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Between 2010 and 2015, Fazal Sheikh traveled through Israel/Palestine conducting 
the field research that culminated in The Erasure Trilogy (Steidl, 2015). In the winter of 
2013, Sheikh initiated a discussion with Eyal Weizman about the aerial images of the 
Negev which make up the Desert Bloom volume, part of the trilogy. In 2014, the two 
traveled together to the Negev, visiting some of the sites on the ground and meeting 
some of those who inhabited, or had been expelled from, the areas captured in the 
images. Weizman’s essay, “The Conflict Shoreline,” is a response to Sheikh’s images and 
the result of his subsequent investigations. It was submitted as evidence to the “Truth 
Commission on the Responsibility of Israeli Society for the Events of 1948–1960 in the 
South,” an initiative of the NGO Zochrot. 
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Early in the morning of June 12, 2014, immediately after 
procuring a demolition order from the Beersheba District 
Court, several hundred Israeli policemen, accompanied by 
trucks and bulldozers, entered the fenced-up al-Tūri ceme-
tery in the nearby village of al-̒Araqīb and started smashing 
up the homes and livestock pens built beside the graves. 
The few Bedouin families who had believed the cemetery 
would offer them a refuge after their homes had been de-
molished time and again retreated further into an impro-
vised mosque they had built there but were dragged out 
of that, too, and the structure brought down. The families 
still refused to leave and remained without a shelter over 
their heads. Sheikh Sayāh al-Tūri, the leader of the resis-
tance to these forceful evictions, had promised that: “We 
will either live on this land with dignity or be buried in it 
with dignity.”1 

This was the sixty-fifth time2 that a Bedouin settlement 
in the area of al-̒Araqīb–several dozen square kilometers 
along a forked seasonal stream of the same name, a few 
minutes’ drive north of Beersheba–had been demolished, 
and most likely it will not be the last. Demolitions in al-
ʻAraqīb began in 2002, 4 years after Bedouin families start-
ed returning to settle in the places from which they had 
been forcefully evicted 50 years earlier. The demolitions 
proceeded hand in hand with, and in spite of, legal peti-
tions filed by the inhabitants in the desperate hope that the 
Israeli courts would help protect their lands, or at the very 
least provide a temporary respite. Nūri al-̒ Uqbi, for almost 
40 years a prominent Bedouin land rights activist, had led 
a public campaign and a fierce legal battle from a protest 
tent he had erected in a different part of al-̒Araqīb, a few 
kilometers west of the cemetery. His tent was destroyed 
dozens of times until in 2009 the police evicted him and 
forbade his presence near the area. 

The demolitions in al-̒Araqīb, just like those of other ille-
galized Bedouin settlements, form the most recent chapter 
in what the Israeli media now calls “the battle over the 
Negev”: a systematic state campaign meant to uproot the 
Bedouins from the fertile northern threshold of the desert, 
concentrate them in purpose-built towns located mostly 
in the desert’s more arid parts, and hand over their arable 
lands for Jewish settlement, fields, and forests. With this 
recent cycle of escalation, the Negev has become one of 
the most contested frontiers in Palestine. But unlike the 
other physical borders created by and fought over during 
the Israel–Palestine conflict, this one is not demarcated by 
fences and walls but rather by a seam between two cli-
matic conditions: the subtropical Mediterranean climate 
zone and the arid desert belt. It is a climatic threshold that 
stretches continuously for more than 7,500 kilometers, 
from along the northern edge of the Sahara over the great 
Arabian Desert to the Gobi. The history of the village of al-
ʻAraqīb has unfolded in relation to its location on this vast 
and shifting environmental threshold and shares some-
thing of the fate of other locations along this line. 

The threshold of the desert is an elusive demarcation. 
Botanists define it by looking at changes in plant type, 
geologists by studying soil formations, and geographers 
by studying the density and form of human inhabitation. 
However, the desert line is most commonly defined in me-
teorological terms by the distribution of rainfall and dry air 
masses. As elusive as this threshold is, maps demand clear 
demarcations. To set climatic areas apart, meteorologists 
draw what one termed “isohyets”—lines that connect all 
points with the same average amount of annual rainfall 
(see inset map, p. 6).

In the climate conditions of the Middle East and North 
Africa, it is the 200 mm annual isohyet that has marked, 

THE A L-T ŪR I CEMETERY IN A L-ʻAR AQĪB , 200 MM RPA (RAINFALL PER ANNUM)
Fazal Sheikh, October 9, 2011

The al-Tūri village in al-ʻAraqīb was first destroyed in July 2010. Those remaining on site moved their homes 
into the fenced-up area of their ancestral cemetery dating back to 1914. Outside the cemetery fence there 
are several protest tents, distinct for their blue cloth, marking the area of the destroyed village and the area 
claimed by the al-Tūris. On the left is one of the branches of the al-ʻAraqīb Stream (Naḥal Faḥar in Hebrew). 
Behind the cemetery is a small tributary dammed by the al-Tūris to create a number of small fields, seen 
here freshly plowed. Like all fields in the Negev they were harvested in September, a few weeks before the 
photograph was taken. The earthworks around the cemetery were undertaken by the Jewish National Fund 
(JNF) in preparation for the extension of the Ambassador Forest. Planting is usually carried out before the 
rainy season begins in October/November. Since the image was taken the structures within the cemetery 
compound, including the fence around it, have been removed. 

