist systems that seek discipline and control.

In the fall of 2022, as part of my work at the Dechinta Centre for
Research and Learning, I coordinated a land-based course on sovereign
creative Indigenous artistic practice, focusing on the idea of shorelines. The
class spent a week with Dene Elders and land-based practitioners, making
things and living on Mackenzie Island in Tı�ndeè, or the big lake, living at
the shore and surrounded by shoreline. Dene have built camps on the island
for many generations because it provides a safe place to shelter.

I’m thinking of that time now, remembering how the shore during the
course was bursting with life. We were gathered in canvas tents and lived
and worked together. In the mornings, students would leave the shore in
motorboats to hunt ducks and fish the net with Elders, returning to camp
with a blue plastic bin full of whitefish, jackfish or pike—and, if they were
lucky, trout. Another Elder would teach them to fillet the fish to feed the
camp or to make dry fish for later. One of our staff would take the extra fish
and distribute them to the community while putting the guts and bones on
another, nearby island for birds to eat. Students picked cranberries and
Labrador tea, while Inuk instructor Krista Ulujuk Zawadski taught them
how to make sewing needles out of duck bones. Secwépemc artist Tania
Willard helped them use the materials around them to deepen their creative



practices and relationship to the shore. Students canoed around the
circumference of the island to learn a different perspective. I asked students
to spend quiet time sitting on the shore, just listening. I noticed only a few
minutes would go by before we would hear the laughter of children or
Elders from camp. One evening an eagle fished outside our tents for nearly
an hour.

I realize now that what I’m still learning from Doug, and also from
Maddy’s work on shorelines, from Olivia’s work with the Trent-Severn
Waterway, and from the land, is that these zones of overlap that bring
together the water world and the land world, the Great Lakes, the St.
Lawrence Lowlands and the boreal forest, are rich sites of mino-bimaadiz-
iwin. They are rich sites of regeneration. They are rich sites of synergistic
knowledge. At the shoreline and in this eco-tone, this brings forth more life
—in contrast to the colonial way, which always ends and diminishes life.

I add this knowledge to what I continue to learn from snow: that when
you arrive, you make bonds.
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Recapturing

Over our twenty-year friendship, I often asked Doug about water. But he
mostly refused to talk to me about it because in our culture, water is the
responsibility of women. When we were teaching together, he would often
invite Shirley Williams to speak to the class about water, and he was careful
not to interfere with what she told us. Shirley is an Odawa Elder and a
gifted language expert. She would often tell the story of travelling on the
lake as a child with her dad, who warned her that the water was becoming
polluted. He cautioned her that eventually she might have to buy water.127 I
will always remember the look on her face when she got to this part of the
story: a mixture of shock and horror that something her dad told her nearly
eighty years ago, and that had sounded unbelievable at the time, had come
true.

Today, what I’m learning from water is that when Nibi is captured, Nibi
adapts and stays the course.

Twenty years of the Slant Lake blockade demonstrates to me that
Indigenous Knowledge systems hold the potential to not only critique
capitalism but reveal multiple potentials to live otherwise.128 These systems
provided my ancestors with the moral and ethical imperatives to critique,
analyze and revolt. I’m here today, in no small part, because of how my
ancestors acted and lived within those moral imperatives. This teaches me
that we don’t need to rely solely on anti-imperialist and anti-colonial
traditions to critique our present moment; we also can draw upon our own



intimate anti-colonial tradition, one that is at once theory and communal
embodied practice. Our contribution internationally to anti-colonialism
comes from these bodies of knowledge. I feel the need to articulate these
knowledge systems because I think they can help build worlds that are
otherwise, and because I believe in the value of sintering: sharing our
knowledge with, and as, anti-colonial peoples helps us and helps our
collective movements.

I believe there must be a shift away from making Indigenous Knowledge
knowable, legible and shareable by the state and its actors; instead, we must
refocus this knowledge towards liberation. Just because Nishnaabeg worlds
are deeply relational does not mean we should be in relationship with
everyone, and it especially doesn’t mean we should be in relationship with
all the forces that attack mino-bimaadiziwin. Quite the opposite. The deeply
relational nature of our worlds means that we must fight against systems
that attack and undermine the planetary network of life.

Indigenous Knowledge is regularly captured by elites—some working in
the academy, some working for state bureaucracies—who separate our
knowledge from our bodies, from our peoples and from political projects
and, too often now, deploy it in the service of neoliberalism. Looking back
at all my writing, I can see that this is something I’ve been writing about all
along, since I began my PhD research years ago, using different framings to
respond to different colonial interventions over the last few decades.

Institutions such as universities and the agencies that fund research were
for decades, and still are, only just beginning to acknowledge Indigenous
Knowledge, and only ever on their terms. The recognition of Indigenous
Knowledge was and is being driven by the state, non-Indigenous
researchers and even environmental activists who see our bodies of
knowledge as enhancements to Western science and Western natural
resource management strategies. Our knowledge is seen, on the one hand,
as a potential source of solutions for pending environmental issues such as
climate change, and on the other hand as a way of placating Indigenous
peoples’ resistance and objections to industrial development by making us
feel included, consulted, part of environmental impact assessments, and
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stakeholders in decision-making. This is, at best, a partial recognition, a
partial seeing: the state and the academy are interested in information in
English, and in documented data rather than ethics and philosophies.
Knowledge Holders are often interviewed, and then these interviews are
transcribed into English, extracting the knowledge from the Oral Tradition
and Indigenous languages. Knowledge about colonialism, dispossession and
world endings are left to the side, while knowledge about animal
movements and populations are highlighted. Indigenous understandings of
the world are processed, depoliticized, sanitized and colonized into a form
that is nearly unrecognizable to the Knowledge Holders who shared it in the
first place. The state, and its educational institutions and research funding
agencies, is interested in extracting, translating, decoding, integrating,
separating, dispossessing, textualizing, documenting and sorting the
knowledge of Indigenous peoples into a format that can be used to bolster
the state’s agenda, give the impression of collaboration and disrupt
Indigenous resistance, and ultimately open up our bodies of collective
understanding to Freedom of Information requests.

In short, sharing Indigenous Knowledge with the state primarily serves
the state, and invests in sustaining the present colonial system of
knowledge.129 These days, I am most acutely aware of this when I talk
about capitalism. My seemingly cute and quaint intimate knowledge of my
territory is tolerated by agents of the state when it is used to assist scientists
and civil servants to do their jobs better—when, for example, I use our oral
histories as baseline data where no science exists. This tolerance might even
be couched in sympathy for the world my ancestors built prior to the
“arrival of the Europeans,” along with some words to the effect of
“wouldn’t it be great if we could all live in that dream castle.” But this
knowledge quickly becomes recursive because these same people
understand “our presently ecocidal and genocidal world as normal and
unalterable.”130 They tell me that their inclusion of me and my knowledge
—on their terms—makes their work more ethical and robust. What it really
does is elide and remove the liberatory potential of Indigenous Knowledge



systems, recasting our knowledge in service of our current “ecocidal and
genocidal” world.

Indigenous Knowledge should be about our liberation—by which I
mean not just the liberation of Indigenous peoples but the liberation of the
planet and all the living systems that make up the earth.

It concerns me that I have come to this precise understanding; it should
be inherent in all we do. It was inherent for Gizhiigokwe. She helped to
build a network for Nishnaabeg enmeshed in the existing network of life
“emerging from interspecies and intercolonial schema,” as Sylvia Wynter
says. If, when they were focused on making our Nishnaabeg world, I had
asked Gizhiigokwe what freedom means in our language, she would have
responded, “Freedom from what?” If I were to ask them the same question
now, I think they would have an answer, not a clarification.131 This idea
comes from Madeline Whetung. We were out walking at Jackson Creek one
day and she recounted a discussion with Doug Williams in which she’d
asked him for a Michi Saagiig Nishnaabeg understanding of the word
freedom. Doug’s response was, “Freedom from what?” Maddy and I
laughed, and we talked about how his response made complete sense within
the world that our ancestors shared. In the absence of colonialism, and in a
radically egalitarian society, freedom from what, exactly?

Even in the smallest cells in my body, I always knew that I would quit
the academy. Those cells knew that if I stayed within its walls, the process
of writing, teaching, thinking and being within its structure would rewire
my brain and harden my heart. The disciplinary nature, the institutional
politics, the endless committees, the structuring of my time, my thinking
and my relationships would change me and my ability to do the work I do.
Had I stayed in the academy, I would not have the body of work that I do. I
would not live in the world in the same way as I do. I would not think in the
same way I do.

In my natural state, I live, think, analyze, read, play and sing, make and
write. I never have a plan, a prospectus or a proposal. I rarely have a
curriculum, and if I do, I rarely follow it. When I’m forced to write a
proposal for making music, as soon as the forms are filled out, I know for
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certain that iteration of the album has already been ruined and died. I like
the sort of teaching, or learning alongside, that occurs when the right people
are in the right place at the right time.

My body of work, my life, exists in the way it does because I removed
myself from the academy and the institution. I allowed my people, the land,
water, anti-colonial struggle, theory and critique to structure my days in a
repeated way over decades, chipping away at the “regime of truth created
by capitalism” within the educational institutions that reproduce it. This has
oriented my thinking and writing away from non-Indigenous allies and
towards organizers, writers, scholars and thinkers engaged in struggle and
working towards liberation so that we can make interconnected worlds.
Worlds where we all ask, as Doug did, and as Nibi does still: Freedom from
what?





















































































































CHAPTER THREE

WOMEN, WATER AND MEMORY

Um Muhammad

Al zulm, injustice, is a peasant’s fate, particularly if  the peasant is a 
woman. There are in particular two tragedies that can ruin a woman 
in the village. The first is infertility; the other is to give birth to only 
girls. Um Muhammad is the old village mid wife; she is much older 
than all the rest. Her daughter-in-law, Estehar calls her “Sett Um el 
balad,” the mother of  the village, but she was not born in the village. 
Um Muhammad knows all about women’s tormented lives and hidden 
passions. She is so old, she can talk about whatever she wants. Sett Um 
el balad knows all the inner secrets, the joys and sorrows of  the vil-
lage. A mid-wife and healer is a woman with baraka ( ). There is 
a shrine out in the khala that belongs to a special woman who gained 
religious recognition because she was a healer and washer of  bodies. 
It is also said that she was close to the angels. Her shrine was often 
visited on the way to fetch the water, especially at the times of  great 
distress “Nobody noticed if  we took the long way to the spring.” Today, it’s dif-
ficult to visit the shrine because Israeli military or settlers control the 
area: “They are afraid we women will kill them,” she snorted.

