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Foreword Foreword Foreword Foreword     

    

“Remember, there are six million “experts” who live in Israel, who will not shy away from discussing 

the subject of your research with you. And, don't get discouraged,” my mother told me before I got 

on the plane for the four-month period of fieldwork in Israel. She was referring to the temperamental 

Israelis who just love to discuss their opinions about Jewish-Arab relations, preferably heated 

discussions, which at times would embarrass a sober-minded Dutchwoman like myself. I have 

experienced this often during visits in Israel in the past, and it was one of the reasons why I was 

extremely nervous before I flew off to Israel this time. What if people won’t take the research 

seriously? What if they laugh in my face or find it too naive or too “dangerous” for a young blond girl 

to conduct a research on such a tough topic?  

   In Israel, the subject of Arab-Jewish relations is an – understandably – tense and sensitive subject.  

People’s reactions and (mis)perceptions are often shaped by previous incidents and fear of the 

“Other”. There is also a great tendency to think of the “Other” in a negative way. As with all articles 

and scholarly contributions, it is impossible to write according to everyone’s opinions and beliefs. 

Qualitative research is an interpretative research; the analysis and interpretations in this research are 

therefore mine. It has not been my intent to hand out a solution for a “problem” - not only because it 

goes beyond the scope of this research, but as well because it is simply too hard to “offer a solution”. 

Instead, I have described the processes that influence and shape identification and sense of belonging. 

This study on the identification process of Bedouins in the Galilee could hopefully contribute towards 

the eternal quest regarding the burning question of Arab-Jewish relations today.  

   Now that the last letters are put on paper, I can look back on the whole process of the Master 

project – which, all things considered, lasted well over nine months.  Thus, finally I can conclude that 

all previous worries, frustrations and doom-scenarios have turned out just fine. Having finished the 

project, in retrospect, I see that I had actually enjoyed the entire process, most especially the writing.  

For this successful feat, I wish to thank first and foremost my parents and sister. Not only have they 

continuously taken great care to keep the bond with my “other homeland” full of life by insuring 

connections with friends, relatives and the language, they’ve also lent great support before, during 

and after the fieldwork. In short, I could not have conducted this research without my family by my 

side and am forever indebted to them. 
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1.1.1.1.    IntroductionIntroductionIntroductionIntroduction    

 

A.: “I would lie if I say that I am not a Palestinian, because I am. I am an Israeli citizen, but I was 

a Palestinian before I became an Israeli.”  

Q.: “Then, how about the soldiers in the Israeli armed forces; are you supporting Bedouin 

youngsters to serve in the Israeli army?”  

 

Mahmoud1 is confused by the question and falls into silence. After staring 

through the window for a while, he answers:  

 

“I didn’t expect you were going to ask questions in that direction”.  

 

He stands up and reaches in his pocket for a picture of a handsome young 

soldier.  

 

“This is my son. He has served many years in the Israeli army and later as a policeman. He was 

shot during patrol in the West bank, two years ago. I said I would lie if I deny that I am a 

Palestinian, but a Palestinian has killed my son! I ask you, who am I?” 2 

 

I encountered the confusing identity and mixed sense of belonging Mahmoud declared in many 

conversations with Bedouins living in the Galilee area in north Israel. Not only once had informants 

explained to me “the schizophrenic reality of the Bedouins”: “on the one hand I am a (Palestinian) 

Arab, and on the other hand I am an Israeli”. Apart from that, many Bedouins expressed their feeling 

of not being accepted by neither the other Muslim Arabs within Israel and the Palestinians within 

the occupied territories nor by the Israeli state and Israeli Jewish society. As you can imagine, this 

ambiguous and contradictory identification is quite confusing for the Bedouins, especially in the 

context of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.  

                                                 
1 The names in this thesis are pseudonyms. I have only used the real names of people who are well known in 

the Bedouin community, for example through politics or science. 
2 Interview with Mahmoud on May 13 2008. His beloved son is not Mahmoud’s only lost family member during 

service in the Israeli Defence Forces. Also his two cousins fell while serving in the Israeli army.  
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Since my early childhood, the Bedouin lifestyle has intrigued me. Every summer my parents, sister 

and I visited family and friends in Israel, my father’s homeland. While driving through the Negev 

desert to the holiday destination Eilat, I gazed through the window, at the spots of isolated 

settlements in the mountains and valleys; Bedouins lived their lives there in tents, far away from the 

modern Israeli high-tech society, and surviving from sustenance production through their flocks. I 

fantasized about being a Bedouin girl; living in the desert, riding on my camel or donkey to get water 

from an oasis, walking barefoot in the hot desert sand. When I grew older, I became more attentive to 

the discourse concerning this population group. People talked about the Bedouins as being “good 

Arabs”, loyal to Israel because of their voluntary service in the Israeli Defence Forces while admiring 

their beautiful lifestyle, in close harmony with nature. However, good or bad, “Arabs remain Arabs” 

in Israel, and when growing up with bad experiences concerning Arabs in general, one intuitively 

feels that “they” should not always be trusted completely. 

   During the four years of study in cultural anthropology I had learned a lot about the politics of 

multiculturalism; the beautiful ideals of pluralism and co-existence in a highly globalized world, as 

well as its many accompanying struggles and complexities. Once, when reading a news article about 

“hostile” Bedouins in the north waving Palestinian flags and rebelling against the Jewish state during 

the Palestinian Intifada, the idea of doing research about this community’s precarious identity took 

shape in my mind for the first time. How is it possible that some Bedouins seem to support the 

Palestinians in their struggle, while other Bedouins support the Jewish state and even serve 

voluntarily in the Israeli Defence Forces? This is how I eventually came to conduct my Master 

research about the urbanised Galilee Bedouins’ identity. From February to June 2008 I completed 

fieldwork in the Galilee area of north Israel, around the area of Bet Zarzir. During the research I 

focused on the following central question: How could the Galilee Bedouins’ sense of identity and 

belonging be described and explained with regard to the wider Muslim Arab community within 

Israel (the Muslim Fellahins) and the Jewish state and society? In this thesis I will explain my findings 

concerning this central question.  

   In the second half of the twentieth century the focus of anthropological investigation changed from 

an essentialist perspective to a more relational, constructionist approach of “ethnic groups”. Fredrik 

Barth (1998 [1969]) has played a decisive role in this debate by arguing that the focus should not be 

on the “cultural stuff inside”, but on the ethnic boundaries that define groups and which are 
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highlighted in relationship with “others”. The traditional view assumed that ethnic groups were 

isolated and “contained” cultural characteristics. The contrary is true, however: shared cultural 

characteristics are a result of long-term social processes. Due to this changing approach to human 

products such as ethnicity, culture and identity, the definitions of these concepts have changed from 

a static to a more flexible approach. In this thesis, I use Gorashi’s (2003) constructionist definition of 

identity to explain Bedouin identity formation and sense of belonging. Gorashi sees ‘identity as 

multiple and a process of becoming, with extra focus on change, multiplicity and consciousness’ 

(Gorashi 2003: 27). In this “process of becoming”, the context in which the identity process takes 

shape is very influential. Groups and identities are always formed in interaction with “others” 

(Eriksen 2002: 62). Habitus plays an important role in consciousness. Identity is not always a rational 

“choice”; instead through habitus the agency in the present could be explained by looking at the past 

social frameworks. Identities are multiple because a person can have many different affiliations and 

identities, though it remains an empirical question when certain identities become the most 

important ones (Eriksen 2002; Sen 2006). 

   Change, consciousness and multiplicity are not the only factors that shape identity processes. It is 

through the sense of belonging that one identifies with a specific group. The concepts of home and 

belonging are therefore important determinants of identity (Hedetoft and Hjort 2002; Hedetoft 2004). 

However, due to nationalism the affective concepts of home and belonging have become 

“nationalized” and “hostile”. Nationalism holds that one group of people, the nation, belongs to one 

physical “home”, the territory of the state. The nation is an imagined community, in which discourses 

of national belonging contain shared racial, historical and ethno-cultural matters (Anderson 1991). 

Through nationalism, the concepts of “ethnicity”, “identity”, “culture” and the “nation” are equated 

and made relevant for the citizens:  

 

The main promises of modernity – political participation, equal treatment before the law and 

protection from the arbitrariness of state power, dignity for the weak and poor, and social justice 

and security – were fully realised only for those who came to be regarded as true members of the 

nation.  (Wimmer 2002: 3 - 4) 
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Processes of exclusion are in this way inherent to modern state system and go hand in hand with 

inclusion in the nation-state (ibid.). Exclusion is the last factor that I use in the explanation of 

Bedouin identity and sense of belonging. The Israeli state is such a nationalist state, where exclusion 

and inclusion are both omnipresent. As will become clear in chapter three, Bedouins’ voluntary army 

service is a way to show their sense of belonging as a “suspect minority”. 

 

Context of research population 

 

The Jewish state in the land of Palestine is put on the Zionist (Jewish nationalist) agenda at the end of 

the nineteenth century. Enlightened by the idea of a Jewish state, Jews from all over the world began 

settling in the “future homeland” during the first half of the twentieth century, especially after the 

Second World War. The future Jewish state would become a homeland where Jews would neither be 

persecuted nor discriminated against. In 1947, a year before the proclamation of Independence of the 

Israeli state, the Jewish population had increased to almost half (608.000) of the Arab Palestinian 

population (1,3 million) (Smith 2004: 185). The partition plan created by the United Nations, called 

for the end of the British mandate in 1948 and the creation of two states: one for the Jews and one for 

the Arab Palestinian population. This plan has lead to a heavy conflict between the Jewish and 

Palestinian citizens. During the following war the Jewish fighting forces conquered additional land 

and expanded Israeli territory, which caused hundred thousands Palestinians to seek refuge in 

neighbouring countries. For the Jews this period is remembered as the Independence War, whereas 

for the Palestinians as al-nakba – the disaster. Eventually, the Independence War led to the 

proclamation of independence of the “Jewish state Israel” in May 1948.  

   During al-nakba land of approximately 780,000 Palestinians was confiscated and displaced in order 

to facilitate the “reconstruction” of Palestine (Said 1979: 14). Hundred thousands Palestinians fled to 

neighbouring countries, like Egypt, Lebanon and Syria. Today, many Palestinian refugees live in the 

Occupied Territories in Israel, namely the Gaza Strip and the West bank, which were conquered 

from Egypt and Jordan during the Six-Day war of June 1967.  Currently, nearly twenty percent of 

Israeli citizens are Israeli Arabs. They are former Palestinian residents whose country was declared as 

Israel in 1948. Israeli Arabs neither fled nor were expelled during the Israeli Independence War. 

Most Israeli Arabs are peasants, the Fellahins. The majority of the Fellahins are Muslim, whereas a 
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small part is Christian. The Druzes form a closed community with a secret religion, close to Islam 

Sufism. The Bedouins are Muslim, as most Fellahins. Currently, the Bedouins make up twenty per 

cent of the Israeli Arab population, whereas 3,5 per cent of the whole Israeli population. During the 

first decennia of Israel’s existence the Arab citizens are perceived as a threat. They are suspected of 

collaborating with the “Arab enemy” during future wars. This negative attitude reflected in the state 

policy against the Arab minority, especially during the installed military government from 1948 to 

1966 (Peleg 2004: 417).  

   With regard to the Palestinian population in the Gaza strip and the West bank, the majority of the 

Israeli Arab population supports and identifies with the Palestinian refugees. Dr. Sami el-Mari 

(quoted in Landau 1993) states that ‘the Arabs in Israel have completed their search for an identity 

deciding that they are Palestinians (by peoplehood), Arabs (by nation) and Israelis (by citizenship) – 

in this order’ (Landau 1993: 168). The interesting question that I had encountered during my research 

is exactly due to the assumption of Landau (ibid.) – who is one of the first scholars who conducted an 

extensive study on the Israeli Arab minority - that all Muslim Arabs in Israel have the same ideas 

about belonging to the Palestinians, the Arab community and the Israeli state.
3
 Landau makes only 

distinctions in Israeli Arabs based on religion, like the Christian Arabs, the Druzes and the Muslim 

Arabs. In his definition of “Muslim Israeli Arabs” he embraces both Bedouins and Fellahins. 