T H E  CO N F L I C T  S H O R E L I N E
C O L O N I Z A T I O N  A S  C L I M A T E  C H A N G E  I N  T H E  N E G E V  D E S E R T

Eyal Weizman
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that drain rapidly into the Dead Sea. Keeping to a more or 
less constant altitude of about 300 meters above sea level, 
we pass by several settlements including Nokdīm, home to 
the hardline foreign minister Avigdor Lieberman, and east 
of Jerusalem to Maʻale Adumim, one of the biggest settle-
ments in the West Bank, built on the lands of the Jahālīn 
Bedouins, who still struggle to hold on to the outskirts of 
this green garden suburb. Several years ago, the settlement 
authorities attempted to displace the Jahālīn by releasing 
raw sewage from the settlement onto the slopes where they 
had constructed their homes.11

Following the aridity line we then descend several hun-
dred meters downhill and start moving along the western 
slopes of the Jordan Valley at an altitude close to the uni-
versal +0.00 Sea Level. Many of the 8,000 Bedouins in 
this area are refugees displaced from the Negev during 
and after the 1948 war. Most of the area is designated 

as “nature reserves,” “closed military zones,” or “agricul-
tural fields” belonging to the 37 Jewish settlements of the 
Jordan Valley. The military, trying to keep “sterile” the area 
bordering Jordan, holds the Bedouins away by shooting 
at herders and herds.12 It is now planning a new town in 
which the Jordan Valley Bedouins will be concentrated.13 
Several dozen kilometers north of the Dead Sea it is almost 
a relief to see the tail of this environmental monster slide 
past the border fences into Jordan and disappear behind 
the western slopes of Jabal ʻAmmān. 

This is not the last of the aridity line, of course. Along 
the threshold regions of the great deserts of North Africa 
and the Middle East, colonial and then national authorities 
have employed artificial irrigation to cultivate the lands at 
the desert’s meteorological edge and have acted to bring 
the Bedouins under control by displacing and concentrat-
ing them.14 But in recent decades a formidable counter 

since 1918, the threshold of deserts. This is because 200 
mm per annum is the minimum amount of water neces-
sary to cultivate cereal crops without artificial irrigation on 
a flat surface.3 On most meteorological maps it is across the 
200 mm isohyet—the so-called aridity line—that a narrow-
ing gradient of greens flips over to a widening spectrum 
of yellows.4 The threshold of the desert is thus not only a 
natural condition but is defined as an interplay between 
meteorological data (rainfall/temperature), patterns of hu-
man use (modern agricultural practices), and plant species 
(the cereal types used in intensive farming). 

On the ground there is, of course, no clear borderline 
to be seen but a gradient of slowly changing conditions. 
The Bedouin have developed ways to use much smaller 
quantities of rainwater to cultivate their crops well beyond 
the aridity line. Whereas the north–south borders of the 
triangular Negev Desert with Egypt and Jordan are marked 
by fixed, straight international boundaries,5 the northern 
border is defined by the aridity line, which over centuries 
has shifted continuously.6 On the one hand, the remains of 
Nabataean and Byzantine towns are found some 50 kilo-
meters south of the aridity line; on the other, since the late 
nineteenth century, cartographers such as the German–
American Gottlieb Schumacher and the British colonial 
administrator Herbert Kitchener drew the threshold of the 
desert north of where it is marked today at a place roughly 
along where the 300 mm isohyet is now drawn.7 

Since 1931, when Zionists instituted precise meteoro-
logical measurements, the location of the aridity line has 
been a product of monitoring, calculation, averaging, and 
adjustment. Like a shoreline, it ebbs in drought years and 
washes past its cartographic delineation in rainy ones. The 
line drawn on the official maps in the Atlas of Israel and 
constituting the border of the Negev is the average be-
tween all the years available on record, with fluctuations 
being in the range of fifteen to eighteen kilometers on ei-
ther side.8

When a shifting and elusive meteorological borderline 
is drafted as a fixed cartographic line, it affects the political 
processes conducted along it. The threshold of the desert 
has long been an important political and juridical marker. 
Before the establishment of Israel in 1948, it was designat-
ed by Zionists as a “dead area” to be “revived.” The coloni-
zation of the Negev was not only concerned with territorial 
expansion, but also with transforming the climate. The 
agrarian imaginary of Zionism saw the settlement of the 
Negev as a part of a “natural force” able to “make the desert 
bloom.” The introduction of artificial irrigation, new seed 
types, intensive farming technologies, fertilizers, pesticides, 
and large-scale afforestation forced the desert gradually to 
retreat. This displacement of the desert also involved the 

enforced displacement of its Bedouin inhabitants. Decades 
after the State of Israel was established, a juridical mecha-
nism based on the meteorological threshold of aridity was 
developed to justify these expropriations. Since the thresh-
old of the desert marked a border beyond which perma-
nent agricultural cultivation and settlement was deemed 
impossible, Israeli jurists argued that the area was not culti-
vated in practice and therefore no Bedouin property rights 
could be respected there. The threshold of aridity there
after marked the border of a zone of expropriation within 
which the Bedouins were put completely at the mercy of 
the state and tolerated only as a matter of charity. It was an 
act of cartographic and territorial violence. 

Let us now follow the cartographic/meteorological 
threshold of the desert as it cuts across Israel/Palestine and 
beyond (see inset map, p. 6). On the west coast of Palestine, 
the aridity line makes its landfall on the southern shores of 
the Gaza Strip, a little north of Khān Yūnis. This is an area 
of sand dunes inhabited by the poor fishing community of 
the al-Mawāsi Bedouins. It was on the ruins of their homes 
that the largest Israeli settlement bloc of Katif was estab-
lished in the early 1970s. When Israel evacuated the settle-
ments in 2005, their buildings were destroyed along with 
many Palestinian homes around them.9 So it is both omi-
nous and fitting that the aridity line enters Palestine over a 
pile of ruins. Moving along the meteorological threshold, 
we pass through several of the neighborhoods and refugee 
camps of Gaza until we cross the mighty siege lines that 
incarcerate the Strip (we are traveling with the weather, 
don’t forget). Now within Israeli territory, the aridity line 
moves through agrarian settlements and development 
towns, across the miles of fields along the northern edge 
of the desert. It then crosses over the al-̒Araqīb stream, the 
old cemetery, and the ruined homes of the al-Tūri family. It 
is here and in the surrounding hills that “the battle for the 
Negev” is being waged. 