She lived when beauty was tattooed on the face. Um Muhammad has 
a tattoo on her forehead and chin, and this, she tells me proudly on our 
first meeting, few women have. It was much later that she came over to 
me to tell me that her maiden name is Faleeha Mufleh Flayyan—but 
that only the old women know her name, to the rest she is simply Um 
Muhammad. She is a widow living with her youngest son, Muhammad, 
his wife and seven grand-children. Her name is very unlike the other 
names in the village; she explained that she is of  Bedouin origin, born 
in Al Far’a in the Jordan Valley. This is the reason why she looks so 
different, “Do you think I am beautiful?” she asked me one day, “Yes I do,” 
I replied. Pinching my cheeks, she teased “Oh you are a good girl.”

Um Muhammad’s name, Faleeha, and her tradition, she said, are 
different from the rural habits of  the people of  the village, but because 
she had lived so long in the village, she has acquired many of  their 



Figure 6. Um Muhammad.
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ways. Peasants in villages, she said, do not trust Bedouins. “We Bedouins 
are open-minded. It is in our blood.” Peasants, on the other hand “are closed. 
I am not like them at all.” She referred to their building plans; they build 
homes on a hill and have at least one watch tower for safety against the 
Bedouin raids. When she first arrived to Musharafah Um Muhammad 
tried very hard to make the other women trust her. It was not difficult 
because it became quickly known that she was a skilled mid-wife. In 
addition she had extraordinary healing powers.

Her father, Mufleh, had three wives from the same tribe, “that means 
they were all Bedouins. I had many brothers and sisters, and we all used to live 
in a tent in the Far’a Valley with a flock of  sheep. Our tribe had a chief  called 
‘sheikh’ and had its own social rules and way of  living.” I interrupted to ask 
the name of  the tribe, but she did not remember: “I will tell you in 
my own words.”

She married a man who was not from Al Far’a and who was not 
of  Bedouin origin, “Well, it seems strange at first, but it happened and I will 
tell you why and how. I was thinking of  marrying my uncle’s son at first, but my 
father refused. He did not want him, because my father quarrelled with his brother. 
There was no choice in marriage. A girl like me could not think for herself. What 
is suitable for a father, what he has in his mind should be done—and without 
hesitation.” She was quiet, and thinking she was tired I made the gesture 
of  leaving and asked if  I could come back another day. “No, don’t go. 
I just do not know how to tell a young woman like you how an old woman like 
me can still feel a heart-break.” It was not only her father who had quar-
relled with his brother, but, as she told me later, her mother hated her 
husband’s family. She got the other wives to convince the father that 
he should marry his daughter off  to some peasant, so that maybe life 
would be easier for her.

“Then one day three men from Musharafah passed by their tent. With the three 
men was the village head. Bedouins are hospitable people, the most generous people 
in the world, more than people in the village and towns.” So of  course the men 
were invited in the tent of  the father. “They spent a long time in my father’s 
hospitality, I was asked by my mother to serve. Before they left one of  the men asked 
for my hand. My father called me and showed me the chief  of  the guests, saying 
‘This is going to be your husband.’ I agreed, and later thanked my father. He had 
a good face and was young. But then my misfortune; my father lied to me. The 
man I said yes to was not the man my father had chosen. He was not my man! 
My man was another one among the guests, and he was completely different.” She 
stopped to wipe away the tears.
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A couple of  days later, I told her that I had been thinking a lot about 
her story. I wanted to know the rest. I also said that I would not write 
it if  she did not want me to, but that I just wanted to know the rest of  
the story. Um Muhammad repeated that she was telling me what she 
wanted me to know, and that she wanted me to write the story “The 
way I am telling it.”

“I had no possibility to refuse this man. I was taken to Musharafah after the 
wedding celebrations. I was dressed in an ornamental dress and taken away from 
my family.” I was curious about her reasons, was the man her father 
picked for her ugly, old, fat, violent . . .?

When I saw him I let out a small cry. He was not the same one I saw in 
my father’s tent, but it was useless. I had nothing to say or do. I did not 
have any hope to change the situation or refuse my fate. I did, however, 
stay in my father’s tent for some time, refusing to eat or move. But then 
I accepted my fate and new life. But I was a very sad young bride. My 
husband was small, old, fat and very ugly. His smell made me want to 
vomit. May God forgive me and rest his soul.

Her marriage lasted only seven years; he died because of  old age. 
She was left on her own to support four children. But the burdens of  
duties were easier than living with him; her husband was much older 
and became very sick. She had no eswah, in the village except for her 
sons, and they were too small to take care of  her. Anyway, when they 
grew it was still difficult because they did not have any nasab in the 
village. Nasab comes with eswah. “Nobody wants to be around people with 
no eswah. Hamulah is a man’s word; it is what men have. Women, if  they are 
lucky,” she said, “have a dar, and if  they are very lucky they have their ‘eswah 
around them to protect them.”

She was blessed with “a gift from God to heal the sick,” and had also 
inherited the gift of  mid-wife from her mother. Her stories describing 
public health and social workers coming to the village to check on the 
villagers are full of  humour and dislike for “those who think I am back-
wards.” She describes how they came one day to watch her deliver a 
baby boy and care for him. This she did not like at all, because, as she 
said, they were in the village only to criticize and tell young women 
that they should go to hospital to deliver.

How can anybody go to any hospital when the Jews do not even 
let the men go to their job? She argued. To be “Daya (mid-wife),” she 
said, “is a blessing some women get from God,” and not everyone can do it. 
To be the mid-wife in the village is not only to know how to receive 
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the babies, but it involves a deep knowledge of  the village and the 
peasants who live in the village, “every dar has a story and every woman has 
a thousand stories to tell.” She knows the women so well; they trust her 
because she can look deep into their heart, so the baby is not restless 
when ‘he’ is born.

But today young women want to go to hospital to get their babies, 
and they dress them with clothes they buy in Ramallah, and then they 
come back to the village and give the baby milk from the bottle, “They 
want to be like foreigners.” She was especially sceptical to the returnees 
whom she did not know “. . . and do not want to know,” and who did not 
nurse their babies, “Why do they think God gave women breasts?” These new 
women have always drunk water from a bottle, she explains to me; they 
have never tasted the water from the spring, so they use a bottle for 
their babies, “Yah Allah (oh God) they are stupid.”

Women she assists have all tasted the spring water. It by far more 
healthy because it has flowed down from the higher mountains and 
passed through the earth, and God has blessed it. The village women 
were also healthy because they were always moving and worked going 
to fetch fuel, caring for the animals, baking bread, harvesting olives: all 
until the seconds of  delivery. Their bodies were smooth and delivery 
was very rarely difficult. There were, of  course, difficult deliveries and 
sad deliveries. She remembers especially one of  the women who died 
giving birth to her thirteenth daughter; “. . . but it was better that way; her 
husband was going to divorce her because she failed to give him the son. I took 
the baby to a neighbour who was still nursing her little ones. She nursed her and 
today the baby is a teacher. God Bless her. I have a special place in my heart for 
this one.”

Healing and working as a mid-wife were not enough to support her 
household, so she also cleaned, washed and herded for other families 
in Musharafah in exchange for food and some clothing. Hard and 
constant work made it possible for her to send two of  her four children 
to university.

I am also gifted in the knowledge of  healing. This is knowledge I acquired 
from one of  my fathers wives. She did not have children, but she loved 
me like her own. I even think she loved me more than my own mother. I 
learned from her to treat all kinds of  fever, injuries, burns and fractures. 
I used to treat and cure all the cases with herbs, which I gathered, and 
bandages that I sewed from old clothes. I was known for all the people 
in Musharafah as ‘the healer.’
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She also kept a small garden where she grew lentils, beans, and 
tomatoes “Good for the health.” For work as a healer she never asked for 
payment; “the blessing from God,” she said. As a Muslim she also helped 
fi sabil Allah, for the love of  God. Sometimes she was given milk, 
eggs, flour and the like for the healing and receiving babies. Like all 
other women she fetched water, baked her bread, and she took her 
laundry to the water spring of  talat al bir (  ) This is the spring 
they shared with women from the neighbouring village. It was by the 
springs, either the bir Rommani (  ) or talat al bir that she 
was usually told of  women’s ailments, especially the ones concerning 
emotional disorder, sadness or infertility. It was safer to make a discreet 
sign to Um Muhammad by the spring than in the village where fathers, 
brothers, mothers, husbands and mothers-in-law were watching.

The relationships and contacts around the water spring, Um Muham-
mad explained, were a challenge. She was not only there to carry out 
her own chores but also her work as a healer and mid-wife. The moth-
ers sought her advice on strong, healthy brides for their sons, “They 
wanted a bride who will work hard and also give them boys.” Carrying out the 
chores of  housework for others was an easier task than the tensions 
that sometimes developed at the spring. She spoke of  the sadness she 
felt when trying to heal the sorrow of  young brides who were suffering 
in a hostile home. She made a vow at the shrine that if  God kept her 
children healthy she would never torment her daughters-in-law, and 
she says she kept her promise.

Springs were in the khala, and that is good because the movement 
is easy; women can speak together without anyone suspecting some-
thing. And since she was the healer she was expected to speak to the 
women at the spring without bringing about any suspicion; it was more 
problematic when the young women walked over to her.