However, the Bedouins and the Fellahins regard themselves as two separate groups within the wider 

identity group of Arab Muslims. The most important and interesting characteristic of their different 

positions is the loyalty of the Bedouins to the Israeli state and their volunteering for the military 

service. The Fellahins, nevertheless, are more loyal to their Palestinian “brothers” in the occupied 

territories. In chapter four I will go more deeply into the self-definition of being “Bedouin”, 

“Fellahin” and “Arab”, and the reasons for these different self-identifications.  

   Israeli Bedouins live in the northern Galilee area and the Negev desert in south Israel. In contrast to 

the Negev Bedouins, the vast majority of the Galilee Bedouins left the traditional nomadic lifestyle 

almost completely behind. The characteristics that remind the traditional nomadic lifestyle in the 

Galilee are the goat and sheep herds that are still owned by some Bedouin families, and the (modern) 

                                                 
3 In my research proposal I presuppose through the reading of literature that the Bedouins in the first place 

identify themselves with the Palestinians, though as is argued in this thesis this is a misunderstanding and 

turned out not to be true. 
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tents people place next to their houses as a nostalgic remembrance of the nomadic past. Currently the 

Bedouins live in recognized villages under modern standards, and their lifestyle is closer to the way 

other Israelis live – as well Jews as other (non-Bedouin) Israeli Arabs. The Bedouins in the south, 

however, are the only Arab population in that area, except for the nearby Palestinian population in 

the occupied Gaza strip and West bank. Next to that, many Bedouins in the Negev are not living in 

stone houses and “modern” villages, but in unrecognised villages by the state. This has led to a 

conflicting relationship between the Negev Bedouins and the state. These facts influence the differing 

sense of belonging of Bedouins in the Galilee, and Bedouins in the Negev. Unfortunately, I did not 

have enough time during fieldwork nor enough space in my thesis to go into this difference in more 

depth. In this thesis I will therefore only go into the identity and sense of belonging of the Bedouins 

in the north of Israel. The fieldwork has been conducted in the area of Bet Zarzir: a Bedouin village 

surrounded by other Bedouin villages with residents from different tribes.  

 

Methodology 

 

Through qualitative research, an emic perspective is gained of the identification and sense of 

belonging of Bedouins to the Jewish state and the wider Arab community. ‘In anthropology, emic 

perspective refers to “the native point of view”, in opposition to etic, which refers to the analyst’s 

concepts, descriptions and analyses’ (Eriksen 2002: 12). I practiced the qualitative methods of 

participant observation, half-structured and open interviews in the field.  

   When organizing an interview appointment, I had always made sure to prepare a list of topics and 

questions in advance for the proposed discussions. However, it was possible to drift away from the 

rigid topics to discuss other matters that were brought up by the informant, or to go more deeply into 

certain aspects being said. A perspective that enabled me to gain insight into certain subjects that the 

informants thought were important for me to know in the context of the research.  In total, I have 

interviewed members from five different tribes, varying between the ages of 18 to 70, from both 

sexes and various occupations.4 

                                                 
4 In total, I have interviewed thirty persons (excluded quality daily conversations). I have spoken with 

unemployed persons; non-educated employers; students; teachers; politicians; an imam; military personnel; 

soldiers; professors and a doctor, and many other people with differing occupational backgrounds. I have 



 12 

Through participant observation, I actively visited Bedouin villages and families on a daily basis, 

spending time with people I got to know through fieldwork and by participating in “extraordinary 

activities”. These extraordinary activities were quite varied, ranging from, for example, going to a 

wedding, a picnic or a visit to the ear doctor to accompanying people to the shopping mall. Next to 

that, I have been present on special days, all of which had an interesting contribution to my research. 

Important Jewish national days such as the Holocaust Remembrance Day, Remembrance Day of the 

Fallen Soldiers (a special ceremony for fallen Bedouin soldiers) and the Israeli Independence Day 

were most especially notable. As well, I have given attention to the behaviour and attitudes of 

Bedouins on the Remembrance Day of al-nakba (which is recognized on the same day as the Israeli 

Independence Day) and on Land Day (a remembrance day for the Arab protests in 1976).5 

   Most Bedouins I met spoke Hebrew very well. This is the reason why I conducted the interviews in 

Hebrew. Since I speak Hebrew more fluently than Arabic, it was more convenient to have a 

conversation in Hebrew. One might assume that speaking the “colonizer” language could lead people 

to think that I was acting as a “colonist agent”. Thus, because of this possible supposition, I had been 

cautioned twice by scholars experienced with qualitative research, that informants might feel forced 

to give socially desired answers. However, I am not the only one with an Israeli background who has 

conducted a research on the Israeli Arab population. Professor of Sociology Smooha (2005) also raises 

this question of credibility in the survey he conducted about Arab-Jewish relations.  

 

It is true that information received on sensitive matters from minority groups, whose loyalty is 

suspect and who have a relatively low level of education, is liable to be of lesser quality than 

information obtained from dominant and educated majority groups. However, in the Israeli case, 

experience has shown that data given by Arabs in face-to-face surveys of Arab-Jewish relations 

                                                                                                                                                              

spoken with members of the El Heb tribe from the villages Tuba-Zangariya, Zarzir and Ramot Heb; with 

members of the Shibli tribe in Shibli; with members of the Kaabiya and Tabash tribe from Kaabiya; with 

members of the Hudzjirat tribe from Bir el Maksur; and with members of the Grefat tribe in Zarzir.  

Unfortunately, it is impossible to cover the whole Galilee region through qualitative research alone in such a 

short period of time. The number of Bedouin tribes in the north reaches between 18 and 22, with a total 

population of 85.000.  
5 During Land Day Israeli Arabs (Fellahins especially) commemorate the protest against land expropriations and 

house demolitions in 1976. During this protest, Israeli security forces killed six Arab Israeli citizens.  
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are of a fairly good quality and not inferior to the information provided by Jews in telephone 

surveys. (Smooha, 2005: 16) 

 

During fieldwork, I had questioned myself several times whether the information obtained was in 

fact reliable. With regard to socially desired answers, I noticed that in contrast to what many people 

will think, I had more difficulties in obtaining a clear picture of the people’s sense of belonging to the 

wider Arab community – and especially with regard to the Palestinians – than the sense of belonging 

to and the experienced exclusion within the Jewish state. It did not seem that people had any 

difficulties sharing their thoughts and opinions concerning the condemned policy of the state, even if 

to a mere Dutch-Israeli girl speaking fluent Hebrew with poor Arabic skills. The identification with 

the Palestinians, on the other hand, is a much more emotive and tense subject.  

   I had also taken great caution regarding questioning techniques, to insure I wasn’t directing the 

answers. In addition, when introduced to a new aspect not heard before, I examined whether this was 

just “a lone thought”, or a more broadly shared opinion. In this thesis, you will therefore not read 

single thoughts of persons, but the broadly shared perceptions that I had encountered and 

experienced through fieldwork. Thus, the quotes mentioned cover other people’s views as well.  

 

Chapter outline  

 

Before we will look at the processes that shape Bedouin identification and the sense of belonging in 

chapter three and four, firstly, it is important to understand the historical and cultural background 

that is part of the Bedouin habitus. Thus, in chapter two you will read about the cultural 

characteristics and historical situation that influences Bedouin identity today.  

   Chapter three will go more deeply into the theoretical debate concerning ethnicity, identity, and 

home and belonging in the context of nationalism. Furthermore, you will read about the status of 

Israel as a Jewish state and the accompanying exclusionary consequences for the Arab minority. In 

the last paragraph of this chapter, you will read about the motivating force Bedouin youth have to 

voluntarily serve in the Israeli army, and why there is currently a decline in the number of Bedouin 

soldiers.  
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In the last chapter, the processes that have had an influence on Bedouin identity are discussed. Not 

only do the Bedouins sense exclusion in state institutions, but as well in Israeli society – both by the 

Jewish and the Arab population. In this last chapter I will present empirical examples, which describe 

the exclusionary processes that influence Bedouin identification with the wider Muslim Arab 

community in Israel, and with the majority of the Jewish state’s citizens. It is important to understand 

that the identification of Bedouins should be viewed in light of the Israeli Palestinian conflict. The 

context of the conflict plays a crucial role in the stigmatization of the Bedouin community, and will 

therefore be treated in the first paragraph of chapter four.  
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2.2.2.2.    Bedouins in the GalileeBedouins in the GalileeBedouins in the GalileeBedouins in the Galilee    

 

In this chapter you will read about the history of Bedouins in the Galilee and the change of lifestyle 

after the establishment of the Israeli state. This provides a perspective on the emergence of current 

Bedouin life in Israel. The cultural characteristics and values that characterize the Bedouin 

community, such as honour, loyalty, family and tribal life will be described as well. This background 

is important in the explanation of Bedouin identity, because the past social frameworks in the 

Bedouin community are part of the habitus.  

   Bourdieu’s concept habitus means ‘the embodied history’ of a community, ‘internalised as a second 

nature and so forgotten as history’ (Bourdieu 1990: 56 in Gorashi 2003: 28). Habitus is an important 

determinant of identity, because as a past social framework it influences people’s agency in the 

present and gives direction to the ways people think. Bourdieu calls this “practical consciousness” 

(ibid.). Habitus is not the only player in the process of identity formation. Other important features 

that have a part in identity formation are change and multiplicity. The next chapter will go more 

deeply into the theoretical debate concerning human products as “ethnicity” and “identity”, and the 

related concepts of “home” and “belonging”. Firstly you will now read about the historical and 

cultural background of the Galilee Bedouins. 

 

History and culture 

 

Bedouin life used to denote a lifestyle that was revolved around steppe and desert based herding of 

mainly sheep, goats and camels, and occasionally cattle, horses and donkeys. The Bedouins were 

living in tents and wandering around in search for food and water for their flocks, on which they 

relied for sustenance production (Cole 2003). As Cole makes clear, ‘this interspecies co-dependency 

was a central feature of the old Bedouin economy wherein the livestock constituted a person’s and a 

family household’s capital’ (ibid.: 238). However, next to the economic reasons, other reasons for the 

nomadic lifestyle were the fleeing for danger, such as fights and the risks of blood revenge. Another 

reason many Bedouins moved to other places was the policy of regimes they lived in. For example, 

during the Ottoman Empire the Lands Law was initiated, which meant that the Bedouins had to pay 
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taxes for the registered lands they lived on. Nevertheless many Bedouins evaded the tax payments 

and fled from the authorities, where after the land became confiscated (Suwaed 1992). 

   Since four centuries Bedouins live in the Galilee region in the northern part of Israel. They 

originally came from other countries in the Middle East, like Saudi Arabia, Iraq, Jordan and Syria. 

The Bedouins in the southern part of Israel, the Negev desert, came originally from Saudi-Arabia and 

Egypt6. Traditional Bedouin life in the desert is a very tough life. The harsh climate and living in a 

wide isolated territory leads to much danger. Like Hassan7 explains, robbery by other Bedouin tribes 

was very common as a way of survival:  

 

“An important part of the Bedouin life was el razu, which means that the strongest survives the 

weakest. Therefore the men of the tribe organised with all their weapons and robbed other 

tribes, killed their men and took their belongings and wives. Even today parents scare their 

children by saying that el rula is coming, which bears the meaning of a monster. In fact el rula 

was the name of a big and strong tribe, which has killed many people in the past.”  