After this, the line climbs the gently corrugated slopes 
of the Hebron Hills made of interspersed soft and hard 
limestone. Traveling with it, we again cross a system of 
fences, this time those that make up the infamous West 
Bank Wall. On the other side of the Wall it is the military 
and “independent” settler groups, rather than the police 
and members of the Israeli Green Patrol, who carry out the 
destruction of homes, the blocking of wells, and the dis-
placing of Bedouin communities; and all with no pretense 
to the due legal processes required within Israel. The aridity 
line then takes us east of Hebron and the militant-religious-
nationalist Jewish settlement of Kiryat Arba, whose inhabi-
tants put the Palestinian families living at the center of the 
city under permanent siege.10 North of the city the hills rise 
like broken teeth, made up of sharp hard cliffs and canyons 

M AʻA LE ADUMIM AND THE BEDOUIN SET T LEMEN T OF THE JAHĀ LĪN TR IBE ,  ≈200 M M RPA

Fazal Sheikh, July 16, 2011

This settlement is located at the threshold of the “Judaea Desert” on the main road leading to Jericho and 
the Dead Sea. It was built on an area settled by the Jahālīn Bedouins, who still inhabit its southern edges. 
There are frequent attempts, undertaken by settlers and the military, to evict the Bedouins from this area.
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it was from the aerial perspective that it became most 
clearly visible. 

I know the area well. Driving south past the clutter of 
the peripheral ring of logistical infrastructural and industri-
al zones surrounding Israel’s metropolitan center, the vista 
slowly opens up into a hilly landscape of fields and forests. 
Paradoxically, most of the year, the threshold of the desert 
seems greener than the center of the country, but further 
south, the green slowly thins out. Sheikh’s aerial photo-
graphs show this landscape in its arid state with the yel-
low of dry plants shading away into the brown and orange 
spectrum of the mineral geology of the desert, here and 
there augmented by the toxins of polluting industries. The 

photographs were taken in October and November. This is 
the best period for aerial photography in the entire Middle 
East and is favored by aerial archaeologists. It is the very be-
ginning of the rainy period, which lasts four to five months. 
The first storms wash the dust from the air. Shortly after 
the rain, a space of enhanced optics is opened up, with 
skies of dazzling sunsets and starry nights. Later in winter 
the air becomes too humid and produces haze effects that 
interfere with vision and distort the form and dimension 
of objects captured on film. Those days of early autumn 
are just after the harvest, when the cereal crops have been 
closely shaven off the skin of the earth, and before the land 
has been plowed and seeded. Without vegetative cover 

force has arrived to push the desert in the opposite direc-
tion. Temperature and evaporation rates are on the rise. 
Desertification, the consequence of human-induced clim
ate change, has started to reclaim lost ground. Millions of 
square kilometers of steppe and agricultural land are fall-
ing fallow as the desert expands. Agricultural fields are dry, 
impoverishing hundreds of millions of people worldwide. 
Droughts have led to increased competition over shrinking 
resources and aggravated the consequences of civil strife.15 

The land degradation brought about by conflict further ag-
gravated desertification.

Beyond the boundaries of Jordan, the line moves north 
and east, crossing into Syria at the border city of Daraa, 
where, in 2011, farmers’ protests, borne out of an extend-
ed cycle of droughts, marked the beginning of the Syrian 
civil war. The line then passes through the battlefields of 
the ongoing war, on to the eastern outskirts of Damascus, 
then Homs, along the threshold of the Great Syrian Desert. 
Irrigation projects along the desert edge have provided the 
open channels, dams, and pipes that are now distinct as 
the sites of conflict. From here the line arcs east, towards 
al-Raqqa, currently the capital of the Islamic State, and into 
the volatile zones of northern Iraq.16 It then crosses Iran 
and moves into the frontier provinces of Afghanistan and 
Pakistan, where some of the fiercest fighting in the ongo-
ing insurgency has taken place in areas along the desert 

threshold.17 War and insurgency have occurred across the 
entire African continent all along the northern and south-
ern threshold of the Sahara desert. 

Plotting the location of western drone strikes on mete-
orological maps demonstrates another astounding coin-
cidence: many of these attacks–from South Waziristan 
through northern Yemen, Somalia, Mali, Iraq, Gaza, and 
Libya–are directly on or close to the 200 mm aridity line.18 

Al-̒Araqīb is located on the same shoreline of the desert as 
these places; when the desert line ebbs or flows it does so 
along its entire length.

To follow this line on its journey east and west is not to 
claim that conflicts along it have been directly determined 
by climatic factors,19 but rather to point to an ongoing his-
torical process by which political developments have vio-
lently interacted with changing climatic conditions along 
this seam. Existing tensions have been aggravated by 
climate-related shifts in the aridity line, and, in turn, con-
tinued conflict in these areas has caused the destruction 
of vegetation and agriculture, accelerating the processes of 
desertification.

Fernand Braudel, the great French historian of the 
mid-twentieth-century Annales School, proposed to ex-
tend the frame of history to include the environment, 
topography, climate, and wind over centuries, a historical 
perspective he called the longue durée. In his book on the 
Mediterranean he pays considerable attention to life on 
the thresholds of the desert. But 60 years ago, Braudel 
thought of nature as a slowly shifting cycle. The history 
of “man in his relationship to the environment,” he wrote, 
was so slow that it was “almost timeless.”20 But the climate 
can no longer be considered as a constant. It is changing at 
the same speed as human history, racing alongside it, inter-
acting with it in an ever-aggravating feedback loop of cause 
and effect, and with consequences that have spiraled out 
of control.21 The current acceleration of climate change is 
not only an unintentional consequence of industrialization. 
The climate has always been a project for colonial powers, 
which have continuously acted to engineer it.