For a healer to achieve her objective she needs nature, and Um 
Muhammad believes that these ground rules are fading away, because 
every corner in the khala is being build on: “Soon nobody can breathe.” 
It was at times difficult to understand her concern for overcrowding in 
the landscape. On several of  my walks to Bir Zeit village, I walked for 
hours without meeting a single person or animal in an area with large 
stretches of  open landscape and a couple of  scattered homes. Accord-
ing to her, healing plants cannot grow if  they are either uprooted or 
built on. Vegetation will disappear, and nobody will remember what 
the flora was for or even what the plants looked liked. She would have 
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liked the university people to show more interest in the mountain plants 
of  Palestine, instead of  destroying people’s faith in her competence as 
mid-wife and healer.

Aside from talking about her work as a mid wife and healer, Um 
Muhammad liked to tell me about village history. She is so old, she 
would say, that she has experienced Ottoman rule as a child and has 
many amusing stories about how the Bedouins and peasants always tried 
to fool the Sultan’s men. Her stories are supplemented by the many 
stories she heard in the village as a young bride. When the Ottomans 
were in Palestine, the peasants were left mostly in peace. Um Muham-
mad believes that mountains and inaccessible location of  their village 
protected them from the interest of  the Ottomans.

Those people, the Turks, she told me, were not used to walking on 
uneven ground; even their horses were too fine. “One day, a group of  
Turks came up to the village and the young children were sent down to the spring 
to fetch nice fresh water for them to wash their face and hands, and drink. Then 
the older women rushed to the taboun to bake bread. But they were not bad with 
us; sometimes they saw a nice strong boy, and they would take him in the army.” 
The mother would cry and say that she has lost a son, but then Um 
Muhammad said with a smile, the mother knew he would have a bet-
ter life than here in the village. If  the boy came back she would be 
respected and established “A full woman.” Still, she must cry to show sor-
row and not too much happiness, “to shun away the envious eyes of  the other 
women.”

Um Muhammad remembers the English well, and she liked them, 
because they were reasonable and never bothered anybody in the 
village. She knows that the English, like the Ottomans and later the 
Jordanians and the Jews “. . . and even Palestinians in the towns” look at 
the peasants in the jebel as backward and dirty. But, “The English like 
to walk a lot and they like to show peasants other ways of  living, so we saw them 
more than our own people in the town.” She liked the foreigners, but did not 
always like the way they watched the women walking and doing their 
chores:

They did not know that our custom says that a man should not watch a 
woman like they do. With us the men have to pretend that they are not 
watching. The English did not understand that when they watch, the 
men in the village make trouble for us afterwards.

She knew the young, beautiful village girl who was killed because she 
fell in love with a British soldier. She is still a tormented spirit. Um 
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Muhammad is sad that her legs are weak, and she no longer can walk 
to ayn al balad (البلد ���), which used to be the most frequently used 
spring in the village, where the dead girl’s apparitions are. Before, when 
she could still walk easily, she would go to speak to the young girl and 
calm her; “May one day God rest her soul.”

Foreign women were different from their men. They were very 
beautiful, and they smiled at her and the other peasant women in the 
village. They also bought vegetables and bread from the women in the 
village. In spite of  the fact that the English women were friendly and 
beautiful, Um Muhammad disapproved from their presence and rule 
over her land. She maintains that the way of  the English is different 
and that it is impossible for them to understand Palestinian heritage, 
“You have to feel the land in you and drink its water.” Her life was poor and 
very different from the English women, nonetheless she believes God 
decided her life, and therefore it was good. She did not care much 
for the Jordanians; they took many workers from the village “emptying 
the village of  all the men.” After the Jordanians the women suffered the 
hardships of  the Jews.

Sitt um al balad speaks of  a sister who lives in Gaza. When she was 
young and travelling was easier she came to visit Um Muhammad. It 
was during these visits that she was offered her first Egyptian cigarette. 
She always reminded me to bring a pack of  ‘Egyptian cigarettes’ on my 
visits to the village. Being a fervent non-smoker myself  I felt obliged to 
repeat that smoking is bad for her health, and that maybe she must try 
harder to quit. Um Muhammad obviously enjoyed my little monologues 
about the evils of  smoking, smiling and giving me always the same 
reply “I have lived longer than you and everyone in Palestine. I have had children, 
grandchildren and great grandchildren. Everyday I walked to the spring and to the 
khala collecting fuel; I manage to walk to the spring and carry on my head. You 
and Estehar do not even manage to lift the jug from the floor.” Never knowing 
how to respond, this was always a good time for me to concentrate on 
my notebook. I could get out of  an embarrassing situation, and she 
would tell me what I want to know: “the way we do things here.”

Um Muhammad had a hard life; beside her work as esteemed mid-
wife of  the village, she also did all the other chores of  a wife, later 
widow and mother. When her husband was alive he did not care how 
late she stayed beside a woman to deliver a child, as long as he got 
what he wanted and his animals were watered:
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I went at night between midnight and 0200 to the ‘ayn and slept at the 
source. I even gave birth to one of  my children at the ‘ayn. Wiped him 
up, wrapped him, fetched the water and walked back. They were happy 
when I came back with a boy.

She points to her neck:

You see how beautiful my neck is. It is because I was the best at carrying 
water on my head. A woman who could do that was clever. Not like today; 
they moan when you walk from the chair to the bed. Today women, when 
they give birth, they stay in bed. We never said anything. We always went 
together and joked and sang. Today nobody is with anybody. Everyone 
is in her home getting a big behind. Before a woman walked with her 
Jarra straight, proud shayfa halha (  ) (aware of  herself ). She 
showed she was clever, carried the jarra and calla with pride. The ones 
who carry on their heads have a more beautiful neck than those women 
of  today. Look at Estehar, and she pointed to her daughter-in-law; she 
has a neck like a man. But look at my neck, and she pushed her head 
shawl to the side to show me her long well-toned neck.

Today Um Muhammad lives in the house she moved to in the late 
eighties. She moved out of  the old village in 1987. She had been a 
widow for most of  her life and was tired. She moved in with her young-
est son and his family. Her son, she said, had built the home “all on his 
own.” But they did not have so much money, so they could not afford 
to construct a well. And it is more expensive to build a well after the 
house is finished. “I regret that we could not afford a well when we built this 
house. It is cheaper with a well, and in summer the water is cut for 15 days.” said 
Estehar. Um Muhammad is hoping that her oldest son who is working 
in Jordan will be able to send home enough money for them to dig a 
well and install an electric pump.

On one of  my visits I stood chatting to Estehar while she was baking 
bread on an electric plate and preparing dinner at the same time. She 
argued that she has more time on her hands than her own mother and 
mother-in-law and can therefore be more informed about happenings. 
Overhearing the conversation Um Muhammad shouted back from the 
porch: “How can you find out what’s happening when you are always inside the 
home? Look at what the ZAMAN has done to us. This cursed INTIFDAH made our 
life even more miserable.”
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Um Qays

Solid family connections and good relatives close by are both a bless-
ing from God and a curse from hell. A blessing if  you do not have too 
much land and wealth, because then your relatives have to help you. 
It is a curse when you have wealth “and everybody is suddenly your family 
and wants a piece; because of  tradition you cannot refuse.”

Um Qays was born Wagiha Abdel Magid Ali in Musharafah in the 
beginning of  the Mandate years, and she has always lived in the village. 
She had two older brothers and five younger sisters; “Some lived, some 
died.” She had a happy childhood. Her father was a good and pious 
man; everyone came to him for advice. Her paternal grandfather was 
a sheikh and taught all his children, also the girls, to read. For various 
reasons, unfortunately Um Qays did not get the same possibility. But 
her father kept a record of  the birth of  all his children, also the girls. 
She was born in the olive season in 1920. Her father held his daughters 
in high regards; “Just like the prophet, also my father cared for his daughters.”

Um Qays was blessed because her father’s nasab was strong, and 
the eswah was “like iron.” “Asabya is when a man in any of  the three 
hamulah in Musharafah wants to marry a girl from his hamulah. He 
can do so. A girl cannot object because she would be killed. But here 
luckily no girl has ever been killed because we know the customs.”

Her father and her mother were God fearing peasants who believed 
in hard work and “never took anything from anybody. God is my witness.” They 
were in her mind true Palestinian peasants who preserved the Palestinian 
values of  generosity, hard work and honesty. Her father worked in the 
field for the feudal household. Unlike others she spoke favourably of  
the feudal family; they treated her family well and never offended them. 
Her father died an old man, but her mother died when she was still 
very young, just after Wagiha got married. She remembers her mother 
as a woman who never sat down to rest; she was always doing chores; 
“I never saw my mother put food in her mouth. God bless her soul.” Her reserve 
and restraint was passed on to her daughter Wagiha, so it was very easy 
to find a husband, rumours about hard working girls travel fast.

Wagiha got married at twelve to her paternal cousin. She knows 
that her father got many offers, but he liked his brother and believed 
it best to keep the family together, so also her sisters were married off  
to paternal cousins:
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In my marriage we were four instead of  two. My brother married my 
husband’s sister, so also his cousin. This way was rather popular with 
the peasants in the past. Before marriage my brother, who was sup-
posed to marry, was in the army service in Jordan. The family waited 
for his attendance but it took 12 days till he came so the wedding and 
the marriage celebration took all this period. When my brother came 
he arranged the whole matter. He bought a silk dress, gold earrings, a 
ring, a silver chain for the head, a wooden box for the clothes, a wool-
len mattress and a quilt. My future husband did the same for his sister. 
The following day, the marriage meal was served. All the people from 
the three hayamel attended the meal. The other guests from the nearby 
villages also attended, before I went to my new home after the women 
had decorated me. They sang a lot and when it was time to leave I was 
put on a horse’s back and a large group of  women followed. I was so 
happy because everybody was looking at me. After the wedding I stayed 
inside for one week.