 

In previous centuries, Bedouins did not feel themselves belonging to a wider “Bedouin community”; 

instead there was even fear of one another because of el razu. However, despite the often-conflicting 

relationship between tribes, the important thing they all had in common was the nomadic lifestyle. 

Bedouin identity was first of all centred on the family clan, and on the tribe. In order to have a strong 

tribe, it was important to have many men. Therefore, polygamy was, and occasionally still is, 

common practice in Bedouin tribes. The girls in the family learnt from a young age how to run the 

household, whereas the boys learnt to take care of the herds, and to be strong in order to survive and 

defend the family and tribe.8 The importance of being strong is said to be the reason why the 

Bedouins currently serving in the Israeli army are such good soldiers. 

                                                 
6 A small group of ‘Black Bedouins’ is living in the Negev as well. They are former slaves from the African 

continent who integrated into the Bedouin community.  
7 Hassan is a Bedouin commander in the Israeli Defence Forces. Out of own interest, he has studied a lot about 

Bedouin history and culture. Interview on April 14 2008. 
8 Bedouin men were carrying knifes, some of them with the name of the tribe carved in it. With the years 

larger weapons were introduced and carried by the Bedouins, like swords and guns. The weapons were like 

a status object; the larger and more silver they were the more highly regarded. Interview with Hassan on 

April 14 2008.  
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Related to the tribe and family protection is the importance of personal and family honour in the 

Bedouin community. A Bedouin is easily offended when he thinks someone does not show enough 

respect or humiliates him. The family honour is related to the women in the family, and could be 

ruined by the behaviour of the girls in the family. The importance of family honour can also be seen 

in the way the tent is arranged. The Bedouin tent is split in two parts, namely the part where the 

women reside and the men-part, which is also meant for the acceptance of guests. A male non-family 

member is not allowed to enter the women area of the tent, whereas it is disrespectful to look at the 

women of one’s family and be alone in their presence.9  

   Another important characteristic of the Bedouin community is generosity and hospitality towards 

guests. “Feel at home, Danielle! My house is your house” is probably the most heard sentence during 

my visits to Bedouin families. Within a couple of minutes, the table in front of me was filled with 

cakes, fruit, chocolates, nuts, and delicious Arabic coffee or tea. A Bedouin saying goes “he comes as a 

prince, he sits as a king, and he will leave as a poet”. This refers to the past when a poet visited tribes 

and brought news from other tribes in the wider area through songs. Thus, hospitability towards 

guests is very important for the reputation and honour of the family, since the guest will leave as a 

poet. The hospitality becomes apparent in the Bedouin tradition of hosting a guest for three days. If a 

person approaches you and asks to stay at your place, you will have to let him be a guest in your 

residence for at least three days, and give him everything he needs: a good place to sleep, tasty food 

and be polite to him. Once the three days have passed, you may ask him about the purpose of his 

visit. In general, a person visits an unrelated and unknown family with a specific goal, for example 

when he needs help or some favour. The Bedouin host gives the guest everything he needs, and takes 

good care of him. To this day people live in Bedouin villages that were introduced through the asking 

of patronage (dakhalah). When someone conducted a crime, the whole family’s honour is affected. 

Therefore, the complete kin group is granted refuge by another kin group through dakhalah (Cole 

2003: 251).  

 

                                                 
9 It is not common for a man to enter a house when the husband is not present. A man and woman whom are 

not family related will not be found meeting alone, usually someone is there as well to accompany them. This 

company can assure that nothing happened during the meeting, as Yael tells me (Yael is a Jewish resident of a 

Bedouin village, conversation on March 28 2008). During meetings with Bedouins I almost never met with men 

alone. Usually some other family member was present, or more people were around.  
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Tribal and family life  

 

The tribe and family have always been of highest importance in the Bedouin community. Regarding 

identity, Bedouin life is first of all centred on the kin or patronymic clan, named hamula10. The tribe 

(‘ashira11) contains all clans who descent from a common ancestor. As Van Aken (2003) makes clear, 

the ‘ashira membership plays an important part in the identity formation of Bedouins in the 

Jordanian East Bank:  

  

‘Having an origin’ is indeed a fundamental term of distinction from a tribal point of view: 

identity is defined through an idiom of descent, and history is interpreted as a genealogical past 

that can be traced back to the origins of the ‘ashira, the tribe, to the common ancestors (…) Bedu 

tribes use a genealogical model in defining solidarity: the ‘asabiyya, or tribal feeling of solidarity, 

which is linked to the basic values of honour, generosity, and hospitality. Ideally, there is no 

honour without origin; the direct consequence of this cultural assumption is that identity feelings 

are thought to be related to blood, as hereditary, and so naturalized in the lines of descent. (Van 

Aken 2003: 91) 

 

The identity circle of the kin group is stronger than that of the tribe, as student and ex-soldier Kamil 

told. During his whole life his hamula and ‘ashira will stay important. He explained his personal 

identity as member of the Bedouin community as follows: 

 

‘”When my cousin has a quarrel with another member of our tribe, I back my cousin no matter 

what the argument is about. However, when this same tribe member, my enemy in the previous 

case, has a quarrel with someone from a different tribe, I will back my tribe member no matter 

what the consequences.”12  

 

Also in public spaces, like for example in a tribally mixed high school, the tribal membership of 

Bedouin students becomes apparent in fights occasionally, as teacher Shadya explains:  

                                                 
10 Also named qabilah.  
11 Also named qabilat.  
12 Interview with Kamil on April 16 2008. 
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“Sometimes children bring the arguments of their own tribe members (X) to the schoolyard and 

fight it out with their schoolmates, members of tribe Y, which clan members of tribe X have a 

quarrel with.”13  

 

In both cases, the importance of the tribal membership comes obvious before the wider identity of 

the whole Bedouin community. One’s kin group (hamula), however, forms the core, after which the 

tribe (‘ashira) follows. The common denominator of all Bedouins tribes is their (former nomadic) 

lifestyle, and the cultural characteristics of honour, generosity and hospitality.  

 

Living as Bedouin-Ashkenazis 

 

Due to modernization and globalisation processes, the lifestyle of nomads in many parts of the world 

has changed. Changes in the use of land, migration to urban centers and the settling in one area has 

led scholars to conclude that nomadism is at its end in the Middle East (Ginguld et al 1997: 567-568; 

Meir 1997).  

   Referring to the fast modernization process that the Bedouin have undergone in the past decades, it 

was often said cynically that the Galilee Bedouins are not “real Bedouins” anymore like those in the 

Negev. Instead, Galilee Bedouins are “half-Bedouins”, “half-Ashkenazi-Jews”. “If you visit us in ten 

years we will all be like Ashkenazi Jews,” Bedouins told, sarcastically referring to the Israeli 

“Judaization policy”. The Israeli governments have tried to hold on to its - during the Independence 

War - conquered land by planning Jewish settlements in areas where many Arab villages exist, and 

spreading the Jewish population in all areas (Falah 1991). In this way, “the Arabs can not claim the 

land in order to return to the original partition plan,” according to doctor Medzini.14  

   Since the early establishment of the Zionist movement has gaining and controlling the biblical land 

of Israel been an important aim in order to establish the Jewish state. The problem the state 

encountered with the Bedouin population was their occupation of state land through spontaneous 

settlements, nomadism and the grazing of herds. In order to remain control over the territory, the 

                                                 
13 Interview with Shadya on March 4 2008. 
14 Interview with Dr. Medzini on February 27, 2008.  
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Israeli state decided in the nineteen sixties to settle the Bedouins in recognized villages.15 These 

villages have modern infrastructure with stone houses and were located in areas where many 

members of a specific Bedouin tribe were accommodated. Jonathan Galil worked for the ministry of 

interior and was responsible for the sedentarization of the Bedouins. He recalls how his team 

managed to evacuate Bedouins living in unrecognized settlements to the new villages. “We were in a 

dual situation, because on the one hand we were treated as guests, while at the same time we 

announced they had to pack their belongings and leave their home,” tells Jonathan.16 A neutral 

surveyor was sent to the Bedouin settlement that valued the possessions and the living space. 

Hereafter the government offered the Bedouin family money to build a new house in the appointed 

village and destructed the old living space. At the beginning of the sedentarization process Jonathan 

experienced that other Bedouins took revenge on families who cooperated with the government’s 

wish. Nevertheless, despite the difficult process, Jonathan does not recall any case of families who 

were moved violently to another place. Currently only 1500 Bedouins remain living in non-

recognized settlements in the Galilee area, which are outside of the building permit zone of legal 

settlements (Medzini 2007: 236).  

   As a consequence of the fast modernization process the Bedouin have undergone, many changes 

have occurred in the community. Besides the change of lifestyle in modern villages and the 

replacement of traditional employment, has also the political structure changed a lot. Whereas the 

Bedouin tribes previously lived under the rule of the sheikhs and customary law, in the current age 

all inhabitants and population groups need to live up to state law and responsibilities.17 The sheikhs 

were the most elderly and wise people of a tribe, and acted both as a judge, a settler of compromises 

during fights and as a provider of help for the needy, like widows. The sheikh used to come by every 

household and collect a small fee, in money or natural products, of which he could help the members 

of the tribe. However, today the power of the sheikhs is replaced by regional councils, which make 

the decisions and where one can turn to with complaints and problems. Nevertheless, the local 

                                                 
15 According to Medzini, many neighbour countries in the Middle East have waged the same policy of 

sedentarization, in order to integrate the Bedouin population into the society (Medzini 2007: 240).  
16 Interview with Jonathan on April 2, 2008. 
17 As Cole (2003) makes clear, the Bedouins did not even have national citizenship in several countries 

until quite recently. ‘Bedouin are today citizens of states, carry national identity cards, vote where 

voting is allowed, and are no longer differentiated administratively form other citizens or nationals as 

previously occurred in some cases’ (Cole 2003: 258).  
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governors still ask interference of the sheikhs whenever they face a problem or have to make 

important decisions.  

   Some Bedouins were living in a semi-sedentary way through settling on a certain territory in a tent 

or house with their sheep and goatherds. For them, the transition to a modern equipped village was 

not as big a step as it was for Bedouins who lived as full nomads. Hussein, a man in the seventies, 

husband of three wives and the father of around thirty children, wishes he had never moved to the 

village.  

 

“Look around you,” Hussein says, gesticulating with his arms. “This whole valley was ours in the 

past. No frontiers, no walls, no electricity and water bills. Now I feel imprisoned. As if I am a 

bird that is caught and put in a cage. My wings are tied together.” 18  

 

Many, especially older people like Hussein, miss the traditional life style. “The real Bedouins living in 

the south” are often watched upon with envy, though regularly as more backward and primitive as 

well. A big, yet unsolved, problem exists regarding the Bedouins’ situation in the Negev today. Over 

there, ten thousands of Bedouins live in unrecognised illegal settlements, with no electricity, piped 

water and other main services. The state destroys many of these settlements because they illegally 

occupy state land. Only seven “recognized villages” in the south exist, in contrast with the 28 

settlements in the north, even though the northern population number is much lower (70,000 

against165,000 Bedouins in the south) (Medzini 2007: 237).19 The situation in which the majority of 

Bedouins in the south live today, causes critics to talk about a ticking time bomb that can explode in a 

“Bedouin Intifada” if a solution to this problem is not found in the near future.20 However, it is clear 

that this Intifada will not erupt due to resistance against the Jewish state, nor the support for terrorist 

organizations, but because of the grievances Bedouins encounter in their daily lives. Next to the bad 

living conditions, the Bedouins also possess the lowest living standard in terms of most indicators of 

socio-economic status, such as education, modern health care, infant mortality, and unemployment. 