T H E  E A R T H  P H O T O G R A P H

My work on this essay began about a year ago, when Fazal 
Sheikh showed me the Desert Bloom series of aerial images 
of the Negev that he had taken in the fall of 2011. This 
was a period in which the threshold of the desert was un-
dergoing rapid transformations: Bedouin settlements were 
being forcefully evicted, forests were being planted, and 
the line of afforestation was being expanded. While it is 
on the surface of the earth that this entanglement of con-
flicts, land use, and climate change was being registered, 

UNRECOGNIZED BEDOUIN SET T LEMEN T OF THE ABU ASA FA MILY NE AR THE  
RECOGNIZED BEDOUIN TOW N OF B ĪR HADDĀJ ,  A L-ʻA Z Ā ZME TR IBE ,  ≈100 MM RPA

Fazal Sheikh, October 9, 2011 

The darker circular stains indicate the earlier presence of livestock pens (sire). The stains are the result of the body 
fluids (urine and excrement) from the sheep or goats kept there. These pens are reconstructed on a yearly basis. Before 
such pens are reused they are often disinfected by fire, which accounts for an even darker surface. The circular stain at 
the top of the image, closer to the homes, shows traces of attempts to put out a fire that got out of control. The larger 
enclosures are for horses or camels. The stains remain in the earth for several years. The gradient of their saturation 
is an indication of how many rainy seasons have washed away at the stains, indicating age in years. The multiple, but 
not perfectly overlapping, circles indicate that the place might have been evacuated and reconstructed several times. 

CHANGES IN CU LT I VAT ION A LONG THE  
T IGR IS AND EUPHR ATES R I V ERS 1987–2013

Territorial Agency, 2014 

This satellite image registers transformation in vegetation cover along 
the Mesopotamia river system in eastern Turkey (top left), Syria (left), 
central Iraq (right), and the Baghdad metropolitan region (bottom 
right), now all zones of conflict. Areas represented in gray scale record 
no change in vegetation cover and are primarily desert land. Bright red 
records increases in agricultural activity in the northeast since 2013 
due to damming and irrigation projects across the Turkish border, and 
gradual decreases since 1987 of agricultural activity in Syria and Iraq 
(dark red and claret), due to less water made available and a series of 
droughts that led to the abandonment of fields and the expansion of 
the desert. (Territorial Agency)

The Conflict Shoreline
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climatic conditions in a similar way in which a film is ex-
posed to the sun’s rays. Sheikh’s aerial images must thus be 
studied as photographs of photographs.22  

Beyond the threshold of the desert, climate and pho-
tography interact in other ways, too. There is an inverse 
relation between humidity and visibility: the further south 
one flies, the drier the air and the thinner and more condu-
cive to vision it becomes.23 It is for this reason that the only 
star observatory in Israel is located in the arid part of the 
Negev. Its telescopes traverse the same medium of desert 
air to that of aerial and satellite photographers, but in the 
opposite direction: campo/contra-campo. 

I looked for other aerial photographs of the threshold 
of the desert from different periods before and after the 

establishment of the State of Israel. A military frontier, the 
threshold of the Negev has been overflown by several gen-
erations of aviators since the advent of aerial photography 
almost exactly a hundred years ago. Crucial for the history 
of the Negev, and to the story of Bedouin land claim trials, 
are two sets of aerial photographs. The first was captured 
during the summer of 1918, at the end of WWI; the sec-
ond in the winter of 1945, towards the end of WWII. Not 
only do these sequences document different periods in the 
Negev’s history, they were taken in different seasons and 
thus capture the threshold of the desert in each of its alter-
nate states, either arid or in bloom. 

Taken together, these photographs present us with a 
palimpsest in which evidence of earlier patterns of 

the surface of the earth appears continuous and almost 
translucent, revealing features on and under it that would 
otherwise be obscured by the light cover of plants. 

The Negev Desert is the largest and busiest training 
area for the Israeli Air Force and has one of the most clut-
tered airspaces in the world. The airspace is partitioned 
into a complex stratigraphy of layers, air-boxes, and corri-
dors dedicated to different military platforms: from bomb-
er jets through helicopters to drones. This complex volume 
is an integral part of the architecture of the Negev. 

It is from the lowest layer in this stratigraphy that Fazal 
Sheikh took his photographs. The small two-seater 
single-engine Cessna, cruising at 2,000 feet, had one door 
removed, so that, fastened to the seat, Sheikh could lean 

out to take oblique photographs. The photographic sor-
ties took place on weekends when military training flights 
cease, and mostly early in the mornings when long shad-
ows can reveal subtle undulations in the topographical 
surface, and buried or small artifacts—variations that are 
visible only when images are patiently studied.  

For those willing and able to read photographs closely, 
the surface of the desert at this time can reveal not only 
what is present, but also the subtle traces of what has been 
erased: traces of ruined homes, small agricultural installa-
tions to fields that are no longer, watering holes, and the 
stains of long removed livestock pens. In these images the 
surface of the earth appears as if it was itself a photograph, 
exposed to direct and indirect contact, physical use, and 

RUḤĒ IBA /REHOVOT,  <100 MM RPA

Fazal Sheikh, November 13, 2011

Ruḥēiba/Rehovot was the second largest Nabataean city (c. 500 BC to 100 AD) along the ancient spice route. In the 
fifth century, during the Byzantine era, the city’s population numbered over 10,000 inhabitants. It is now located on 
dunes close to the border with Egypt and encircled by military live-fire training zones, operative during weekdays. 
In the bottom left of the image is a water pool connected to a deep well and a Byzantine-era church lies to the 
right, just outside the image frame. Visible also is the main access route (from the left) and the reconstructed central 
square, as well as portions of the outer perimeter wall of the city. From the ground these remains are the only ones 
that could be easily identified; the rest of the city appears as subtle topographical wrinkles partially covered by sand.