Then she was taken in a beautiful procession of  ‘talat al bir’:

It was a wonderful day, and I was like a young gazelle, walking with my 
head held high, so that all saw me coming out of  my husband’s dar. 
They all sang around me. I had on my beautiful gold bracelets, and they 
made lots of  sound, a beautiful sound. My ‘eswah was large, and I was 
protected. We all carried water jars; I was very small, only 12-years-old, 
so I carried a tin painted with red shapes, and I had placed herbs on it. 
I had with me halawah (sweets) for the sid el ‘ayn (for the spirit of  the 
spring). So that the evil spirit does not ruin my dar, and that my mother-
in-law is satisfied with my work. Then I went out to the spring to drink 
water. The taste was bitter to help me give my husband a boy. I filled 
a jarra and carried back water to the house. This was a good marriage 
because I married in al- Asabiyya.
 Her asabiyya regards cousins only. These are the sons of  paternal 
uncles, and Um Qays added the proverb “I and my brother are against my 
cousin; I and my cousin are against the stranger.”

During the first weeks, Wagiha was happy and the centre of  everybody’s 
attention. Then things changed. Her life took an unexpected turn when 
she got into everyday routines. There were no more festivities, and 
Wagiha felt more and more isolated. She was no longer among her 
own family, but in the home of  her mother-in-law. Tears in her eyes 
she tell me how home is always the domain of  the oldest woman. Men 
are only home to sleep and eat; otherwise they are always outside the 
home. When men come home from work they expect everything to be 
in order; they must never experience that things are not as they should 
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be: “never give him a headache about homelife.” Men, Wagiha explained, do 
not care where the water comes from, as long as they get their tea 
and food. They do not want to see a tired woman making an effort; 
everything has to look easy, and a woman has to look as if  she enjoys 
everything she is put to do.

Even though Wagiha married a man “she cared for,” she did not like 
living with her mother-in-law. It was a big disappointment to find out 
that her mother-in-law was not the kind woman she thought her to be. 
Instead she was a brutal person who regularly beat her. She wanted 
the young bride to work to death, and that is why Wagiha had several 
spontaneous abortions. Then one morning on her way back from the 
spring she met her father, he noticing a blue mark on her face and 
a limp in her walk, “My father loved me more than life.” He immediately 
interfered and demanded that his daughter come back to his home; 
“There were many talks back and forth between my father and his brother.”

She remembers clearly how she and her mother who was very sick 
at the time had to calm him down “We did not want him to end his friend-
ship with his brother.” The other members of  the family got very upset, 
but proudly she described how her father told them he would not send 
his daughter back unless the mother-in-law promised that she would 
treat his daughter well. She promised and never “laid her hands on me 
again.” Of  course the relationship between the two women was “correct 
but never warm.”

Wagiha became Um Qays one year after she moved back to her 
husband “I was happy to be back with my husband.” Life became better 
after the birth of  her first son because “God heard my prayers, and I had 
given my husband a healthy son to carry on the honour of  the family.” Um Qays 
explains that God has been kind to her, because she has several sons. 
Four daughters “also came.” She says that had not her father interfered, 
she would probably have died of  fatigue. But she managed to survive. 
She gave her husband’s dar and the village sons “one gives birth to a coun-
try;” the legacy of  the dar and the village are a woman’s domain.

Her children’s life experiences are very different from her own, and 
yet she has tried to teach them “as I teach you,” all about Palestinian 
family values.

We are Muslims, and we were daughters; the men are always carefully 
watching our goings and comings. The whole village would yak yak yak 
about any young girl. People in a village like to wreck other people’s 
homes. Always someone was waiting to say something nasty about 
someone else. So our behaviour was the honour of  our father, brother, 
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uncles, the honour of  all the men in the dar. We were all married at the 
age of  twelve or thirteen, sometimes as late as fourteen. Some of  us were 
married before we were really women. It was the mothers who wanted 
to marry off  the girls early, because when the girl is married she is safer 
from gossip. Mothers-in-law kept their eye on us; our responsibility was 
to produce sons, mothering them, keeping our homes clean and feeding 
our husbands and taking care of  the household’s every need. God has 
decided everything.

Her children are different. One of  her sons is an engineer in America; 
he is married to a Palestinian girl who has never been to Palestine or 
indeed any country in the Middle East; they have “only two children. 
Girls.” But he is good and sends money to his mother, so she lacks 
nothing. One of  her daughters is doing her PhD in London and has 
not been back to Palestine, “I feel she does not want to come back here with 
her husband who is from Sudan. She knows that the people here in the village 
will not be happy with the way I have let her do what she wants. Her husband 
is black you know, and my daughter is very white like milk. I do not know if  I 
will see her before I die.” Her other two sons work in the Gulf  and visit 
her frequently. Three daughters have moved to Jerusalem and work 
with international organisations. She knows they are angry with her 
because she made them work a lot when they were small, “They visit, 
but I feel anger from them.”

Um Qays used to wake up her daughters in the middle of  the night 
to fetch water and feed the animals, “But here we cannot ask the man to do 
that.” Maybe, she says the spring was a curse that made the young girls 
want to leave the village, but today she knows that she is blessed with 
a son who sends money to pay for the water bills and electricity bills 
and the maintenance of  the cistern. She has enough money to take a 
taxi to buy her vegetables from the market or shops in Ramallah or El 
Bireh, but the other women cannot. So she helps the other women, fi 
sabil Allah, for the love of  God, “I am a Muslim and we do that.”

Um Qays lives with her youngest son. Using Egyptian Arabic she 
told me how her sons were “The light of  my eyes.” Her civil status was a 
sensitive issue; she told students who came to the village to interview 
old people about Palestinian culture that she was a widow. To me 
she said, “Abu Qays is not here anymore;” he left the village to find work 
in Jerusalem in construction, and he used to come back home every 
month; then he said that one of  the men at the construction site had a 
brother who worked in Jordan, and he left for Amman. He came back 
to the village a couple of  times to visit his family and then the money 
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and the visits stopped. His sons have tried to trace him down, but that 
was many years ago; still, for her “He was a good man.”

Her youngest son who is living with her is married and has five 
children, “He has not been blessed with sons, only daughters.” But she has 
encouraged her daughter-in-law, Jasmine, to try for a son. She said 
that the sixth or eighth is usually a boy. Jasmine is educated; she is a 
primary school teacher and does not want any more children. “She is 
lucky,” Um Qays says about Jasmine. “I am not like my mother-in-law. I 
am good with her, but I think she has to get a son, because then she will keep her 
husband.” According to Um Qays, her daughter-in-law has only herself  
to think about; she has her mother-in-law living with her, taking care 
of  the children, cooking and cleaning while she can work. Jasmine 
has a lot to learn from the older women in village, who can tell her 
about Palestinian values. For Um Qays the life she and her older 
neighbours have lived is “real Palestinian life.” Her daughter-in-law does 
not know anything about khala, water, vegetation, or hard physical 
work.

Now that women have electricity and water pipes in the house, they 
no longer go out to do their chores. Um Qays misses going to the 
spring to fetch water and is upset that the spring is not maintained. 
She confirms that fetching water and fuel for the oven was very hard 
work, but bread baked in the taboun is best, and water fetched from 
the spring is “natural.” Water springs are located in the khala “the 
land of  God”; walking back and forth is good for the “Body and mind.” 
She would have liked to have both, the spring outside and tap water 
inside the house. She is not so lonely, and her son takes care of  her 
financially, yet she feels for most of  the women in the village who suffer 
from poverty and loneliness.

Recollecting the spring brings a smile to her face. These are cherished 
moments when women told each other stories and provided each other 
with emotional and practical assistance. Men were not there to see them 
resting, joking, crying, gossiping or even sleeping. All this happiness and 
kindness is gone and replaced by “more poverty and a tap inside.”

Materially, she said, they were much poorer. There was only one 
kettle to share between the neighbours, they did not have a television, 
washing machines or proper beds to sleep in, and the men had too 
much power over them.

The man goes to the field and he feels he is great. And I had to find 
water and feed for his horse. All had to be ready. I wanted to take the 



 women, water and memory 83

horse down to fetch water. But he did not allow me. I had to find the 
water. My mind went mad when I could not collect enough drops of  
water. His only concern was whether the horse had enough to drink. I 
had to find enough water for the horse and for the house. When it was 
hot, the months of  eight and nine, all night I was out to find water, and 
I did not sleep. My head went around (confused) looking for water and 
making him and my mother-in-law happy.

If  it were not for the spring women could never have stopped to rest.

The water spring was the only place young mothers could permit 
themselves to sit or lie down. We rested without losing integrity, without 
showing any signs of  weakness and being accused of  being idle or bad 
workers. And because we are peasants we like to be in the khala of  the 
jebel. It makes us feel strong. This is not possible today.

She feels sorry for young women, “They do not know that freedom. There is 
a good inner sensation that they will never know.” With the ayn she and her 
neighbours could afford to eat better than they do today. The same 
amount of  water was available for all, and “everything had taste.”

Um Fathi

Also in the village of  Musharafah larger political events have left their 
mark. Nothing stays the same, things do not turn out as expected 
and hardship is the fate of  the peasants. For Fatima Muhammad Abu 
Maryam, known as Um Fathi, the intifadah is the one event that has 
turned everything in her life “on its head.”

Fatima Muhammad Abu Maryam was born in the neighbouring vil-
lage of  Kobar and moved to Musharafah when she got married. Today 
she is living alone in a one room house. Her husband left for work one 
day and never came back. She is happy that when she moved from her 
village she did not have to go too far away, “It is good to be close to the 
place where you are born.” Her life become worse with the intifadah.

This mess came a short while after they put our water in pipes. Then 
trouble started with our boys throwing stones at the Military. I have a 
son and a grandson who have been in and out of  the Jewish prison. My 
home has been turned upside down many times by soldiers looking for 
them. I remember like it was yesterday. One day they shouted that I 
should get out of  the way. It was dark, and I heard one of  their soldiers 
say in Arabic ‘Don’t stand in my way or I might shoot one of  you old 
women by mistake.’