                                                 
18 Conversation with Hussein on February 15, 2008. 
19 In the Negev forty per cent of the Bedouin live in 35 “spontaneous settlements”, which are not recognized by 

the state. Sixty percent lives in the seven recognized villages and ten spontaneous settlements, which were 

acknowledged by the government in the last five years. In the north, Bedouins are also living in mixed villages 

with other non-Bedouin Arabs (Medzini, 2007: 237).  
20 ‘The Bedouin intifada: It's not if, but when’ in Israeli newspaper Haaretz, May 25 2004. 
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Almost all villages in the north of Israel are located on the two lowest levels of the socio-economic 

scale, except for Shibli that is located at level three (Medzini 2007: 246).   

 

Bedouin loyalty 

 

Despite the fear of a possible Bedouin Intifada, the Bedouin community is widely known for its 

loyalty to the state:  

 

Bedouin have anciently recognized the legitimacy of the state as an institution and have 

historically served militarily and in other ways in state systems, even if they have preferred to 

take care of their own affairs without interference from the state. (Cole 2003: 253) 

 

“When eating bread from the Sultan, one should fight with the Sultan’s sword” is a Bedouin saying 

that captures the essence in the above quotation. The importance of honour and respect play a central 

role in Bedouin loyalty to the state and its institutions. This contributes to the practice that Bedouins 

will do their best not to disappoint, and to serve whatever they believe is in their obligation. 

Bedouins believe they receive citizenship rights for which they should always comply with their 

duties. “It is not a coincidence that the servants of the Jordan king are mostly Bedouin” , Utman tells, 

referring to Bedouins being loyal citizens.21 Utman is not the only one who says that he, as a Bedouin, 

will serve the country he lives in, whether it is Sudan or Jamaica is not the point: as a Bedouin he will 

be loyal.  

   During the British mandate period of 1920 to 1948, the Bedouins served in units of the British 

army. In imitation of the British, members of the Jewish fighting force Palmach turned to Bedouins 

for military assistance after the declaration of the partition of Palestine. Not only because of expected 

loyalty, but also because the relationship between Bedouins and the immigrated Jews was a very 

strong one (Suwaed 1998). The sheikh of the El Heb tribe, Abu Yusuf, was the one who initiated the 

first Israeli-Bedouin defence unit: the Palheb. His grandson recalls the beginning of the cooperation:  

 

                                                 
21 Interview with Utman on April 28, 2008.  
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“In the nineteen forties the commander of the Palmach, Yigal Allon, came to our house with a 

vague excuse that his higher superior sent him over. Abu Yusef looked commander Allon deeply 

in the eyes and spoke: “Your eyes tell me a different story”. Allon surrendered and told him the 

truth; he sought help for the Jewish cause the Palmach was fighting for. “Go to your superiors, 

and tell them that I am in. You are a minority, and I am willing to help the weak,” the sheikh 

replied.”22 

 

Thus, the Palheb was created; a distinct defence unit of Bedouin soldiers who fought the war of 

independence side by side with the Jewish, Druze and Circassian soldiers. Through this cooperation 

in the struggle for the establishment of the Jewish state, the Bedouins’ bond with the Israeli 

governments remained strong afterwards. According to Abu Yusuf’s grandson, the government had to 

decide which population group would remain serving in the Israel Defence Forces obligatory after a 

clash between Druze- and Bedouin soldiers in 1956. It was decided for the Druzes, however the 

Bedouins would remain able to serve on an volunteer basis. The Druzes were seen as a distinct ethnic 

group from the Muslim Arabs. The Israeli policymakers granted them a “new formal status” through 

their obligatory serving in the army in the mid-1950s.  As well by  

 

[Signing] a regulation extending legal recognition to the Druzes as a religious community (…) By 

this act, the Druze community became legally independent vis-à-vis the Muslim community. 

Not long after, the Interior Ministry began issuing identity cards to the Druzes on which 

“nationality: Arab” was replaced by “nationality: Druze”. (Firro 2001: 45).  

 

Both Bedouins and Druzes have the image of a “cooperative minority”. The Druzes, however, are 

approached as a “distinct” minority, whereas the Bedouins are often generalized as Muslim Arabs. In 

chapter four you will read about the consequences of this generalization for Bedouin identity.   

 

 

 

 

                                                 
22 Interview with Abu Yusuf’s grandson on February 28, 2008. 
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Israeli Muslim Arabs: Bedouin-Fellahin relationship 

 

In the introductory quotation, Mahmoud states that he “would lie if he denied that he is a 

Palestinian”. Yet many Bedouins I met during the fieldwork do not express this feeling of belonging 

to the Palestinians. They do underline their common Arab descent, however due to historical and 

cultural factors most Bedouins feel themselves being a separate group from the majority (Fellahins) 

population in Palestine, before 1948 until this day. Not only forms the loyalty to the state an 

important distinction, also their differing bond with “land” and “soil” does. During al-nakba, many 

Arabs had their land confiscated for the expansion of Jewish living space. These Arabs were mostly 

peasants, the Fellahins, who owned land for the practice of agriculture.23 Land, on which the Bedouin 

dwelled, had a less important meaning in the Bedouin community. Since they have lived for centuries 

as nomads, moving from one place to another, they never developed a strong bond with “land” nor a 

real perception of borders. As long as the Bedouins could move freely, with enough water and food in 

the area for survival, they were satisfied.   

 

“When I grew up, no such thing as boundaries existed nor was important. The area we lived in 

was called Bilad al-Sham.24 What today is the frontier with Jordan, we called it ‘the river’,” tells 

Ibrahim, pointing to the yellow Jordanian mountains looming up in the distance. “It is a less 

than an hour ride on a horse, and my parents crossed it regularly whenever they wanted to.” 25 

 

Several, especially old, people told that they had to get used to the existence of the “new” nation-

states. Bilad al-Sham was the name their parents and grandparents had called the area of the Levant, 

which covered an area of what today is Syria, Lebanon, Israel and Jordan.  

   Throughout history conflicts existed between Fellahin and Bedouin due to the latter’s lack of 

“boundary-acceptance”. Bedouins let their flocks graze on fertile territory without being receptive to 

ownership. Occasionally they settled on Fellahin land, which led to quarrels and conflicts between 

the two groups. In the light of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, today’s relationship between Fellahins 

                                                 
23 The importance of land and the impact of the confiscation become evident in the annual “Land Day” 

commemorations as well.  
24 Country of the Semites.   
25 Conversation with Ibrahim on April 28 2008.  
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and Bedouins is still tense. In chapter four you will read more about the current situation of  the 

relationship between Fellahins and Bedouins. 
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3.3.3.3.    A suspect minority in a nationalist stateA suspect minority in a nationalist stateA suspect minority in a nationalist stateA suspect minority in a nationalist state    

 

As argued in chapter two, contributes the historical and cultural background of the Bedouins in the 

Galilee to their current sense of belonging to the state and the wider Arab community. In the second 

half of this chapter, you will read how this becomes apparent. Firstly, the concepts “identity” and 

“ethnicity” are discussed, after which will be elaborated on “home” and “belonging” in a nationalist 

context. Living as a “suspect” minority in a highly nationalist state forms a difficult reality for the 

Bedouins, as you may understand through reading this chapter.  

 

3.13.13.13.1    Theoretical debate concerning identity and belongingTheoretical debate concerning identity and belongingTheoretical debate concerning identity and belongingTheoretical debate concerning identity and belonging    

 

For a long time have ethnic groups and cultural groups been equated. Also anthropologists have 

tended to think of "different peoples", with different histories and cultures. In this essentialist view, 

culture and identity are seen as static objects or things that a person obtains or “has” while growing 

up in a specific cultural and social context. In the second half of the mid-twentieth century, the focus 

of investigation in ethnic relations has changed to a relational and processual approach of "ethnic 

boundaries" that define groups, instead of focusing on the “cultural stuff” it encloses. Fredrik Barth 

(1989 [1969]) opened the gates to this debate, by developing a model for the study of ethnic relations. 

Hereby, culture was displaced from the front stage of ethnic studies.  

   By focusing on the cultural uniqueness of a group, the presupposition existed that groups are 

isolated. However, the contrary is true. The shared culture is rather a result of a long-term social 

process, instead of the primordial feature of groups (Eriksen 2002: 37). Therefore, one cannot argue 

that ethnic boundaries “contain” cultures, because no one-to-one relationship exists between “ethnic 

groups” and “culture”. Nevertheless, ethnic categories do take cultural differences in account, 

according to Barth (1998: 14).  In his book, Barth argues that the focus ought to be on the boundary 

that separates one ethnic groups from another group; the boundary between "us" and "them". This is a 

relational or processual approach, which presupposes that ethnicity is defined through its relationship 

with “others”. The boundary itself has variable importance, and may change through time due to the 

interaction. It is therefore a social product (Eriksen 2002: 38). Anthropologist Eriksen (1992, 2002) 
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has been influenced by Barth’s theory about ethnic boundary and has formulated ethnicity as follows:  

 

Ethnicity should be taken to mean the systematic and enduring social reproduction of basic 

classificatory differences between categories of people who perceive each other as being 

culturally discrete. (Eriksen1992: 3) 

 

This constructionist approach regards ethnicity as a flexible and changing concept through the social 

reproduction of “categories” of people. Ethnicity contains aspects of meaning or identity (ibid.). 

Therefore, other human products, such as culture and identity, should be approached as fluid 

concepts as well. Gorashi (2003) argues that Barth’s definition of ethnic boundaries could be 

considered as an influential step in defining identity via a constructionist approach (Gorashi 2003: 

26). A constructionist approach regards identity as a changing process as well, and next to that as 

“multiple”.   

  Just as with "culture" and "ethnicity", have scholars also argued that the concept of identity should 

be disregarded or replaced with a different term (ibid.:26). The unability to conceptualize these 

human products in clear descriptions, has led to frustration in the social sciences. However, I agree 

with Gorashi (2003), who considers ‘identity as multiple and a process of becoming, with extra focus 

on change, multiplicity and consciousness’ (Gorashi 2003: 27).  

   First, identity is a dynamic process in which the view of the “self” and the “other” constantly 

change through interaction with social contexts and within historical moments. Identity exists in 

interaction with "others". In social anthropology the Social Identity Theory, or the identity at a group 

level, holds that individuals tend to classify themselves and “others” into categories that have effects 

on social interaction (ibid.: 33). Identity formation is in this way highly influenced in opposition to 

the other. Thus, it is a relational process and at the same time highly inclusive as well as exclusive. As 

Eriksen states,  

 

In anthropological discourse, identity means being the same as oneself as well as being 

different. (...) Groups and collectivities are always constituted in relation to others (Eriksen, pp. 

60-62) 
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In chapter four, I will elaborate on Bedouin identity in relationship with "others" – the Fellahins and 

Israeli Jews - and the consequences of exclusion for Bedouin sense of belonging.  

   Consciousness, the second point of focus in Gorashi’s description of identity, derives from 

Bourdieu’s term habitus: the embodied history or internalized culture. The habitus is formed in the 

past, though ‘obtains new forms through interaction with new settings in the present’ (Gorashi 2003: 

28). Not only does habitus in this way lead to continuity in identity formation, but as well to 

consciousness. Individuals’ practice is not always based on consciously made decisions, but as well on 

“common sense”. Thus, identity is not always a conscious “choice”; habitus as a past social framework 

gives direction to the way people act and think in the present. In the previous chapter, I have 

described the historical and cultural background of the Bedouin population that influence the 

habitus. Loyalty, honour, the family and tribe are all highly regarded in the Bedouin community. 

These are part of a past social framework and influence present ways of thinking and acting.  

   Multiplicity is an important dimension related to the process of identity formation as well. 