WA LLED FAR M, PROBABLY BYZ AN T INE (F I F TH CEN T URY AD),  NORTH OF AV DAT, <100 MM RPA

 Fazal Sheikh, October 9, 2011

This ancient walled farm is made of agricultural terraces within the bed of a seasonal stream. Ancient agri-
culture in the Negev and the Bedouin agriculture that evolved from it are based on the principle of “runoff 
irrigation.” Small terraces act as dams that channel and collect floodwater into irrigation basins. The water 
sinks deep into the soil and is stored there, rising to the surface over a long period. In an area with less than 
100 mm rpa of rain such irrigation systems could collect up to 400 mm rpa and support cereal cultivation. 
The small mounds of earth on the slope at top right center are ancient grape mounds, referred to in Arabic 
as tuleilat al-ʽēnab. The structure at the lower right would have been used for dwelling and storage.
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channels to control the runoff from the hillsides and to 
collect it to irrigate their fields within or close to the beds 
of seasonal streams. 

Because of the density of diverse climatic zones in 
Israel/Palestine, abrupt fluctuations in the aridity line such 
as cycles of drought or plentiful years of rain have a severe 
impact on the human environment, and since antiquity 
have been understood in theological terms. Divine retri-
bution was exercised by turning fertile lands to desert (“the 
cities of the Negev shall be shut up…”)24 or, conversely, 
biblical prophesies promised that, given good conduct and 
some prayer, the desert would flourish (turning “the desert 
into pools of water, and the parched ground into springs”).25 
This was the backdrop against which early Zionists saw the 
settlement of the Negev in the context of a meteorological–
theological imaginary of “making the desert bloom.” 

Nothing validated Zionism’s self-perception as a climat-
ic force more than the presence of archaeological ruins 
of large abandoned cities in the arid part of the Negev–
Ḥalutza, Mamshīt, Avdat, Ruḥēiba/Rehovot, and Shivta. 
These cities were built by the Nabataeans around the 
second century BC, fell to the Romans, and were subse-
quently expanded by the Byzantines who turned them 
into self-sufficient agricultural settlements. All these cities 
and villages were abandoned during the early Arab peri-
od, between the seventh and tenth centuries. In the val-
leys around them there are thousands of ancient terraces, 
flour mills, cisterns, and wine and olive presses, as well as 
a strange feature made of piles of rocks known in Arabic 
as tuleilat al-ʽēnab (grapevine mounds). These agricultural 
installations have posed a scientific mystery during the past 
two centuries given the area’s aridity.

There is scientific debate, somewhat ideologically colored, 
over the reasons for the abandonment of these cities. 
There are two main schools of thought: one long-held 
explanation suggests that the desertion of the Negev was 
the consequence of climate change—a northward shift in 
the aridity line. This theory was recently supported by ge-
ologists and paleo-climate historians who found organic 
substances–remnants of grasses, scrubs, and trees–in rock 
formations in the arid parts of the Negev and carbon-dated 
them to several millennia back. There were not only tid-
al fluctuations of the aridity line, they concluded, but im-
portantly a consistent northwards crawl over the past two 
millennia: climate change, they concluded, is what affected 
life patterns in the Negev.26 

Another school of thought favored a political/historical 
scenario. Starting in the mid-1950s, Israeli scientists, led by 
the botanist Michael Evenari, established several experi-
mental desert farms in the Negev and tried to cultivate 
them using the agricultural technologies available to the 
ancients. They repaired or reconstructed the ancient ter-
races and dams that channeled floodwater into special 
irrigation basins. Using this method, they managed to col-
lect some 400 millimeters from about 100 millimeters of 
available annual rainwater.27 With the first crops of wheat 
the scientists could argue that the climate in the region 
must not have necessarily been wetter in antiquity. The an-
cient agrarian settlements, they proposed, were the result 

habitation and agricultural use have been overlaid by suc-
cessive settlements, military zones, and areas of cultiva-
tion. The interpretation of images such as these helps the 
Bedouins argue their claims.

T H E  M Y S T E RY  O F  T H E  D E S E R T  C I T I E S 

The Negev is governed by violent shifts in climate. From 
late October or early November meteorological depres-
sions heavy with moisture start rolling eastwards from the 
Mediterranean. Rain falls on the coastal plains and north-
ern mountains. But south of Gaza the coastline makes a 
sharp turn, changing orientation from the north–south 
axis to an east–west one. The westerly wind arrives at the 
Negev not from over the sea, pregnant with rain, but dry 

from over the hot North African coastal area. Rainfall in 
the Negev decreases at a staggering annual 4 millimeters 
for every kilometer south of this line. 

With only slight changes in wind direction, rain clouds 
could blow southwards and reach the desert. When they 
collide with hot air rising up from the surface they break 
into sudden storms. The dry crusty earth cannot absorb 
such quantities of water falling at once and floods begin 
to rush down thousands of gullies that are dry for the rest 
of the year. This is a dangerous time. The Bedouins know 
how to gauge their distance from the rushing streams, 
but travelers and adventurers have throughout the gen-
erations been taken by flash floods, their bodies found 
kilometers downstream. The Bedouins, like the ancient 
farmers of the Negev, have learnt to make dams and 

BYZ AN T INE WA LLED FAR M, PART I ALLY RECONSTRUCTED AS PART  
OF A DESERT RESE ARCH STAT ION, SOU TH OF AV DAT, <100 MM RPA

Fazal Sheikh, October 9, 2011

This walled farm, which originated in Byzantine times, is part of an area fenced in and run by the Jacob 
Blaustein Institute for Desert Research of Ben-Gurion University of the Negev in Sde Boker. The circles and 
squares, a few meters in diameter, are isolated areas for focused analysis and are surrounded by a low fence. 
The site is a few hundred meters upstream from the Avdat Farm, an experimental farm reconstructed in the 
1950s from ancient ruins and repurposed by a team of botanists and archaeologists led by Michael Evenari.