Figure 7. Um Fathi.
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At times she shares her home with her sons, but that is very seldom 
because they are wanted by the Israeli military.

Um Fathi is terrified and angry when soldiers search her home. A 
couple of  times soldiers came when her sons were visiting, and they 
pulled them out. “It burns my heart to see how they push my boys around,” 
she cried. She talks about how the intifadah is a curse on her life; 
today she is old, alone and poor; “This is not a life.” Her relatives are 
all going about their own lives with their own problems, and “because 
I am poor and alone they don’t know me anymore.” She had hoped that God 
would reward her for all the work she has done and because she is a 
good Muslim.

Um Fathi remembers very well the first visits to the village from 
the health people and how eager she was to help. Also she wanted to 
improve the “backwardness” of  the village. Young social and health work-
ers, and university people went around from home to home and asked 
the women and men join in a meeting with the people of  Kobar. The 
few men who still live in the village attended, so the women did not 
go. Um Fathi informed the team that men will never tolerate hearing 
their women speak in public. So the university arranged a meeting 
for women, and it was headed by an older female social worker and a 
female nurse from Ramallah.

Um Fathi went to convince Um Muhammad to join the meeting. 
“Um Muhammad thinks these people are the reason young women go to the clinic 
to give birth.” Then she added, “Men and women see the world differently. 
Women have different needs than men; they have different concerns and hopes for 
their children.” At that meeting women talked about their problems and 
suggested solutions. All the women wanted piped water:

We were all tired of  running up and down fetching water. We had enough 
to do. Many men were gone working in Israel or another country, and 
we were alone taking care of  the olives. We also have our housework, 
going to the taboun, gathering fuel, herding animals, feeding children, 
and some were even more unlucky and still had the mother-in-law living 
in excellent health with them.

The question of  health was a good number two after water. Since it 
is women who take care of  children, they were concerned with high 
infant mortality in the village,

I remember Um Muhammad was very angry with me. Because I have 
always been more interested and willing to try modern things. This way 
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I am very different from other women. And I saw that the Christians and 
the foreigners in Bir Zeit had better health than us. Nearly all of  us have 
watched children die and I think it comes from the dirt in this village. 
We lived close to the animals. I think it spreads diseases.

Women also wanted better and more regular public transportation so 
they could travel more easily to Ramallah, El Bireh, even to Jerusalem, 
“Selling our products brought in money to the household.”

Eventually, Um Fathi said, the great event happened in the mid and 
late eighties. The village managed to collect enough money. Most of  
the funds came from the “feudal family and others who had family working 
abroad.” Finally, the Israeli authorities agreed to connect the village to 
the pipes. These were wonderful times, and the villagers celebrated 
with food, music and dance. Um Fathi goes on:

They said that NIS.38 would be the minimum rate to pay for the water. 
At that time we did not think much of  it, and we agreed that we would 
help each other pay the water and electricity bills. All our men were 
working. Everyone was so very happy, and we wanted to live like town 
people. We wanted water, washing machines and televisions. But the 
world went wrong.

The first intifadah broke out in 1987, and many young men joined 
in. It did not take long before the Israeli military found their way 
up to Musharafah. “They arrived like an invasion” and started searching 
homes, breaking windows and doors. Uniformed men arrived at any 
time, without notice, even in the middle of  the night; they just kicked 
down doors, broke windows looking for the young men. The boys 
they found were taken and put in prison without any trials, some for a 
couple of  days, others for years. Men who were working in Israel lost 
their jobs and left to find work in Jordan or the other Arab countries. 
Many of  the women in the village were already widows or abandoned 
and depended on their children’s financial help. At the same time as 
this was happening, contractors were building a new settlement, and 
diverting the water to the ‘Jews.’

According to the society of  women, Jewish settlers attempted to break 
the ayn al balad, its the spring closest to the village, also called bir 
Rommani. The poorer women stored their water in large containers on 
the roof  of  their houses. Others used large containers to store “winter 
water,” sometimes also called “water from the rain.” She tries to find reasons 
for why they did not go back to fetching water from bir Rommani:
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We very quickly got used to having water in the house, and it was good to 
have that water. Housework was easier. We were getting old, and all our 
young daughters were getting an education or living their own life outside 
the village. But I think, to tell you the truth, we did not want to go back 
to the heavy work of  fetching water; we wanted to go together and sit 
around the ‘ayn together, but we cannot just do that. It was strange, but 
we forgot that here women have to work the whole time or else people 
talk. So it was impossible to just lounge in the khala.
 She went on: “You see we are simple, shame and zulm dominate our life.” For 
her shame is a value in itself; it teaches restraint and morality, qualities 
she believes belong to the past, “and keep me from going completely mad.” As 
for zulm, “God forgive me for saying this. But He forgets us.”

Many times she compared solidarity and pleasures of  the past to the 
harshness between people today. Obviously, she says, life lived and 
experienced in the past was not easy. And yet everything was on a much 
smaller scale, and it was possible to overcome difficult times. Um Fathi 
was married at the age of  fourteen to a poor man who was already 
married to “a good woman” who treated her nicely and helped her with 
the birth of  every child. They became close friends, especially after 
her husband left the house to find work in a city. Both women shared 
sorrows and joys. Her mother-in-law was also a kind woman.

Early marriage is a good thing, because girls are not too old to mould; 
“girls can still be bent the right way.” The mother-in-law and the older co-
wives train and help the bride to become a suitable wife for the man; 
the girl will then grow “under the eyes” of  the older women. There must 
not be any room for the young bride or her mother to develop other 
ideas. It is easier to teach a younger girl discipline than an older girl; 
“Old girls are stubborn.” If  the bride did not perform all her duties, the 
mother-in-law would find another much better wife for her son, and 
this is an important job for the mother-in-law. It is becoming difficult 
today when girls are found in towns instead from the village: “A mother 
can end up today with a useless daughter-in-law who does not know her head from 
her feet and has no respect her mother-in-law.”

Life in the village gets more and more complicated. Um Fathi is not 
quite sure if  centralisation of  water and electricity have been a good 
thing for village life. “Maybe,” she reflected once, “we wanted to change our 
way of  life, and that is not a wise thing to do.” Curious about how women can 
miss fetching water I said something about the workload; her response 
was that at the ayn “women put their jugs and tins in line. Then we sat there 
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waiting our turn under an olive tree. The rule was first come first served. Wonderful. 
It was a time to rest, take catnaps, gossip and stay together.”

Every fifteen days they went down to the spring with the laundry 
and their small children. Everybody brought along food to share. They 
would hang their covers beside each other on the largest olive tree to 
shelter them from the men and the heat. Protected by this screen of  
cloth, they washed their clothes, the children, and themselves, “it was 
like an outing. The water at the spring washed away all our pains and sorrows.” 
There was a difference between the two main springs the women used 
in the village. Bir Rommani had two taps, and Um Fathi went there 
about four to five times a day.

The Turks dug this spring during her parents’ time, and then later 
during her time the ‘English’ constructed two taps. The other spring, 
talat al bir, was also built by the ‘English,’ but it had only one tap 
and women from her home village used it also. There was also the 
ghost, “the beautiful and unhappy young woman; we used to keep her company. 
She told us a thing or two about heartaches.” Um Fathi misses her. Nobody 
goes there anymore, but she knows that the water is just left to flow in 
the valley, and some peasants use it for irrigation when the Jews are 
not looking.

Speaking about the ghost brings back fond memories of  her mother-
in-law. “She never shouted. Always a soft voice, especially with the children. She 
was a very religious person and always thanked God for everything he has blessed 
her with.” They walked frequently passed a shrine on their way to the 
spring. Both women tried to help others who were even in more difficulty 
than themselves: “My mother-in-law and me we know how to say ‘there is only 
one God and Muhammad is his prophet.’” A shrine does not necessarily need 
to be a building with a known prophet buried inside, she explained. 
Um Fathi came from a poor family and so did her husband, so she 
has never been to visit the shrine of  Nabi Musa. Instead she visited 
and still visits the shrines of  holy persons in the khala. These are just 
marked by stones, and the names are not known.

Um Khaled

Baraka, miraculous claims and faith were constant themes when we 
spoke of  the spring, because there are several holy places around the 
area where women go, either alone when they are herding, or in groups 
on the way to or from the water spring. Um Khaled knows that the 
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baraka, blessing, is bestowed on the landscape of  Musharafah. Although 
this is a ‘red’ village, “we know God, and there have been many with special 
gifts here.” As peasants their whole circle of  life is made up of  living 
according to tradition with the olive trees and water running down 
from the higher mountain to be collected in the springs or collected 
from the rain into containers.

Um Khaled is sad about the disappearance of  life by the spring. 
Activities around the ayn involved picnics under the olive trees, where 
they washed, embroidered and talked. The buildings at the entrance of  
the village are destroying village characteristics. When she visits Um 
Muhammad they speak of  how the pipes and constructions do not blend 
with the stones: “It is so ugly now. Yah Allah, they have no sense of  the wonders 
of  the Almighty.” Both Um Kahled and Um Muhammad agree that all 
the digging and building hinders the growth of  wild plants like the 
strongly fragrant mountain thyme that grows in-between stones “Nothing 
seems to be sacred anymore,” and with the first intifadah she says that the 
landscape became even more closed up and ruined. “Today nobody, not 
even the men who are more free to move around, can enjoy Palestinian nature.”

Um Khaled insists always on washing her granddaughter’s hair with 
cistern water. Now that the spring is dry, she has only the “winter water” 
to wash “the body” of  the little girl. The water is fetched up in a bucket; 
she cannot afford a mechanised pump. When the water is hauled up, 
she collects it in a big basin. The water is yellowish, frothy and has a 
distinct stagnant smell. The basin is left outside in the sun to “soak up the 
warmth of  the sun. It has BARAKA.” Flies circle around the basin, and there 
is green rim on the inside of  the basin. Every time she is going to bath 
her granddaughter there is a shouting match between Um Khaled and 
the girl’s mother, Samia. The grandmother calls it “winter water,” and 
Samia, in tears, yells “How can you use sewage to wash my daughter?”