Communitarian thinking is challenged by the multiplicity of identities. Because of a person’s multiple 

belonging to various identity groups, identification can take place on certain specific levels, whereas 

not on other ones within the same identity group. A person can ethnically identify with a specific 

group of people, though not politically; one can think of himself as a Muslim Arab, and a supporter of 

the Jewish Shas party at the same time. The importance of belonging to one identity group in 

opposition to another becomes apparent in the specific context in which the “identity choice” is 

made. In chapter four I will show through empirical examples this context-dependency of identity.  

 

Home and belonging in the modern era 

 

The idea of “being the same as oneself” or “being different”, the sense of identity, is constituted 

through the feeling of belonging to a specific group. Belonging to a certain (ethnic) group is a 

significant determinant of identity and ‘implies being a certain kind of person, having that basic 

identity’ (Barth, 1998: 14). According to Sen (2006), the sense of belonging to a community is 

important, because it could be seen as a resource - like capital. If everyone in a social community 

shares the same identity, ‘it could make the lives of all go much better’ (Sen, 2006: 2). According to 

Hedetoft (2004) belonging is  
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rooted in place, familiarity, sensual experience, human interaction and local knowledge. These 

elements consitute the sources of homeness, its contending context, but they are not equivalent 

to nor do they automatically produce feelings of belonging, let alone identity. (...) They are (...) 

the necessary conditions (but not the sufficient reasons) for feelings of belonging, homeness and 

related identity producing processes.  (Hedetoft 2004: 24-25) 

 

Hedetoft and Hjort state that belonging is an affective concept, because it circumscribes feelings of 

"homeness". Hereby, ‘belonging is also a significant determinant of identity’ (Hedetoft and Hjort 

2002: viii). "Home" in this sense is  

   

where we belong, territorially, existentially, and culturally, where our own community is, 

where our family and loved ones reside, where we can identify our roots, and where we long to 

return to when we are elsewhere in the world. (ibid.) 

 

However, the concepts of home, belonging and identity can become belligerent when influenced by 

nationalism. Nationalism is the political ideology, which holds that the state belongs to one specific 

nation. Anderson (1991) argues that imagining has an important role in people’s sense of belonging to 

the nation. The “imagined” national community is a “political community of destiny” that is based on 

common origin, culture and historical experience. The imagined national community pursues 

coterminous political and cultural boundaries with the eventual aim of creating a “homogenous” 

nation-state. In this light, ‘the nation is an imagined political community - and imagined as both 

inherently limited and sovereign’ (Anderson, 1991: 6). Imagination contributes to the fact that it is 

possible to “think the nation”, because ‘the members of even the smallest nation will never know 

most of their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the mind of each lives the 

image of their communion’ (ibid.). Next to its imagined part, the nation is also both inherently 

“limited and sovereign”, because even the largest nations are imagined with having boundaries, 

which makes them distinguishable from other “nations”. Belonging to a nation provides a feeling of 

horizontal comradeship and brotherhood among people in the community, which clarifies why 
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people are prepared to “kill and die” for their country, according to Anderson (1991). Various 

discourses of national belonging concern shared racial, ethno-cultural and historical matters.  

These discourses are preserved through “exo-socialization”. According to Gellner (2006 [1983]),  exo-

socialization has formed the most important trigger for national consciousness. Exo-socialization is 

the education process that originated through the transition from a stable agricultural society to a 

mobile industrial society. In the traditional age, knowledge about production processes was passed on 

from father to son. In the industrial age, however, people had to be taught the same “codes of 

communication” – the national language - in order to create a more efficient production process. 

Through a definite education curriculum in a certain language, these communication codes that 

envisage the shared ethno-cultural, historical and racial matters are educated. In this way a 

homogenous nation is created that exists of people who all speak the same language and possess the 

same important knowledge concerning the nation one belongs to. The state is the only institution 

that is able to finance this exo-socialization process. This is the reason why the nation is so strongly 

tied to the state, according to Gellner (2006 [1983]). Thus, the ideology behind this process of 

creating a homogenous nation is nationalism.  

   As we have learnt from Barth, ethnic categories consider cultural differences. However, these 

‘cultural differences relate to ethnicity if and only if such differences are made relevant in social 

interaction’ (Eriksen 38). Nationalism makes the “cultural characteristics” of an ethnic group relevant. 

Through nationalism, people feel they ethnically and culturally belong to a certain national 

community and territory. They know and sense who takes part in the own “in-group” or the “ethno-

cultural nation”, and who is not part of the same “home” – the nation-state (Hedetoft & Hjort 2002: 

viii). In this way, one’s home is the place where “the other” is known not to belong. By being part of 

the nation, the members demand command over the state through the ideals of self-determination 

and sovereignty. 

   However, the traditional nation-state is in a critical situation. In the post-nation-state world, the 

concepts of home and belonging become transnational and are not per se tied to the national 

community and the state it belongs to. People can be in one place, while longing to be in another: at 

home. However, in the globalized world people can also have “several homes”. In an age of 

modernisation, globalisation, and the crumbling nation-state, the concepts of home and belonging 
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can be used in new contexts such as migration and cosmopolitanism (Gorashi 2003; Hedetoft & Hjort 

2002; Christiansen & Hedetoft 2004).  

 

Exclusion inherent to nation-states 

 

The traditional idea of nation-states whereby one “state” belongs to one specific “nation” has turned 

out not to be maintainable due to migration, ethnic tensions and conflicts in past decades. Indeed, 

there is not one country in the world where one ethnic homogenous population group lives. 

Baumann (1999) argues as follows:  

  

Nationalism, the ideology of one or a few privileged ethnic categories within a state, still 

disadvantages other ethnic categories within the same state (…) These are the ethnic categories 

that state bureaucracies stylize into ‘groups’ and then call, or rather turn into, minorities. 

(Baumann 1999: 40) 

 

As is the case in Israel, nearly twenty per cent of Israeli citizens are part of the Israeli Arab minority, 

even though Israel has the status of the “Jewish state for the Jewish people”.  

   Professor of sociology Andreas Wimmer (2002) states that exclusion of minority groups is a 

consequence inherent to modern state systems. Many scientists have tried to explain current 

phenomena of ethnic exclusion, though according to Wimmer they do not see that those phenomena 

are consequences of practices in the modern age; they are inherent to the existence of nation-states 

and nationalism. In the modern age, the ethno-cultural boundary surrounding the nation leads to the 

exclusion of non-nationals from the “national good”:   

 

Since being a part of the sovereign body, and a citizen, became synonymous with belonging to a 

particular ethnic community turned into a nation, the definition of this community and its 

boundaries became of primary political importance. (…) The main promises of modernity – 

political participation, equal treatment before the law and protection from the arbitrariness of 

state power, dignity for the weak and poor, and social justice and security – were fully realised 

only for those who came to be regarded as true members of the nation.  (Wimmer 2002: 3 - 4)  
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Exclusion along ethnic or national lines is explained by looking at the specific cultural compromise, 

which is ‘based on consenting to a social order from different positions of interest, without implying 

that this order could be based on formal reasoning’ (Wimmer 2002: 31). Thus, the cultural 

compromise concerns subjects of collective representations, moral categories and social classifications 

in a society. These are agreed upon and originated through a negotiation process by all related actors 

in a communicative arena.  

   The cultural compromise also defines the boundaries between “participants” and “outsiders”. When 

all the related actors negotiate the notions about the set-up and workings of society, the ‘certain 

cultural markers are singled out in order to reveal and reinforce the distinction between insiders and 

outsiders – between those partaking in the basic compromise and those remaining on the margins’ 

(ibid: 33). Considering “the Jewish state”, it is not hard to guess who are the “insiders” and “outsiders” 

in the Israeli society.  

 

3.23.23.23.2    “You are citizens of the country, but hey, this is not your country!” “You are citizens of the country, but hey, this is not your country!” “You are citizens of the country, but hey, this is not your country!” “You are citizens of the country, but hey, this is not your country!” 26262626    

 

“You must understand that we [Jews] let go of our 

democratic principles in order to remain hold of our state.”27  

 

The Israeli state is defined in the declaration of independence as implicitly belonging to the Jewish 

people  - Jews living in Israel as well as in the diaspora.28 However, it does state to “ensure complete 

equality to all its inhabitants”:   

                                                 
26 Interview Yonathan Galil on April 2 2008. Yonathan is a former worker in the Israel Defence Forces and the 

Ministry of Interior. He explained to me that he has always experienced the language of state institutions as a 

very ambiguous one with regard to the Arabs in Israel.  
27 Quote from a conversation with a Jewish friend in May 2008. The Israeli Arab minority is not recognised as a 

national minority. Smooha (2003) argues that this could be explained through Israeli citizens and rulers’ anxiety 

about giving too much autonomy to the Israeli Arab population. As a consequence, Israeli Arabs may demand 

full autonomy and secession, which could lead to the ceasing existence of the Jewish state in its current form 

(Smooha 2003: 222-223).  
28 ‘This is the natural right of the Jewish people to be masters of their own fate, like all other nations, in their 

own sovereign State. (…) We appeal to the Jewish people throughout the Diaspora to rally round the Jews of 

Eretz-Israel in the tasks of immigration and upbuilding and to stand by them in the great struggle for the 
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The State of Israel will be open for Jewish immigration and for the Ingathering of the Exiles; it 

will foster the development of the country for the benefit of all its inhabitants; it will be based 

on freedom, justice and peace as envisaged by the prophets of Israel; it will ensure complete 

equality of social and political rights to all its inhabitants irrespective of religion, race or sex; it 

will guarantee freedom of religion, conscience, language, education and culture; it will safeguard 

the Holy Places of all religions; and it will be faithful to the principles of the Charter of the 

United Nations. (The Declaration of the Establishment of the State of Israel 1948) 

Due to Israel’s status as a “Jewish state”, it is often typified as an ethnic democracy. A tension exists 

between the wish to be a democracy, and the reality of institutionalized preference for Jews. As a 

result, the rabbinate is a highly regarded authority, which has a strong influence in the political and 

legal sphere.  

   In an ethnic democracy, political and civic rights are combined with certain collective rights for 

minorities, though the dominance of one ethnic (majority) group is institutionalized (Peled 1992: 

432). Smooha (2003: 200) argues that in such a “democracy” two conflicting principles operate, 

namely the democratic idea of equal rights and equal treatment of all citizens, and the ethnic 

principle through which a homogenous nation-state can be shaped and the ethnic majority is 

privileged. Scholar Oren Yiftachel (2000) goes even a step further than Smooha (2003) and argues 

that Israel could be called an ethnocracy, 

 

Which facilitates the colonial Judaization of the country, and has buttressed the dominance of 

the Ashkenazi Jews ethno-class and enabled the “blunting” and silencing of the resistance of 

both Palestinian Arabs and peripheral Mizrahim. (…) [Positioning] these communities in 

cultural, geographic and economic peripheries (…) was partly achieved by a duality in the 

Israeli state between a democratic facade and a deeper undemocratic regime logic, which 

facilitates the dispossession, control, and peripheralization of groups that do not belong to the 

dominant ethno-class. (Yiftachel 2000: 728) 

 

                                                                                                                                                              

realization of the age-old dream - the redemption of Israel’ (The Declaration of the Establishment of the State of 

Israel 1948). 
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Because of its character as a “Jewish nation-state”, non-Jews do automatically not fit in the national 

realm. The Israeli nation is naturally bound to Jewish ethnicity, through which collective nationality 

is described in terms of values, symbols and collective memories that are anchored in Jewish religion. 

Whoever is not part of the Jewish-Zionist hegemony falls out of its “democratic frameworks”, and 

could instead experience it as a more nationalist-theocratic system (Kimmerling 1999: 340-341).  

 

Ethnically belonging to the Arab national community, at home in the Jewish state 

 

In Israel is the principle of ethnic nationality stressed, from which common citizenship and 

democratic inclusion flows. A very clear example of this policy is Israel’s actively encouragement of 

other “co-nationals” to immigrate to the Jewish state through the possibility to appeal to the Law of 

Return. This law makes it possible for Jews outside the “national home” to live and gain citizenship in 

the Jewish homeland. Nevertheless, other “nationals” dispersed from their (past) homeland, like the 

Palestinian refugees, cannot make an appeal on this law. This shows that exclusion exists along 

ethno-national (Jewish) lines.  