THE NEGEV: THE CHA LLENGE OF A DESERT 

Michael Evenari, Leslie Shanan, and Naphtali Tadmor  
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1971), pp. 210–11

Pages 20–21:

SOW N AND IRR IGATED W HE AT F IELDS  
OF MOSHAV YOSHI V I A , >200 MM RPA

Fazal Sheikh, October 10, 2011

The fields are watered by a drip irrigation system called Netafim, 
developed in 1965 at Kibbutz Ḥatzerim, near Beersheba. It has since 
been exported to 150 countries, mainly in arid parts of the world. The 
fields lie between three moshav-type villages built after 1948: Yoshivia, 
established in 1950 for immigrants from Algeria; Zruʽa, established in 
1953 for immigrants from Morocco; and Talmei Bilu, also established 
in 1953, for immigrants from Kurdistan. They are built on lands pre-
viously part of the villages of al-Muḥarraqa, al-Gatātwe, and al-̔ Urūr, 
cultivated by the Tiyāha tribe, which was expelled in the winter of 
1948–49. The area is currently contested by Bedouin communities 
seeking to regain ownership.

Pages 18–19:

E XPER IMEN TA L RUNOFF FAR M NE XT  
TO SDE BOK ER , <100 MM RPA

Fazal Sheikh, October 9, 2011

This experimental runoff farm, sponsored by the Ministry of Agricul-
ture, was created around the year 2000. A Bedouin homestead in the 
vicinity of the farm was demolished, ostensibly because it was within 
the area of the agricultural farm. Leading into the basins on the lower 
right is an irrigation channel. The farm is still in use although at the 
time the photograph was taken it appears quite desolate.
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Rainmakers

by so many others, which sent “21 men and camels” to 
skillfully plow the fields on behalf of the Israeli scientists.31 
Rather than neglecting the Negev, the Bedouins were the 
only people to have maintained their ancient knowledge of 
the land and further developed the existing infrastructure 
of ancient runoff farming, using (and often repairing exist-
ing) terraces, dams, canals, wells, and cisterns. 

R A I N M A K E R S

When, in the late 1930s, David Ben-Gurion set the task of 
Zionism to “make the desert bloom” he meant to establish 
a line of agricultural settlements that would push against 
the line of the desert. Israeli environmental historian Alon 
Tal described the process by which Zionist settlement 
efforts shifted southwards: “In 1939 British land restric-
tions had essentially shut down the expansion of Jewish 
settlement in the north of Israel. Although land transfers 
and agricultural settlement were permissible in the south, 
British ‘flexibility’ appeared disingenuous, because there 
was no water there.”32   

It was finally with a combination of new seed types and 
synthetic fertilizers and pesticides that the Zionists opened 
the thresholds of the deserts to agricultural exploitation. The 
paramount challenge involved the trafficking of water. It was 
the ability of the national water company (Mekorot) to un-
dertake large-scale water engineering projects that enabled 
the establishment–during a single day in 1946–of eleven 

settlement points in the northern Negev. When the aquifers 
close to the Negev could not provide enough water to irri-
gate the fields, water was channeled from the coastal plains. 
The Yarkon–Negev water link was constructed in the 1950s 
with recycled fire-fighter pipes imported from London, 
where they had been used during the Blitz.33 The pumping 
stations and pipelines were built underground for “security 
reasons” and in order to avoid water theft. A decade and a 
half after the establishment of the state, the National Water 
Carrier, one of the largest of its kind, started channeling an 
annual quantity of 100 million cubic meters of water from 
the Jordan valley basin to the Negev settlements.34 The 
Bedouins had cultivated mainly along the streams and trib-
utaries, but now it was the entire land surface, including the 
shallow hills, that was put to agricultural use. The transfor-
mation of the desert’s edge had an ecological footprint that 
reached far beyond the region, and has contributed, since 
the 1960s, to a drop of about one meter a year in the level 
of the Dead Sea. The further south the cultivation line was 
pushed, the lower the lowest point on earth has become. 

Zionists were not alone in seeking to make the desert 
green. The French, Spanish, and Italians who colonized 
North Africa used artesian wells and artificial irrigation 
to push the line of cultivation beyond the threshold of 
the desert which runs closely parallel to the southern 
Mediterranean coastline. This similarly displaced Bedouins 
and other semi-nomadic people, pushing them deeper 
into the desert. But of all the colonial projects in northern 
Africa, it was the Italians, who colonized Libya from 1910 

of concentrated hard work, and were subsidized by the 
Byzantines in order to fortify the frontier. This explanation 
sat well with Zionist ideology, which employed similar ter-
ritorial strategies. Because the abandonment of the Negev 
cities took place after the Arab conquest, the scientists pro-
posed, it must have happened due to Arab neglect. They 
quoted the English orientalist traveller Edward Henry 
Palmer who, while crossing the Negev in 1869, said of the 
Bedouins: “he brings with him ruin, violence and neglect. 
To call him a ‘son of the desert’ is a misnomer, half the des-
ert owes its existence to him, and many fertile plains from 
which he has driven its useful and industrious inhabitants 
become, in his hand, like the ‘South Country’, a parched 
and barren wilderness.”28 That the Arabs were not “the 
sons of the desert but rather its fathers”29 was an idea often 
repeated by Zionists, who thought themselves historically 
justifiable in displacing the Negev’s bad Samaritans. 