Samia is actually her ex daughter-in-law, who is living next door 
with her widowed mother. Um Khaled is also a widow living in a one-
room. Her son just got remarried to a girl from Ramallah. “The new 
bride refuses to move up to live in the middle of  nowhere,” laughed Um Khaled. 
At one time Samia whispered to me “lucky her.” Khaled and his new 
bride moved to Ramallah where both have good jobs. Samia is today 
Um Khaled closest neighbour. When I asked why the child was not in 
Samia’s care, Um Khaled was shocked and scolded me back “are you out 
of  your mind? I am his mother. This is the way we do it here. The mother of  the 
boy is best;” looking crossly at me, she repeated “She is always best.” She 
was very disappointed in hearing that it was my mother who took care 
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of  my children, and that my husband accepted that. She disregarded 
me the rest of  that evening.

The next day, during breakfast Um Khaled handed me a glass of  
tea, stroked me on the head and said, “I decide when Samia can spend time 
with the child. But just the other day, Samia started to talk about her rights,” and 
she laughed loudly at what she saw as a ridiculous idea. “Who has rights? 
Nobody! We are peasants; not even men have rights. But Samia she works in Bir 
Zeit and watches all these films from Egypt. They put ideas in her head, like they 
put ideas in your head also.” Um Khaled had spent long hours telling me 
horror stories about her mother-in-law, so I reminded her and asked 
whether she also would have liked to have more rights. Would she have 
liked the possibility to say what she wanted to her demanding mother-
in-law? Would she have liked to refuse to go to the oven and to fetch 
water on her head? Wouldn’t she have liked to rest when she felt like 
it, and not just steal some moments of  sleep when she was waiting by 
the spring? Did she really like her mother-in-law’s meddling in bring-
ing up her children? Instead of  getting angry again, as I feared, she 
gave me a big smile.

Before we had no time to think about rights and not rights. We thought 
of  nothing. I did not have time to think of  what my mother-in-law did to 
me. We were between the spring, the oven and the olives. Between being 
pregnant, nursing, pregnant again and so on. And then the children, they 
also have to grow. The head has no time to think.

Um Khaled’s life is not very different from those of  the women living 
in her village or the other neighbouring villages. She was married at 
the age of  thirteen (she thinks) to a man from the neighbouring village. 
He was living with his mother, two wives and five children. He was a 
respected man in the village, and everyone thought she was very lucky. 
She moved into a crowded home, sharing it with nine humans, a donkey 
and a couple of  goats, sheep and chicken. Yes, she explained, all the 
women had thought of  a better, easier life, because they watched the 
town ladies when they went to the market to sell their harvest: “They 
were all covered up, but they had fine clothes and soft hands. Yah Allah how soft 
their hands looked.” Foreign ladies “Walking everywhere” were also different 
from them. They also used to compare their lives with those of  the 
feudal family.

Um Khaled lost a child, and said “I was young, and they made me work 
all the time. I was tired walking back from the spring; I fell backwards. As I fell 
I pushed the two walking behind me, they joined in the fall. But no one was angry 
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with me. We were all young girls and friends. But it was too late; I lost the child 
in my stomach.” I said something about tap water making it easier for 
girls today; they don’t fall on the way to the spring and abort their 
baby. “You do not understand. I am tired in my head today. Like the young people 
today; they are tired in the head. Boys do the work of  girls, and girls do the work 
of  boys; it is not the way God made us. Before I was only tired in my body. It is 
better to be tired in the body; then we do not think about our fate. Now I sit and 
think a lot, and sometimes the tears start rolling.”

Um Khaled is aware and very concerned with the foreigners’ interest 
in traditional rural folklore; she strongly believes that only the old can 
tell the story “like it really was.” Her youngest son has friends who study 
at Bir Zeit university. He often sends his foreign friends, students and 
visiting scholars to his mother “He tells them that I know about Palestinian 
customs. Jihad is very proud of  his Palestinian origin, and he likes me to teach 
them. So they can go back to their country and tell their family that we have good 
customs.” During many of  my visits to her home, we would sit on the 
outside porch, and Palestinian students would drop in groups of  twos 
and threes, with questionnaires, ticking off  the boxes according to the 
answers of  Um Khaled. They tell her that they are interested in talk-
ing to the senior women of  the Palestinian villages, “to learn about our 
Palestinian heritage, our ‘adat and taqalid.”

Student projects vary from ancient homes, traditional furniture, tend-
ing the animals, baking in the traditional oven, taboun, and embroidery. 
Um Khaled answers all their questions. She puts on a white taub and 
prepares tea for Shabab Filistin (  ), the Palestinian 
youths. She loves to tell them about “the way we do things here” and always 
inquires into their family background. She wants to know if  they are 
engaged or married, if  not Um Khaled wants to know the reasons. 
These visits and conversations are popular because she believes deeply 
in the Palestinian cause, and she wants the younger generation to take 
care of  the “Palestinian belief  in God, our ‘adat and taqalid, and pass them on 
to their children.” After nearly each visit, Um Khaled would call Samia 
over; “They come to learn from me; why can’t you do the same?”

Students remind her of  the old days. On several occasions she would 
turn to me and tell them about my research—that I was the only one 
who ever asked her about water. “It makes me open up to her.” Once after 
an especially long day with students, she held my hand and said “I want 
you to go back to the people you live with and tell them about us, how we filled the 
water and carried it on our head, how we struggled, but we fed our family. And 



 women, water and memory 93

that we have pure hearts.” But “Was this a good life?” I asked. “It is our way 
of  life, and it was good, because we thanked Him.”

Samia is a dutiful daughter. She is constantly trying to please her 
mother and mother-in-law, but “everything is difficult to deal with.” Samia’s 
mother, Um Sherif  has her two older daughters in the neighbouring 
village; both are married with several children and leading what Samia 
described to me as “normal Palestinian lives; you know like the movies.” Then 
there are the sons, all living with their own families in the Gulf.

The boys send money home to their mother. Samia said that she also 
helps support her mother with her salary as a primary school teacher 
near Bir Zeit. But it’s the boys who matter in her mother’s world. Only 
they are seen as the providers. Last time I spoke with Samia she was 
planning to move out of  the village “leave this gloomy place.” When she 
moves she will take her daughter with her. “Um Khaled lives in another 
world. She will make my daughter as backward as she is. She doesn’t understand 
new ideas. She still wants women to fetch water from the spring and bake in the 
taboun. I want a life.”

Um Sherif  thinks her neighbour, Um Khaled, is behaving as expected 
from a concerned mother-in-law. She cannot do otherwise: “These are 
our customs. This is the way we have been taught by our mothers and they by their 
mothers and all the mothers before them. This is our way of  living together in the 
village. We need to follow our customs because then we do not get muddled up.” She 
explained that neither fetching water nor keeping the communal stone 
oven are backward. “We are peasants; we have always been in the khala; now 
we are all inside doing nothing. It is against nature. You know it’s like a program 
I watched on television about wild cats in cages. It’s not normal.” Jokingly I 
asked how she compares to a wild cat. “You should have seen me and the 
other women here walking up and down to the water. We were strong.”

As for Samia’s comments about her mother-in-law, Um Sherif  did not 
think they were reasonable; for one thing, Samia learned these demands 
by watching soap operas with other moral messages, and she absorbs 
these ideas, forgetting where she comes from. Um Khaled just did her 
chores, which were physical, and she had neither the energy nor the 
time to think about her lot in life, “There is God and his Goodness.”

It is, according to Um Sherif, unfair to demand that Um Khaled deny 
what she was brought up to do and respect. And Um Khaled knows 
that Samia has no nasab in the village or near the village; a woman is 
stronger when she has her eswah. It is true, that all the village homes 
have televisions today and that also the old women sit and watch the 
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same soaps as the young girls, but when they speak of  women’s right 
to marry for love or to have the same rights as men to careers, they 
cannot relate. They wonder about what will happen to the dar if  they 
were to just do what women do on television. What will happen to the 
Palestinian way of  life?

Um Khaled, like her neighbours in the village and the other villages, 
was a responsible mother-in-law running the chores of  the home. Like 
her own mother-in-law and the senior co-wives she had the job of  pick-
ing the bride. This was done by watching the young girls walking to 
the spring and carrying water. She noticed Samia—“straight back going to 
fetch water, bake bread and taking care of  her younger siblings.” However, of  all 
the tasks a girl had to manage, fetching water was the most definite in 
assessing the young Samia. Um Khaled recalls that while her son was 
looking out for a beautiful spouse, she scouted for the good workers 
“Men are not very practical in life things.”

Um Jihad

I used to assume that folk costumes are basically fixed to patterns cre-
ated in a far past. My rude awakening came during preparations for a 
wedding celebration. Um Jihad explained that embroidery is all about 
every day life.

Um Jihad, who is in her seventies, was born Zeinab Muhammad 
Ali. She lives with her husband, her youngest son and his family and 
one unmarried handicapped daughter. They are living well because 
her husband worked for a good construction company in Israel and 
she contributed to the household with her professional and beautiful 
embroidery, which she sold to a man who had a shop in the old city 
of  Jerusalem.

Abu Jihad keeps up his olive trees and the little parcel behind the 
house. His wife says he aches for his past active life. But the zaman 
forced him to work in Israel. On Fridays he goes with the other men in 
the village to the mosque. After prayers they walk back to one of  the 
houses where they sit and drink tea together before they go home for 
lunch. He says that without the job he had in Israel they would never 
have afforded to educate their younger children or pay the electricity 
and water bills. They also invested in a well behind the house and an 
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electric pump. When I asked what he thought of  the women missing 
the water spring, he laughed. “Believe me, I also miss the water spring.” He, 
like the other boys, watched the girls going back and forth from the 
water spring: “They knew we watched them. You know girls like to show off. They 
also liked to go to the spring because women like to gossip.” Although “Women 
just gossip,” the spring is part of  Palestinian village life. And when the 
women went to fetch water, “Life in the village was more under control.”