   Bedouins mostly experience the exclusion along Jewish lines through institutional discrimination. 

The most mentioned subjects in which Bedouins feel the preferential treatment for Jews, are the 

fewer chances for good employment, the under-representation of Arabs in state institutions, the less 

developed Arab villages, and the unequal allocation of land. Shepherd Rashid gives an example: 

 

“Not too long ago, I have requested to buy a piece of grass-land for my flock. For unclear reasons 

my request was turned down. But how is it possible that the kibbutzim and moshavim29 in our 

area do get their land appeals fulfilled, even if they already possess large quantities of 

territory?”30 

 

Rashid already answers his own question by presuming it is because “we are not Jewish”. Rashid does 

not know the exact reason why his appeal was rejected. Obviously, there could have been various just 

                                                 
29 Moshavim and Kibbutzim are cooperative agricultural communities, which were pioneered by the 

immigrated Zionists during the early twentieth century. 
30 Interview with Rashid on February 18 2008.  
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motives for not appointing the land to him.  However,  due to previous experiences of discrimination 

people explain the injustice with their own “shortcoming”: being non-Jewish citizens in a Jewish 

state. The mayor of Ka’abiya and former head of the forum for Bedouin rights in the Galilee, Yasser 

Tabbash, tells: 

 

“I believe that we do not get what we deserve. We are loyal citizens, we serve in the army even 

while we are not obligated, we do not cause any problems, we do not ever protest… But still 

the state does not invest in us. We expected that we would get a bigger push, because we have 

undergone so many changes in a very short time. Only recently we moved to modern villages 

and changed to a modern lifestyle. Instead of supporting us the state governments put us aside 

and said: “They are not violent, they are OK”. They neglected us. Whenever I bring this up in 

the company of Knesset members or high officials, they all say I am right, and acknowledge my 

point of view. But nothing is done to change the current situation. When state governors talk 

about duties, we are regarded as loyal Bedouins. But when they talk about rights, we are 

suddenly Arabs.”31 

 

Whereas a (Fellahin) Arab professor expressed his view that the Bedouin’s loyalty to the state is a 

strategy to gain more resources,32 the Bedouins themselves often pointed out to feel neglected by the 

state. Some people even felt more money and attention was invested in the “hostile” Israeli-Arab 

population in order to keep them satisfied with Israeli state policy. 

   As Yasser Tabbash brings up, the stigmatization of Bedouins as “good” and “loyal Bedouins” though 

at the same time as “hostile Arabs”, is an often-encountered problem. Regarding Bedouins’ loyalty, 

commander Hassan tells: “The Bedouin have become very good and loyal Israeli soldiers, though they 

never lost their stigma of Muslim Arabs.”33 This exactly captures the problematic situation of 

Bedouins living in the Israeli society. On the one hand, the Bedouins have a good reputation because 

they serve in the Israeli army. To Bedouins, the army service forms a way to show their loyalty and 

“Israeliness”, despite being heavily criticised by other Israeli Arab citizens for doing so. Through the 

military service, though, the Bedouins feel active citizens of the Jewish state. 

                                                 
31 Interview with Yasser Tabbash on March, 28 2008.  
32 Interview with a professor at the University of Haifa on March 31, 2008.  
33 Interview with Hassan on April 14 2008.  
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On the other hand, Bedouins remain part of the Israeli Arab minority who form a separate segment of 

Israeli society. In the current modern age, ethnicity, nationality and culture are often perceived as 

being the same things. Even though Bedouins belong ethnically to the Arab community, I would be 

cautious to state that they belong to the Arab “nation”. Yet not only once Bedouins remarked: “Israel 

is our country. This is our home, and we have no other place to go to.”  

   Arab nationalism and pan-Arabism under the charismatic leadership of the Egyptian Gamal Abdel 

Nasser had a great influence in many Arab countries in the mid-twentieth century. Arab nationalism 

aims for the unification of all Arab nations and countries. In the mid-twentieth century residents of 

the “Arab world” have defined a definition of Arabness that underlines the historical ties created 

under Islamic authority, similarities between traditions, customs and religion, and the Arabic mother 

tongue that forms the most important binding factor (Dawisha 2000: 81). However, I have not 

encountered Arab nationalist ideals in the Bedouin community of the Galilee. Whenever asked if 

they would rather move to an Arab or a Palestinian state - if emerging - people often laughed about 

this “ridiculous” question and all answered: “I don’t know anyone who would ever leave his home.” 

Indeed, I have not once met a Bedouin who expressed his or her wish to move to another (Arab) 

country, due to experienced deprivation in Israel. This may show that Bedouins feel at home in Israel, 

even though they feel discriminated at the same time.  

   In order to explain the problematic nature of belonging in circumstances of cultural diversity, Tully 

(2002) argues that citizenship can be defined in terms of “free peoples” and “free citizens” based on 

democratic principles. According to this idea, citizenship is an “achievement” acquired through 

engaging in the activities of “imposing the laws on the self” (Tully 2002: 155). Only free citizens are 

able to feel fully included in the identity group that citizenship in fact is:  

 

One of the most difficult problems facing culturally diverse political societies is to develop a 

sense of belonging to the association as a whole (…) Citizens come to imagine themselves as free 

and equal members of the demos or civitas by means, and as a result, of the freedom to 

participate in public life, either directly, by participating themselves, or indirectly, by 

identification with their trusted representatives. (ibid.: 152 - 153) 
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In the next paragraph you will read how the Bedouins try to “impose the laws on their selves” 

through serving voluntarily in the Israeli army.  

 

3.33.33.33.3    FightingFightingFightingFighting with with with with the Sultan’s sword the Sultan’s sword the Sultan’s sword the Sultan’s sword    

 

“Bedouin soldiers guard our borders every day, and investigate marks of terrorists trying to enter 

our country. The Bedouin soldiers are the ones who make it possible for our state Israel to exist 

another day: another twenty-four hours. So that our state can exist until the next day, the next 

week, the next month.” 34 

 

Ziyad has initiated the Yad le Banim (Hand to the Sons) centre for fallen Bedouin soldiers and their 

families. When I call Ziyad to make an appointment for an interview, he is just on his way back to 

the north from a funeral of a (Negev) Bedouin soldier. Merely during the period of this research three 

soldiers of Bedouin origin have died. This sad reality of Bedouin soldiers’ lives is very difficult in the 

light of being a minority in the Jewish state.  

   Even though the number of Bedouin soldiers in the Israeli army is kept secret for reasons of 

security, it is estimated that around thirty per cent of Bedouin youth is serving in the Israeli army.35 A 

part of them, however, does not finish the military service due to various reasons which will be 

explained later. A special Desert Patrol Unit exists of which most soldiers are of Bedouin origin. 

Because of Bedouins’ strong tie with nature, Bedouin trackers in the army are known for their ability 

to distinguish suspicious marks. Often terrorist attacks are prevented due to these soldiers’ work. 

   In the same way as sociologist Gellner (2006 [1983]) proposed that exo-socialisation “nationalizes” a 

group of people, the army service forms a similar nationalistic and socializing tool. The Israeli Jewish 

population is made of various Jewish migrant groups, among others from European, African, Middle-

Eastern and Latin-American descent. The first prime minister of Israel, David Ben Gurion, decided 

the Israeli Defence Forces suitable for the task to bring the various migrant groups with differing 

cultural backgrounds together in one “Israeli collective identity”. The service of two years for girls 

                                                 
34 Interview with Ziyad on April 17 2008.  
35 Data from local newspaper Hakibutz, February 29 2008. ‘Bedouit ba neshama’  pp. 16-17. (English translation: 

‘A Bedu in her soul’) 
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and three years for boys is obligated for all Jewish residents, except for ultra-Orthodox Jews and 

Israeli Arabs (with the exception of Druze boys as mentioned in the previous chapter). For those not 

obligated, it is possible to volunteer for the military service or civic service. Through this they are 

able to serve the country as well, and gain the same opportunities and amends as Jewish soldiers get 

as a result of their service. However, Bedouins are the only segment of the Israeli Arab minority that 

serve voluntarily in such high quantities. 36       

   A first motivation force Bedouin youth have to voluntarily serve is the opportunity of integration 

into Israeli society. In some cases, the first encounters between Bedouin and Jewish youth take place 

in the army units. Ex-soldier Awad recalls that 

 

“I could not stop crying after the first training. I went home and no one understood what I had 

been through. It had been really tough, both physically and psychologically. I spent a very 

intense time with Jews my age, people who I never got to know before, and who have now 

become my best friends. I had to get used to the different rules of behaviour; it was so much 

more individualistic than the life in the village I was used to. I truly believe the military service 

forms an education of life, through which I gained a lot.”37 

 

“The education of life” provided Awad with the feeling of actively taking part in Israeli society. He 

felt accepted and gained many Jewish friends. Also ex-soldier Kamil was driven by his wish to gain 

“access” to Israeli society. However, within the aspect of “integration”, social mobility and better 

opportunities play an important factor as well:  

 

“The army service provides you with a key that gives better entrance to Israeli society. We have 

a ceiling of glass above our heads, and can never reach the highest level. But the military service 

helps us to multiply our chances.”38  

 

                                                 
36 Even though the amount of Israeli Arabs enrolled in the civic service is very low, a recent survey conducted 

by social scientist Smooha (2008) shows that between 65 - 78.2% per cent of the Israeli Arab respondents would 

agree to take part in this kind of service. In contrast to Arab leaders unaffiliated with the Jewish establishment 

of whom 90% rejects this kind of service (Smooha 2008).    
37 Interview with Awad on April 2, 2008.  
38 Interview with Kamil on April 15, 2008.  
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The Israeli security forces bear a very important meaning in the militaristic Israeli society. The army 

offers a feeling of protection and security, and is therefore a very honoured and respected institution 

in Israel. Throughout one’s whole life the rank a person had in the army remains important. When 

visiting Israel, one can instantly feel the important meaning of the army in Israeli society. For 

example, in normal conversations people frequently speak about the army and soldiers; in movies and 

television programmes a lot of attention is spend to the lives of soldiers and their families; and above 

all, in daily life you encounter soldiers everywhere: along roads, in public transportation, at the 

entrance of shopping malls, bus stations, and so on. By joining the army while being part of a 

minority group, the Bedouin soldiers gain a feeling of being “accepted” and of equally belonging to 

the Jewish state.  

   Next to the important meaning of the army in Israeli society, soldiers can in some occasions sign a 

job contract in the Israeli security forces. Besides the chance of future occupation and other good 

opportunities, the army provides soldiers with a small reward or help with ones education. The 

retired police officer Abu Ali encouraged his three sons to serve in the army. In this way, he wished 

to increase their social mobility and status:  

 

“People will look different at my sons when they have served in the army. In order to obtain 

their rights, they must comply with their duties. Only then will the gates open towards them, 

not totally, but at least for eighty per cent.”39 

 

As Abu Ali points out, the gates will never be opened fully in support of the Bedouins; the “ceiling of 

glass” Kamil mentioned will never be shattered to pieces. It is interesting that Abu Ali mentions the 

“civil duty” to serve. Even though military service is not obligated for Arab citizens, many Bedouins 

feel it as their natural duty being Israeli citizens.  

   Commander Hassan names a last interesting reason concerning his motivation to work in the Israeli 

army. As explained in chapter two, is the gaining of honour and respect a highly regarded cultural 

value in the Bedouin community.  