This scenario does not tally, however, with more recent 
archaeological evidence, which suggests that soon after the 
Arab conquest in 640 AD, during the early Umayyad pe-
riod and up until the mid-eighth century, the cities of the 
Negev were expanded and proliferated and improved tech-
niques of irrigation were installed.30 The Israeli scientists 
engaged in the desert farms experiments could have also 
avoided much of their trouble had they looked carefully at 
Bedouin cultivation, which was similar to that of the an-
cients. After the establishment of the State of Israel, most 
of the Bedouin tribes were forcefully displaced, and large 
parts of the Negev were emptied. But when Evenari’s scien-
tists complained that the labor force assigned to them was 
composed of “new immigrates from Morocco, Tunis, India 
or Pakistan [who…] proved rather difficult to manage” and 
did not allow them to complete their job, it was a neighbor-
ing Bedouin tribe, spared the fate of transfer experienced 

TREES PL AN TED BY THE J EW ISH NAT IONA L F UND ON SAND DUNES , SOU TH OF BEERSHEBA , >100 MM RPA

Fazal Sheikh, November 14, 2011 

These trees were planted between 1950 and 1952 when the JNF resumed planting forests following the 
1948 war. The area, between Wādi al-Naʽīm and Wādi al-Mshash, was part of the territory of the al-ʻAzāzme 
tribe. These years were particularly plentiful with rain allowing the otherwise difficult task of planting euca-
lyptus and tamarisk in arid areas. The afforestation was meant to create windbreaks and stabilize the dunes. 

THE PA LEOCLIM ATE OF THE NEGEV RECONSTRUCTED 
FROM CROSS SECT IONS OF SPELEOTHEMS

Anton Vaks, 2008

These are cross-sections of mineral deposits (speleothems) formed in 
caves in different locations in the Negev. On the left is a stalactite from 
the northern Negev, in the center is a flowstone from the central Negev, 
and on the right is a stalagmite from the border to the southern Negev. 
The rings on the speleothems are a geological record of rainfall over 
the last 500,000 years. By dating the different colored rings (the unit is 
ka, or per 1,000 years) it is possible to tell at which points in history the 
Negev has been wetter. Because the sequence of speleothems is nar-
rower in the south, we know this indicates less rain. Testing the carbon 
samples dating to the numerous wetter periods (thicker rings), Dr. Vaks, 
a research fellow at Oxford, found that vegetation species during that 
time were Mediterranean and calculated that the border between the 
Mediterranean climate and the semi-desert (the aridity line) has periodi-
cally been 20–25 kilometers further south of where it is today. 

IRR IGAT ION PIPES LE ADING TO K IBBU TZ  
M ISHM AR HANEGEV, 1946 

Photograph of an image in an exhibition cabinet in the kibbutz

Kibbutz Mishmar HaNegev was established in October 1946 with ten 
other agrarian settlements as part of an operation called “11 points in 
the Negev.” The kibbutz has now been completely privatized with its 
land and property divided between its individual members. 

The Conflict Shoreline



24 25

The Desert Rolls Back

that it had planted in the previous 50 years of its existence. 
But in the 1960s, a cycle of drought years increased the 
number of failed saplings and made JNF efforts retreat 
north together with the shifting aridity line. 

Yatir, the largest forest in Israel, was planted, starting in 
1966, between the southern border of the West Bank and 
the northern Negev. Weitz said it combined ecological and 
security logic in “rolling back the desert with trees, creat-
ing a security zone for the people of Israel.”41 The relation 
between afforestation and Judaization of the landscape 
was not confined to the Negev. Shortly after Israel’s estab-
lishment in 1948, the JNF planted millions of conifers in 
different parts of the country, covering up the remains of 
Palestinian villages that had been destroyed during or after 
1948, pre-empting any claim or possibility of return. This 

practice still takes place in the Negev, where afforestation is 
used as a means of erasure of former Bedouin settlements 
and of preventing their return to resettle these lands.

T H E  D E S E R T  RO L L S  B AC K

Although undertaken for a multiplicity of reasons and po-
litical considerations, afforestation is most often explained 
as an ecological necessity. In recent years, one of the most 
common justifications for planting forests is that it is a re-
sponse to desertification—a shift in the aridity line by which 
fertile land dries, losing its bodies of water, vegetation, and 
wildlife. Recognition of desertification in the Negev started 
in the early 1970s and went hand in hand with increased 
global attention to the consequences of human-induced 

(and as Fascists from 1922), who were the most similar to 
the Zionists. Not only did the colonization of Libya coin-
cide with the heyday of pre-state Zionism, it was similarly 
argued as a form of “return,” meant, in this case, to “con-
nect the fascist present to the Roman past.”35 A string of 
agrarian settlements was built along the edge of the Libyan 
steppe and forests were planted to stabilize the Saharan 
sand dunes. Almost half the Cyrenaican Bedouin popula-
tion was displaced into concentration camps deeper in the 
desert.36 When they rebelled, starting in 1930, the Italians 
unleashed overwhelming force and undertook massacres 

with mustard gas. In late 1932, while the “pacification 
wars” were drawing to a close, an enthusiastic American 
journalist reported from Libya under the headline of “Will 
the Libyan Desert Bloom Again?” The journalist wrote: 

The far-seeing eyes of Mussolini looked way beyond 
the wastelands that had been abandoned for more than 
a thousand years by all but fighting Arabs when he 
made a triumphal journey through the colony […] the 
frontier of cultivation moved 35 miles from the coast 
[…] acreage of barley has been quadrupled, hundreds 
of thousands of new olive trees have been set out, 
bringing the total to about a million.37  

This could have been a Zionist text about the Negev. 
In the Negev, before the establishment of the State of 

Israel, various organizations were set up and a number of 
legal and political mechanisms were employed in order to 
“green” the emptied desert edge. Afforestation in Israel is 
the responsibility of the Jewish National Fund (JNF), an 
international organization that for the past 100 years has 
been in charge of planting trees in the “land of Israel.”38 
The forests envisioned by the JNF were European in na-
ture. Otto Warburg, a professor of botany and an expert in 
colonial agriculture (and in 1911 the third president of the 
Zionist Organization), was explicit in arguing for afforesta-
tion as a mode of climate change: he suggested that forests 
could change the country’s climate into a more European 
one, reduce temperature, and increase rainfall.39 Since 
1932, the force behind afforestation was Yosef Weitz, head 
of the JNF lands and forests department. Forests, in Weitz’s 
eyes, were not only a matter of changing the climate, but 
were used as “a biological declaration of Jewish sovereign-
ty” and for “setting up geopolitical facts.”40 During the 
1948 war, Weitz was also the leading figure in the notori-
ous three-member “Transfer Committee,” which sought to 
expedite the expulsion of Palestinians from areas occupied 
by the Israeli military. 