People were careful about keeping up their traditions of  living in a 
village. He has experienced life in town and seen how everyone is on 
his own. But in village life there are other demands; people must keep 
close together, because they love and need each other; nature is harsher 
in the mountains. Most of  his children have met their spouses outside 
the village “God knows in what sort of  places they find each other. It’s all out of  
control,” and Abu Jihad is upset about that. Before, when boys watched 
the girls go to the spring, and mothers were on the look out for healthy 
brides for their sons, “Affairs of  the home were under control.” Another seri-
ous issue he wanted to talk about was the change in attitude toward 
inheritance of  land between sisters and brothers. Formally, girls can 
also inherit land, “But they never do that because it upsets the family structure 
and village life. Here in the balad men decide; we have to protect the women and 
make sure that the honour is kept within the hamulah. Today I know two homes 
where the girls are claiming their share of  inheritance. They want to sell to help 
their husband buy a home in Ramallah or el Bireh.”

Abu Jihad repeated his point about how boys must have the possibility 
to observe girls doing household chores. When this option is gone they 
end up with girls with only education and careers “And all kinds of  ideas.” 
The same problem applies to girls from the village. Also they meet boys 
from other villages or towns when they study and end up marrying not 
only outside the village but also outside their own hamulah. When I 
mentioned to him that women speak of  dar, and not hamulah, his 
response was that this proves his proves his case: “Women do not understand 
the same things like men.” Women should leave men to take care of  village 
affairs. This is challenged when more girls are demanding their share: 
“This will only lead to brother against sister.”

Um Jihad agrees with her husband. Values have changed and divides 
in families are becoming more common. There are not only pressures 
from Israeli occupation but also among families in the village. Um 
Jihad and Abu Jihad argued on several occasions that the late president 
Nasser was the greatest man who ever lived. He was the only one who 
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cared about the Palestinian cause and the Palestinian peasant “more than 
Abu ‘Ammar,” they said. They keep a cassette with one of  the Nasser’s 
speeches. On the wall in the sitting room Abu Jihad had taped several 
newspaper cuttings and pictures of  Nasser. Not only did he fight against 
the British, Abu Jihad explained, but also against the feudal landowners 
in Egypt. Nasser gave back the land to the oppressed. Abu ‘Ammar, 
on the contrary, would never force the rich Palestinian peasants to give 
back land they took from poorer peasants.

Fetching water, Abu Jihad said was women’s work, and the spring 
was a place for women to gossip. He talked about men’s and women’s 
tasks, and about the importance of  traditions. Um Jihad also talked 
about village traditions, but from another position “Our village is a typical 
Palestinian village. Women have to follow customs or else . . .,” Um Jihad said 
making a gesture of  slitting her throat.

Producing children is a woman’s most significant attribute. When 
women met by the ayn they discussed betrothals between their children. 
Um Jihad was the only one in the society of  women who spoke about 
how important it was for her to choose according to personal likes and 
dislikes of  potential in-laws “I always tried to match my children with children 
of  the women I liked.” And she was always successful.

Like her husband, Um Jihad is upset about girls demanding their 
share in inheritance. Women challenging their brothers and male kin 
for land could never have happened if  women were still meeting at the 
water spring. At the ayn the village was bustling with movement and 
the sound of  small children, laughter, gossip and singing. Even though 
Musharafah is a ‘communist’ village, she went on, there have always 
been traditional restrictions on movements. “Life for the old women in this 
village is lonely and sad. Nothing happens here anymore.”

Um Jihad has made professional and beautiful embroidery. Her eyes 
were getting weak and she did not see as well as she once did, but 
traditional embroidery, tatriz ( ), was a pastime she loved and 
which she still tries to keep up. Um Jihad learned tatriz with the sole 
mission of  preparing her trousseau for marriage. At an early age she 
was taught how “to put the thread through the needle.” At the start she only 
learned to cross-stitch. When her stitching was ‘clean,’ she was taught 
to copy other simple motifs of  the village she lived in.

As a child, Um Jihad lived for a couple of  years in a village in the 
Jordan valley. Several of  the motifs she embroidered were images of  
lush fields around her. Older aunts and other old women in the village, 
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who had time to spare, taught and helped her in the beginning. She 
was very gifted and soon she began at a much younger age than the 
rest in her family to embroider the panels for her jihas ( ), trous-
seau, and garments.

Um Jihad took up embroidery as a profession during the 1930s. It 
was a period with growing interest in lavish embroidery and foreign-
ers in the neighbouring village of  Bir Zeit were collecting Palestinian 
embroidery. Several embroidery centres grew during the 1930s, and Um 
Jihad had no problem selling her work. The less a woman worked in 
the fields and her home, the more time she had to adorn her garments 
and help her daughters prepare for the trousseau. This was not the 
case in Musharafah. Women who lived in the old village were poor and 
could not afford embroidery threads and garments which were luxuries 
for the rich peasants or women in the towns. They went mostly about 
in their jinneh u nar (  ) dress; these were everyday working 
garments. All the older women with whom I spent time were always 
dressed in their traditional embroidered dresses, and some had flow-
ing white veils which must not to be confused with the Islamic veil.

Demand for embroidery increased when men from Musharafah 
found work in Jordan or the United States and sent remittances back 
home to their families in the village. Um Jihad explains that time spent 
on embroidery is always an indicator for interpreting economic and 
social changes in the village life. Today, several Palestinian co-operatives 
and organisations encourage women to keep up the traditional stitches 
and sell them through religious and secular organisations that actively 
market Palestinian traditional craft. The arts include handicrafts such 
as pottery, glass, baskets, and rug weaving.

Um Ali

Fatima Muhammad Ali is Um Jihad’s younger half  sister. She married 
the man she wanted to marry. Abu Ali was her cousin, and he was 
young like her when they got married. All her children were born by 
the spring, “even my son the professor .” She described how after each birth 
she simply wrapped the new-born and walked with it up again to the 
village. All this while steadying a full jug of  water on her head. If  the 
baby was a girl, “the women and me said nothing.” If  the new-born was a 
boy, a procession of  women would announce the news to the village 
by a penetrating yell, the ulvating. Regardless of  whether it was boy 
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or girl, the young Um Ali walked back to the village to continue her 
work at the bread oven, feeding the animals, cooking for the house, 
going back to fetch more water for the household, walking the long 
distance to fetch fuel for the oven and later in the afternoon herding 
the animals.

She is very proud of  her son, Ali, who is a professor of  Natural 
Science at the University of  Bir Zeit. He, she repeatedly told me, has 
opened her eyes to what is happening to the Palestinian peasant. But, 
she is also concerned about his belief  only in politics and not enough 
in God, “I try always to tell him to remember al arkan al khamsah. But he has 
all this communist stuff  in his head.” She often serves tea, and sometimes 
even makes dinner for his foreign friends from other universities. “They 
all sit around the table, with papers and books scattered everywhere. I always serve 
them the best I can. But nobody asks me. Maybe I could tell them a thing or 
two about life.” She would have liked her son to tell his ‘friends’ more 
about village life, and to ask her questions about “how we did things in 
the village and what I think of  today’s ways.” Um Ali often confronted ‘the 
Professor’ in front of  me saying, “she is doing what you never want to hear 
about.” Although she sees the “good that comes with water in the tap,” she 
also thinks that without the ayn, ‘real’ Palestinian adat and taqalid 
will be lost.

Adat and taqalid were obvious, Um Ali said, in the division of  
labour between men and women. She sees that by labouring for the 
Israelis the Palestinian peasant is giving away the ‘wealth’ of  Palestinian 
way of  life. Obviously, the consequence of  wage labour in Israel is not 
without contradictions; for the old it means not only that production of  
goods and services in the home diminishes but also labour. This means 
that the old women are dependent on an income from family members 
working either in a narrow Palestinian market or making a living work-
ing for Israel, and the revenue is irregular. Um Ali is concerned with 
the fact that in Musharafah today it is the old women who keep up 
the agriculture: “It is us who maintain whatever is left of  small family plots.” 
Women not only contribute with agricultural labour, but they also “dry, 
can and pickle food, make soap and jams, and grind wheat.”

Um Ali has a eswah, and she does not come from the poorest 
family in Musharafah; still life has never been easy. She describes her 
chores as routine:

I was always pregnant. I would fill water in tins and jugs, prepare the 
bread dough, wash the room, and walk back to the bread oven to bake 
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the bread and then nurse the baby. Prepare the morning meal for my 
husband and his father and mother. Then the children. All these rounds 
were done, and the sun would be still rising. If  the baby was no more 
than four months, I would wrap it up and tie it to my thaub and walk 
down to the olive orchard to join others during the season of  olives.

Still, they were not lacking in vegetables, fruits and water. There was 
never too much of  anything, but there was enough to keep the body 
going. Today the problem is that vegetables and fruits are too expensive 
because water is piped, and this costs money. Although she has a rela-
tively better life than many of  her female neighbours, she is ashamed 
that other women suffer.

When water was out in the khala, it was regulated by nature, she 
said, so it was more natural. When there was much water it retreated 
back into nature and was stored; today, when it is piped, there is either 
too little, or, when there is too much, it is wasted, because there is no 
natural system. In her view, the problem lies in that the village is mostly 
populated with old women who neither have eswah nor nasab to sup-
port them. Um Ali says that she misses the togetherness around the 
water spring, the walk down, the singing and the gossiping. Most of  all, 
she remembered, “We knew God. We are Muslims and we knew how to thank 
Him.” But, she also remembered the hardship, especially in summer, 
looking for water “Until my head went in circles.” Today what makes her 
head go in circles is what people say about her youngest sister Samiha, 
who wears trousers in the village, lived alone until recently, and works 
like the men in town. This, Um Ali says, is not the way of  a Muslim 
girl, “I always tell her to remember God and that we all have to answer to Him 
when He remembers us.”