 

                                                 
39 Interview with Abu Ali on February 21, 2008.  
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“If people would not take my job seriously, and would not honor and give credits for what I do, I 

would get up and leave. It’s as easy as that; I would be very offended. To my opinion this forms a 

reason why many Bedouin soldiers stop their service earlier, because they feel people do not 

show respect to their willingness to serve, especially some Jewish commanders don’t.”40 

 

Disappointment 

 

During the past couple of years, the number of Bedouin youths willing to serve in the Israeli army 

declines.41 I encountered several reasons for this decline during fieldwork. One reason is the 

increasing power of the Islam Movement that does not support Arab youth to serve in the Israeli 

army. Chapter four will elaborate on Muslim fundamentalism and the Islam Movement. 

  The most important reason for the decline is the sense of disappointment when the soldier finished 

the service and “takes off his uniform”. Being unemployed, having a hard time being accepted to jobs 

and no possibility to remain working in the Israeli security forces causes the ex-soldier to wonder 

what the worth was of it all. The relatives and younger brothers see what happens after the army and 

decide it is better to immediately start studying and working, instead of “wasting” three whole years 

in the Israeli Defence Forces.  

   Through serving in the army, the Bedouins come to imagine themselves as free and equal citizens. 

However, Israel is a nationalist state; a Jewish homeland for all Jews worldwide. The ideas created 

through the nation-state blueprint, have led the Bedouins in a position where they are neglected and 

considered as a “suspicious” minority. However, how much does a person need to show his 

willingness to cooperate, even by risking his or her own life, in order to become an equal citizen? Or 

is it simply not possible for an Arab to become part of the Israeli national core, and therefore not an 

equal citizen?  

   The ethnic origin of Bedouins leads to the generalization that Bedouins belong to the Arab national 

community, of which some members see the Jewish state in the Middle East rather disappear. The 

                                                 
40 Interview with Hassan on April 14, 2008.  
41 A new program is set up with the aim of increasing the enlistment of Bedouin soldiers by actively promoting 

the Israeli Defence Forces and diminishing bureaucracy in the registration procedure. Bedouin soldiers and 

commanders meet Bedouin youth in their school, and tell them about the army and the many opportunities a 

soldier gains. Even though this is a new program, the results already show it works well to enroll more Bedouin 

youth finishing high school.  
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wish to become an integrated part in the Israeli society through military service is not always 

believed by either Israeli Jewish-, or Israeli (Muslim) Arab citizens. Instead, it is often explained as a 

resource for social mobility. The next chapter will go more deeply into the consequences of this 

incomprehension and stigmatization of the Bedouin community, by the Israeli Jewish as well as the 

Israeli Muslim Arab population. 
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4.4.4.4.    “Two faces” and two“Two faces” and two“Two faces” and two“Two faces” and two----sided exclusionary processes sided exclusionary processes sided exclusionary processes sided exclusionary processes     

 

“Imagine, I will do military service and I will fight against an Arab. What will the Arabs think 

about me? And what will the Jews think about me? They will both say that I have two faces.” 42 

 

4.1 4.1 4.1 4.1     Bedouin sense of belonging in Bedouin sense of belonging in Bedouin sense of belonging in Bedouin sense of belonging in light of the Israelilight of the Israelilight of the Israelilight of the Israeli----Palestinian conflictPalestinian conflictPalestinian conflictPalestinian conflict    

 

“The Bedouin has a split identity, one part is here and one part is there [at the other side of the 

wall]. I live in this state; we learn, work, eat and celebrate together with the Jews. While close 

families are living at the other side, coping with a whole different experience of our fellow 

Jewish citizens. When something happens there, my heart beats faster. It is not easy, not easy at 

all.”43 

 

The everyday violent reality that exists at the “other side of the wall” makes the lives of (Palestinian) 

Arabs in Israel and Palestinians in the Occupied Territories very distinct. When introducing the 

subject of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict during conversations and interviews with Bedouins, faces 

turn serious and voices turn soft.  

   Most people speak about the human aspect when hearing conflict related news reports. Distress 

over a died person, leaving relatives and loved ones behind mourning over the dead body. Nearly 

always I was told that this pain is felt both when an Israeli citizen and when a Palestinian citizen gets 

injured. Teacher Shadya is married to a Fellahin man, whose family is separated for years due to the 

separation wall surrounding the Occupied Territories. Shadya explained to me her sense of belonging 

to the Palestinian citizens and the pain she feels when hearing conflict related news reports:  

 

“It really hurts. We are the same people in the end. We are not separated from them 

emotionally; they are part of us, and we are part of them! Listen, you need to understand that I 

talk about emotion; I am not talking about politics. I am against what they are doing, 

                                                 
42 Interview with Rashid on February 18 2008. 
43 Interview with Amir on May 3, 2008.  
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committing suicide attacks and firing Qassam-rockets at Israeli citizens. When someone dies at 

this side due to an attack, it hurts a lot as well. If only there could be peace, and silence…”44 

 

“Being part of one another” that Shadya makes clear does not account for all Bedouins. Many 

Bedouins do not feel connected to Palestinian citizens. Sociology student Kamil confides the mutual 

distrust between Palestinian citizens and Bedouins: 

 

“The Palestinians and the Bedouins look down on each other. Palestinians look at us as traitors, 

while we look at them as the ones causing much trouble. However, we do feel the pain of two 

people: both of the Jews and the Palestinians. It is hard to see that my state is doing these 

horrible things to them. Sometimes, when it’s on the news, we just turn out the television 

because we cannot see it anymore. We want to turn away from this nasty reality.”45 

 

Thus, there are many different views concerning Bedouins’ sense of belonging to the Palestinian 

population in the Occupied Territories. It is a very emotive, personal subject and above all extremely 

time- and context related. As will become clear in the following paragraphs, the identification with 

the Palestinian population plays a central role in the stigmatization of and perceptions about the 

Bedouin community.  

 

4.24.24.24.2    “The Fellahins hate us”“The Fellahins hate us”“The Fellahins hate us”“The Fellahins hate us”    

 

“Look at all the garbage that the Bedouins throw outside; they have no perception at all of 

environmental pollution. It is horrible!” My Jewish neighbour looks full of disgust at the plastic 

garbage lying in the valley of the village. That same day twenty-year-old Nuri gives me a tour 

through the neighbour village of Fellahins. “From the moment we will arrive in their village, 

you will immediately see the difference with our [Bedouin] village. The Fellahins drive like 

crazy, and they throw all their garbage on the streets. It is really disgusting!” Nuri does not have 

any friends in the Fellahin neighbour village, she feels herself more belonging to the Jewish 

                                                 
44 Interview with Shadya on March 4, 2008. 
45 Interview with Kamil on April 15, 2008.  
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neighbour village. “The Fellahins hate us [Bedouins], they really do. They believe we are 

traitors, that we betray our people because we are serving in the army.”46 

 

Bedouins’ stigma as “traitors” is often pointed out as a major problem and obstacle in Bedouin - Arab 

(Fellahin) relations. Various Bedouin soldiers expressed their fears of entering other Arab villages 

wearing their army uniform. Several incidents have happened, varying from verbal to physical 

assaults.  

   The above conversations on a day in March, are not the only time I encountered the mutual 

stereotyping of Bedouins practiced by Jews, and of Fellahins practiced by Bedouins. Not only the 

prejudice of “having no idea about environmental pollution”, also the (aggressive) “crazy” driving 

behaviour Nuri assigns to Fellahins is often mentioned by Jews talking about Bedouin’s (and other 

Arabs’) driving behaviour. These interesting encounters show the existence of a multi-layered 

perception of the “other” depending on the personal identity. Whereas Bedouins are often perceived 

by Israeli Jews as being part of “all Muslim Arabs”, the Bedouins view themselves as differing from 

Fellahins and the other way around. This is a historical perception that even existed before the Jewish 

state was established, as has become clear in chapter two.  

 

“Arab”, “Fellahin”, and “Bedouin”: the use of concepts in defining the self 

 

Bedouins do refer very often to their shared characteristics with other Arabs, like common traditions, 

common origin, shared religion and language. “We, Arabs” are the usual opening words whenever I 

was provided a cultural explanation for Bedouin traditions and customs. In the daily discourse, 

however, the concepts of Arab, Fellahins and Bedouins were used interchangeably according to the 

contexts. Distinctiveness between being Fellahin and Bedouin can be heard in daily conversations 

and the choice of specific words that show the self-definition and view of the “Other”. When once 

visiting a Bedouin family, the oldest son Omar invited me with some friends on a tour to show the 

family’s horses and cows in a nearby valley. During the nights he stays in his tent near the flock and 

takes guard so thieves – which were often jealous Bedouins from other tribes – cannot steal his 

family’s animals. Once that Omar caught a horse and showed some impressive tricks, he said “Come 

                                                 
46 Visit Nuri on April 4, 2008.  



 45 

on, don’t be such mandawwis, you really don’t want to take a ride?”47 By mandawwis he referred to 

the residents of the nearby Fellahin village Kafr Manda, which was a synonym of being a “sissy”: 

something the Bedouins certainly are not, and do not want to be. 

   In the week before Independence Day, Nejmeh and I were talking about the sixtieth anniversary of 

Israel’s existence. I told her I spoke with a Fellahin friend who said that Independence Day was not a 

day to be celebrating. Nejmeh, herself a daughter of a Bedouin father and a Fellahin mother, said 

disdainfully “Oh, that’s so typical for Arab girls”.48 Surprised by her sudden vicious remark I 

wondered whether she meant “Fellah girls”, which she confirmed. I did not expect her to give the 

word “Arab” such a negative connotation, since we had often spoken about the “Arab” cultural 

aspects in her life and her often mentioned (positive) self-definition being an “Arab” girl.  

   As Eriksen points out, do ‘individuals have many statuses and many possible identities, and it is an 

empirical question when and how ethnic identities become the most relevant ones’ (Eriksen 2002: 

31). The “choice” of which identity fits is context and time related: 

 

Given our inescapably plural identities, we have to decide on the relative importance of our 

different associations and affiliations in any particular context. Central to leading a human life, 

therefore, are the responsibilities of choice and reasoning. (Sen 2006: xiii) 

 

People only subscribe to themselves the positive connotations of belonging to a specific identity 

group - in Nejmeh’s case of being an “Arab”. Depending on the specific context or political 

undertone, the negative stereotype is assigned to “others”. In light of the Israeli Independence Day 

celebrations, the stereotype of “Arabs resisting everything that has to do with Israel and Zionism” is 

appointed to Arab Fellahins. Whereas under normal circumstances, the positive connotations of 

being an Arab are assigned to Bedouins as well.  

   Now that the mutual stereotyping of Bedouins and Fellahins has become clear, you will read about 

the Bedouins’ experience of stigmatization in Israeli-Jewish society. 

    

                                                 
47 Visit Omar’s family on May 8, 2008.  
48 Visit Nejmeh on May 6, 2008.  



 46 

4.34.34.34.3    “Death to the A“Death to the A“Death to the A“Death to the Arabs”rabs”rabs”rabs”    

 

This is Galgalatz Radio with the eight o’clock news. Today a Qassam rocket hit a shopping mall 

in Ashkelon, wounding fifteen people of which a two years old baby. After the terrorist attack 

Ashkelon residents demonstrated outside the shopping mall and shouted “Death to the Arabs”. 49 

 

 “You know how much this hurts?” asks Mohammad rhetorically and raises his voice. “I am an 

Arab! And I am an Israeli! I have served many years for my country in the army, and now my 

fellow-citizens shout that I must die? This really hurts.”50 

 

Crazy as it may sound, even I as a very easy distinguishable non-Bedouin experienced the 

stigmatisation of Bedouins in Israeli Jewish society. Whenever I told Jewish people about the research 

I was conducting reactions were easy to place in the same categories: even though most people 

showed much interest in the subject, I was nearly always warned to be very careful, since the 

Bedouins are said to be “a very violent people”.51 However often they were also described as being 

“good Arabs” because of their loyalty to the state in comparison with other Muslim Arabs in Israel.  

   As the newsflash of Galgalatz radio shows, the stigmatisation of the Israeli Arabs as part of “the 

enemy” (the extremist Palestinians) becomes more apparent whenever a terrorist attack has 

happened. Renan, a Mathematics student in her last year, explains: 

 

“After a terrorist attack, people are pointing at us and behave as if we are part of the terrorists 

and the ones to blame. It hurts a lot. It suddenly feels as if I lost my identity, I don’t know where 

I belong to anymore. We are at risk too, you know? Once I accidentally missed a bus that was 

later blown up by a suicide bomber. We are at risk as much as the Jews are.” 52 

                                                 
49 20.00 o’clock radio news, May 13 2008. Galgalatz is the popular Israeli army radio station.  
50 Conversation with Mohammad on May 13 2008. 
51  In my opinion, the stigmatization of the Bedouins as a violent and dangerous people results from the 

incidents of raped Jewish girls by Bedouin youth, with the excuse of not wearing proper clothing or not 

behaving properly. Above that, the honor revenges and –killings that happen within some Bedouin tribes, as 

well as within all the other Arab population groups in Israel, play an important part as well.  
52 Interview with Renan on May 11 2008. 
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The Bedouin are viewed as being part of the Palestinian extremists, because they share the same 

(ethnic) “community membership”. Through this communitarian thinking it is presumed that the 

identity with one’s community is the principal or dominant identity one has (Sen 2006: 33). This line 

of thinking leads to incommensurability regarding identification of people from distinct communities. 

Other possible identifications are ignored; even the overlapping or shared ones are pushed away. 

Whereas when we look closer at Renan’s observation, it is also possible to view the Bedouins as part 

of the “Israeli society”, sharing the same risks and threats that Israeli citizens have to live with. 

Nevertheless, communitarian thinking is more dominant and takes the lead.   

   Not only has the presupposed bond with the Palestinians pushed the Bedouins in the category of 

“the enemy”. The anxiety for Muslim fundamentalism and the socio-religious Islam Movement forms 

an experienced threat in Israeli society as well. This movement is gaining increasing power in Israeli-

Arab villages; however, fortunately it has not gained much resonance in the Bedouin villages yet, 

Bedouins often tell. Certain sheiks are part of the Islam Movement and try to influence their tribe 

members. Though, in contrast to nearby Fellahin villages, the Islam Movement rules none of the 

Bedouin villages in the north. The religious bond has always been stronger in the Fellahin 

community, whereas Bedouin life has traditionally been more oriented towards the family and 

kinship relations. This explains why Fellahins view Bedouins as traitors by serving in the army. In 

their point of view, Muslims are all connected to each other. Bedouin life, at the other hand, has 

always pointed towards kinship relations and the importance of honour. Nevertheless, Bedouins have 

always been religious as well, as Hassan explains: 

 

“Secular people do not exist in the Islam, everyone is religious. Also the Bedouins have always 

been religious, though in their own way. They prayed whenever something good happened to 

show their thankfulness, and when something bad happened in the hope for a change. A 

Bedouin prays whenever and where he wants to.”53  

 

No mosques existed in the area of Bedouin settlements in the past. Currently, all Bedouin villages 

contain at least one mosque. The Islamic bond has increased within the Bedouin community. In 

certain mosques members of the Islam Movement approach people to benefit from and become a part 

                                                 
53 Interview with Hassan on April 14 2008. 
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of their Movement. The Islam Movement is characterized as a social religious organization and has 

the reputation of helping the poor. The Movement is strengthening because of its ability to offer 

cheap social services, like youth camps, education and meals. Through these services youth become 

socialized with the Movement’s ideology. Leaders of the Islam Movement tell Bedouin youth not to 

betray and kill their “brothers” in the Occupied Territories and neighbouring countries by joining the 

Israeli army. In this way, Bedouin youth are turned “against their state”.  

   During a visit to local mayor Hassan el Heb of Bet Zarzir, a letter containing a request of extra 

money for Bedouin youth camps was just signed and sent to the Knesset. The local council cannot 

offer as cheap youth camps like the local Islam Movement, the mayor explains.54 Many youth sign up 

for the cheapest possibility, through which the Islam Movement gains many new candidates, which 

in its turn forms a threat to the state.    

   According to imam Mahmoud - also quoted in the introduction - causes the fear for Muslim 

fundamentalism and extremism discrimination: 

 

“My wife and I returned from the Hajj.55 After a couple of weeks we received a letter, which 

told us to come to the police station. The reason was not mentioned in the letter. The 

appointment was exactly one year after my son’s death. I told my wife that we would go and see 

what they would tell us. I expected and hoped that they would show their empathy and 

condolences for the loss of our son. Instead, they did not mention a word about him but 

questioned us about the Hajj. “Whom did you talk to? What did they tell you? Where have you 

been?” And I was outraged, how dare you question me? I have lost my son for the sake of our 

state, and now you question me as if I am your enemy?”56 

 

Bedouin estrangement  

 

The reality of generalizations and stigmatisation in both Jewish society and the wider Muslim Arab 

community forms a huge obstacle in Bedouin identity. Bedouins feel themselves belonging to both 

groups, however exclusion from both sides occur simultaneously – either through unequal treatment 

                                                 
54 Interview with Hassan el Heb on April 16, 2008.  
55 Pilgrimage to Mecca. 
56 Interview with Mahmoud on May 13, 2008. 
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by Israeli state institutions; the Jewish population’s perception of Bedouins as part of the enemy; and 

the Muslim Fellahins’ perception of Bedouins betraying “their people”. This two-sided exclusion leads 

to an in-between position of Bedouins that causes a feeling of estrangement. Already we can see that 

Bedouins’ bitter disappointment has its impact on the number of Bedouin soldiers. The danger of this 

estrangement, however, is the eventual possibility of full separation from the state.  
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ConclusConclusConclusConclusionionionion    

 

In this thesis I have looked at Bedouin identity and sense of belonging to the Jewish state and Israeli 

(Jewish and Arab) citizens. I described how the identity processes take shape through exclusion and 

how the dual sense of belonging, to both the Jewish state and the Arab community, could be 

explained. As I have made clear, are the Galilee Bedouins in a precarious situation. They want to be 

loyal citizens of the Jewish state; they want to be loyal to their Arab origin: they feel themselves 

belonging to both. But on the other hand, opposing factors discourage them in fully belonging to the 

Jewish state and its Jewish citizens, and the wider Muslim Arab community. More often they actually 

do not know where they belong to due to experienced exclusion from both sides. 

   For a long time have identity, ethnicity and culture been approached as static concepts by 

anthropologists. In this thesis, it becomes obvious through the empirical examples that identity 

should be approached in a constructionist way. Gorashi’s (2003) description of identity as a dynamic 

process with extra focus on change, consciousness and multiplicity has formed the structure for the 

argument in this thesis.  

    In chapter two, consciousness (through habitus) provides us with an explanation of cultural 

characteristics of the Bedouin community, which become apparent in Bedouins’ behaviour and sense 

of identity today. Loyalty is a value inherent to the importance of honour in the Bedouin community. 

By serving voluntarily in the Israeli army Bedouins show their loyalty and sense of belonging to the 

state. Another thing that becomes apparent in today’s military service, is the importance of “being 

strong” in the past social framework. Bedouin soldiers are known as good and brave soldiers. Finally, 

the current relationship between Fellahins and Bedouins in Israel can be traced back to historical 

times when conflicts existed between the two “groups”. In chapter four I have shown through 

empirical examples how the Bedouins distinguish themselves from Fellahins in daily discourse. The 

terms “Fellahin”, “Bedouin” and the collective concept “Arab” are used interchangeably and are 

highly context-dependent.  

    Identity is a dynamic process, which changes through interaction. This becomes obvious in the 

context of exclusion. First of all, the exclusion by the nationalist state leads the Bedouins in a position 

where they are regarded as “outsiders”. The strong Israeli imagined community exists of Jewish 

citizens in Israel and the diaspora. Due to its status as a Jewish state, state institutions are able to 
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privilege Jewish above Arab citizens. Scholars as Smooha (2003) and Yiftachel (2000) call Israel an 

ethnic democracy or even an ethnocracy. Even though democratic political and civic rights are 

granted to all the citizens, the dominance of one ethnic majority group remains institutionalized. The 

cultural compromise along Jewish lines has made it impossible for Israeli Arabs to fully adapt to the 

societal norms, and therefore unable to be fully accepted. Through this, the Israeli Arab population 

has become excluded from the national good. This has resulted in a feeling of being neglected and 

discriminated against, and has led to a sense of discouragement. The Bedouins feel they have been 

cooperating: they have not been causing any troubles, but instead have been loyal all the time. Yet 

the state has not invested in their community. 

    The way of thinking through a nationalist blueprint has made cultural differences of ethnic groups 

relevant, and equated “culture”, “ethnicity” and the “nation” with one another. The concepts of 

“home” and “belonging” have become belligerent through nationalist ideology. The idea persists that 

only the people belonging to the nation could be really at “home” in the state. Nevertheless, 

globalization and its accompanying processes of migration, transnationalism and cosmopolitanism 

have placed the traditional idea of the nation-state in a critical situation. In the post-national context, 

the concepts of home and belonging have changed. “Home” and “belonging” are not anymore tied to 

a physical territory or place per se.  

   The stubborn communitarian thinking in the context of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, has led the 

Bedouins in a position where they are regarded as belonging to the “Arab nation”; and therefore to 

either “the enemy” by the Jewish citizens, or as betraying their “Muslim brothers” by the Fellahins. 

Considering the wider Muslim Arab community, the Bedouins do not fit into the social norms, 

because they commit treason to their origin. According to Fellahins, the Bedouins are betraying their 

Arab brethren by cooperating with the “Zionist enemy” through military service. Occasionally 

Bedouin soldiers are afraid to enter a Fellahin village because of often-occurring incidents. The 

traditionally important values and cultural characteristics of honour, generosity, and the centrality of 

the family and the tribe differ from Fellahins’ values. By contrast, the Islamic religion has a higher 

connotation in Fellahins’ daily live. This forms an explanation why the Fellahins view the Bedouins 

as betraying their Arab brethren in the occupied territories and the neighbouring Arab countries: 

Fellahins regard the Bedouins as part of the Muslim Arab community. For them, army service is a 
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sign of “collaboration with the enemy”, whereas for Bedouins it is a manifestation of being a loyal and 

honouring people. 

   The Bedouins may self-identify as Arabs, they do serve voluntarily in the Israeli security forces. 

They risk their lives in order to show their support to the Jewish state. Many Jewish citizens believe 

that social mobility is the only decisive motivation force for serving. However, the wish to be an 

equal part of Israeli society is as much important. By viewing Bedouins as belonging to “the Arabs” 

instead of to “Israeli citizens”, the Bedouins are regarded as incommensurable by the Jewish majority 

population; unable to be corresponding with the Jewish-Israeli majority. Bedouins have in this way 

always remained a part of the “suspicious” minority: part of “the Arab national community” and 

therefore suspect of identifying with the Palestinians and the Arab nationalists who rather see Israel 

vanished off the map once and for all.  

   As a result of the two-sided exclusion and incomprehension regarding the self-identification, the 

Bedouins feel estranged. In chapter four, Renan has explained this feeling of “being lost” most clearly. 

Due to the two-sided exclusion and stigmatization in the light of the Israeli Palestinian conflict, she 

does not know where she belongs to anymore. The static conceptualization of in reality flexible 

concepts as “ethnicity”, “identity” and “belonging”, leads the Bedouins in an in-between position; 

neither accepted by the Muslim Arab community, nor by the Israeli Jewish society and state.  
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