Um Ali was happy that her daughters went to school—also the 
Prophet said that learning is important, she said, but she is not happy 
that Samiha did not do what a true Palestinian woman is expected to 
do in the village “She should marry and have children, like all the other women 
here do.” It is sad that Samiha never experienced the joy and fulfilment 
of  singing and laughing and wearing a young bride’s thaub. She will 
never know the feeling of  being celebrated by everyone and walking with 
the other women to the spring of  talat al bir after the wedding.1

1 I want to specify here that although this spring shares the same name as the ritual 
of  talat al bir and was the spring most frequently used for the procession, the women 
told me it was not the only spring used in connection with this ceremony.
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Samiha

While village mothers used the spring for assessing the strength and 
beauty of  eligible girls and it was the location where in reality the 
contracting of  engagements was facilitated, it was also here that these 
same marriage arrangements were broken off. Samiha experienced just 
that. She is Fatima’s sister and is in her fifties, living alone, and running 
her own embroidery business. “I should have been born a man—I defy village 
values,” she repeated during our discussions.

Samiha, like all other girls in the village, went to fetch water with her 
mother and sister at the spring. She was the youngest; “My father loved and 
spoilt me more than anybody else. He was against me going to the spring, because 
he thought I was too intelligent.” She went to school and finished primary 
and secondary school; then she went to work for a Christian woman 
in Bir Zeit who made and sold traditional Palestinian handicraft. In 
the meantime, the family she was promised to lost interest and broke 
the engagement:

They wanted someone to walk up and down fetching water, baking 
bread, cleaning houses and producing children. I was the wrong kind, 
and Fatima was very sad, but she also believed in education. I know that 
Fatima is sad that I am not married.

Samiha was gifted in the craft of  embroidery, and soon her work was 
noticed also in the neighbouring villages and towns. During the late 
seventies and beginning of  the eighties there was a lot of  demand for 
such work, and she managed to put aside enough money to build a small 
home in the village, and, with another co-worker, bought a small atelier 
in Ramallah. Her business went very well, with an inactive period dur-
ing the first Palestinian uprising, but then Palestinian returnees started 
to invest in embroidery, and her business picked up again.

For Samiha piped water is a break with what she described as “obsolete, 
oppressive and primitive village ways,” but occupation obstructs “total break 
with our archaic ways.” It is impossible to modernise Palestine when its 
people cannot benefit because they do not have the means to participate 
in the process. She joined the other women at one of  the meetings 
held by Palestinian heath officials and foreign NGOs from Ramallah. 
Although her relationship with several women in Musharafah is tense, 
Samiha, dressed in her thaub, spoke up several times with passion for 
her village and “peasant life.”



 women, water and memory 101

She argued that peasants are not “only dim-witted”—they are a 
very pragmatic people. Even if  peasants are good and believe and 
place their life in the hands of  God, still livelihood depends on well-
structured plans. They need to know what they have; if  officials want 
to help them—because they have German, Italian or other money to 
use (donor money)—they must first “do their homework;” find out who 
actually lives in Musharafah and whether or not officials can guarantee 
that the “different way of  life will not mess up more than the occupation already 
has,” Samiha explained. She wanted solutions that recognise needs of  
people, especially old women’s requirements under occupation.

Samiha remembers the euphoria that followed the piped water in 
the village; “It was like a Mulid celebration.” But she also remembers the 
rush of  anxieties in the village when the first bills arrived. By that time 
many women were living alone or were responsible for the households. 
In addition she believes that Musharafah is unique in its political aware-
ness and socialist sympathies “For people’s rights.” Still, maintenance is 
an explicit demonstration of  the gap between those who can afford to 
pay water and electricity bills and “Have fancy household equipment,” and 
those who cannot afford these changes. Matters became more compli-
cated with the first intifadah, and all the homes in villages were under 
constant harassment from settlers and the Israeli army, “The intifadah is 
a break with these men in Gaza [PLO], who do nothing for the people.”

Um Ibrahim

On our first meeting Um Ibrahim told me that she is different from all 
the other women in the village. She made it very clear that, although 
she lives in a village, she comes from a prominent and dominant land 
owning family living in Jerusalem. Today her own family is like all 
other urban families in Jerusalem. She went to school and never goes 
around in a thaub unless it’s a festive Palestinian occasion. “I come 
from a good family, and I am more open to foreign ideas. I also do not believe in 
primitive healing methods.” She was born Zeinab in a family that owned 
“Many dunums” 2 of  good land which provided a good income for the 
family. She was not only the youngest child but also the only daughter, 
so her father doted on her: “My father gave me all I wanted, even the man 

2 One dunum equals approximately one-fourth of  an acre.
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I wanted to marry,” she laughed. Ahmad Ibn dar Ganzuri was a clever 
young man from the same hamulah as Zeinab; he came also from a 
prosperous family, but, she insisted, he was not spoilt. The man she 
married was always a tough worker. He worked hard for his father and 
later also a little for his father in law.

Abu Ibrahim was a progressive man and wanted to know more 
about the British and their ways. He noticed that they were much more 
advanced in most things, and he wanted to transfer those ideas to his 
people. So he started to work with them “Not for them, like they think here 
in the village.” Eventually, he managed to put enough money aside to 
buy most of  the land in Musharafah. At the time the village was “Just 
a khirbeh [hamlet]. The peasants were poor and the children were dying from dirt 
and bad nourishment.” His project included making life more prosperous 
in the village. She is fully aware of  what the other women say about 
her. Unfortunately, they never talk about Abu Ibrahim’s generosity with 
the peasants. Today they help with the olives and take most of  them 
“As revenge for the ZULM they think my husband is responsible for.” When I asked 
if  she discusses the distribution of  the harvest with other women, she 
shook her head and quickly changed the subject to what we were going 
to cook for supper.

It was several weeks later that we went back to talking about her 
neighbours and her life in Musharafah. Obviously, the walks to and 
from the spring were long and hard, but she could not fetch water, 
because it was not fitting for a woman from her background to be 
seen outside doing manual work. Still, although she never went to 
the ayn, Um Ibrahim is nostalgic about the old ways and says that, 
to know Palestine, you have to appreciate the life around the ayn, 
which is all the khala around; she pointed to the hills and terraces on 
all sides. She is also a peasant and carries within her the pride of  the 
Palestinian culture, and she added her belief  that “There is one god, and 
Mohammed is his prophet.” One cannot, Um Ibrahim said, speak about 
the Palestinians’ love for their land without talking about the wonders 
of  God. It is in the land of  God that life is decided and the Palestinian 
heritage is passed on.

Um Ibrahim told me repeatedly that she is the lady, the wife of  the 
richest owner, “They call him the iqta i. I know they told you that. 
And that is all right. I understand. But they do not know how much I 
understand them, because also we are peasants.” I mentioned that sev-
eral Palestinian academicians disproved of  use feudalism in a Palestinian 
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context. She did not agree with the criticism because she knew that for 
the neighbours her home is the house of  the feudal lord: “Of  course 
you use it. I have not problems with it.” Most of  her life she watched 
the other women fetch water; they passed under her home, and she 
heard them chatting, singing and laughing. They had bare feet, and 
the stones were hot in summer and cold in winter, and always sharp. 
But in spite of  the hardship she never heard them complaining. One 
of  the first rules a girl learned was never to talk about herself; only 
women without shame did so.

When they grew older, the girls knew that it was especially during 
the walk back to the village from the water spring that they were most 
attractive: A straight back and a jug well balanced on a slim well-
toned neck was not only a sign of  inner strength and determination 
but was also very attractive. Girls were observed while walking along 
the water route; young men from their village, and also other villages, 
watched them as they passed, observing their brides-to-be “I know that 
my sons used to watch them.” It’s a problem that there are no ‘legitimate’ 
girl-watchings in several villages today. Um Ibrahim knows this also 
from one of  her sons who teaches at university; several of  his male 
colleagues have complained that their sons find their brides “From every 
other place.”

The job of  finding a match for a son or a daughter was never a 
man’s domain. It was always the wife who pointed out the possibilities 
available and left the men to sort out the contracts. Today mothers do 
not have a meeting point, and men have no longer the good advice 
of  the wife. In the urban areas women, like her, meet at each others 
homes for tea and gossip, but in the villages it is different. Peasant 
women cannot just sit around and do nothing; “The worse thing you say 
about the village women is that they are lazy.”

Um Ibrahim speaks with much sympathy for the peasant women 
whom she at first admits having disliked and looked down on. She 
did not want to have anything to do with them until her sons started 
frequenting a political group near the village. They eventually left the 
country to study in the Soviet Union and in England. Two stayed 
abroad and have only visited a couple of  times. The other two came 
back, one with his foreign wife, but she did not stay long. The ones 
who came back also brought back ideas, and they wanted to educate 
the peasants: “They believed in a revolution against the rich and the occupation. 
They started youth clubs and helped finance the education of  the young people in 
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the village.” It amuses Um Ibrahim to think that it was in reality her 
sons who helped the peasants in the village rise up against the feudal 
landlord—her own husband, “He had a heart of  gold. God rest his soul.”

Because they are Arabs, and Arabs—especially peasants—are an hon-
ourable and hospitable people, they were good with the rich landlord. 
And, she pointed out “Also we are good. We know God and my husband did 
things FI SABIL ALLAH.” But the atmosphere in the village changed. People 
became much more politically aware and suspicious of  programs intro-
duced by the outside. The women still maintained a certain respectful 
distance to the landlord and his family, but their children were differ-
ent. Also this eventually changed; she felt that the women still kept a 
distance, but it was no longer respectful. Nevertheless, she understands 
the pain they are passing through, having worked all their lives “This 
is not an honourable way for an old Palestinian woman to end her life. This is not 
the way it is supposed to finish.”
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