Starting in 1939, the JNF launched a number of ecolog-
ical experiments exploring ways to grow trees on saline, 
arid soils. But JNF afforestation of the Negev began in ear-
nest only during the 1950s. Two years after the establish-
ment of the state, Weitz, who now had at his disposal the 
labor power of new Jewish immigrants from North African 
states (who were sent to be employed on all sorts of initi-
ated tasks, including archaeology, as we have seen before), 
could report back to Ben-Gurion about the planting of a 
million eucalyptus and tamarisk seedlings for windbreaks 
and shelter belts in the southern, more arid parts of the 
Negev desert. The following agricultural year of 1950–51 
was plentiful in rain, and under Weitz’s energetic oversee-
ing the JNF used this opportunity to plant 5 times the area 

DE IR A L-SHE IK H, >500 MM RPA

Fazal Sheikh, November 23, 2011

Deir al-Sheikh was a Palestinian village of about 200 inhabitants west of Jerusalem. It was occupied by the 
Israeli military on October 21, 1948, and depopulated. Visible among the trees is the mosque of Sheikh Sultān 
Badr, which dates back to the thirteenth century, possibly earlier.  The “Forest of the Martyrs,” where planting 
started in 1950, refers to Holocaust victims and contains roughly six million trees. It is the largest planted 
forest in the Jerusalem area. 

Top:  
AER I AL V IEW OF THE OL I V ET T I PROJECT BY THE  
I TA L IAN ARCHITECT FLORESTANO DI FAUSTO,  
BU ILT TO THE W EST OF TR IPOL I FROM 1935 TO 1938

Photographer and date unknown

Bottom:  
AER I AL V IEW OF THE COLONI A L FAR MHOUSES AT THE 
NORTHERN THRESHOLD OF THE SAHAR A , L IBYA , 1939

Photographer unknown

These images form part of a series of photographs that mark the arrival 
of 20,000 Italian settlers, produced by the “photo lab at Bengasi aero-
drome.” (Courtesy Pier Giorgio Massaretti)
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“nomads” they are involved in the smuggling of weapons 
from the disintegrating Libyan military into Gaza and the 
West Bank.49 The Bedouins of Sinai, neglected and dis-
enfranchised by the Egyptian state, have indeed been in-
volved in such smuggling activities, but they, like the Negev 
Bedouins, have long since ceased to be nomads. 

It is not only arms that travel through the Negev. The 
conflict and hardships along the drying Sahel compel its 
inhabitants to embark upon increasingly perilous jour-
neys to reach the southern European coast, or with the 

help of some Saharan, Sinai, and Negev Bedouins, to 
cross the Negev and reach Israeli cities.50 In response to 
these cross-border flows, Israel had by 2013 completed 
the fencing up of the entire length of its border to Egypt, 
along which it constructed a series of detention camps. 
In this hot and arid area the state holds sub-Saharan ref-
ugees against all international conventions. Sudanese and 
Eritreans, who cannot be deported back into war zones, 
can be detained there indefinitely.51 While tens of thou-
sands are held in detention camps on the northern shore 

climate change. Although natural cycles, now visible in 
rock fossils, made deserts expand and contract over long 
periods of time,42 the process of desertification is at pres-
ent largely manmade, fast, sudden, and erratic. On the 
global scale it is largely a consequence of climate change 
produced by C02 emissions into the atmosphere and heat 
absorption by intensive farming. On the regional scale, de-
sertification is a response to land use practices. The thresh-
old of the desert is a delicate and unstable environment 
that is sensitive to over-farming and over-grazing and needs 
to be treated and lived in carefully.43 

It was in the Sahel, on the southern threshold of the 
Sahara Desert, that the consequences of desertification 
were first noticed in the late 1960s, following repeated 
cycles of drought and famine that aggravated social ten-
sions and cold war conflicts. The word sahel is Arabic for 
“shoreline”–a shoreline that, however, is only ebbing as the 
desert expands southwards, gaining millions of hectares 
of former arable land and leaving miles of baked plant re-
mains where the sparse green pastures and fragile agri-
culture of the savannah once survived. In past decades, 
conflicts have broken out in most countries from East to 
West Africa, along the shoreline: Eritrea, Ethiopia, Somalia, 
Sudan, Chad, Niger, Mali, Mauritania, and Senegal.44

Security experts now refer to the Sahel as a “corridor of 
terror,”45 pointing to the loss of agricultural land as the 
“underlying cause of social, economic and environmen-
tal problems that feed recruitment for violent extremist 
organizations […such as] Al Qaeda-linked groups.”46 This 
perspective, as the architectural scholar Adrian Lahoud 
has convincingly shown, saw local land mismanagement as 
the principal cause of desertification, but neglected to note 
the responsibility of the industrial North for desertification 
and climate change through industrial emissions. The West 
could therefore conceptualize its help in humanitarian 
terms as a matter of charity rather than a recognition of re-
sponsibility.47 As such this description of the state of affairs 
has something in common with the nineteenth-century 
orientalist perspective that saw the inhabitants of the des-
ert as “its fathers rather than its sons.” The London Sunday 
Times recently reported on a European-funded 5,000-mile 
long wall made of millions of trees across the Sahel, meant 
to slow down desertification and do nothing less than 
“hold back Saharan terror.”48 

Ever sensitive to global trends, Israel has also started to 
explain the need to settle the Negev Bedouins in towns as 
a local chapter in the global war on terror. In this scenar-
io, the Bedouins need to be put under control because as 

BORDER ZONE BET W EEN THE NEGEV AND EGY P T I AN SINA I ,  <100 MM RPA

Fazal Sheikh, November 13, 2011

The Negev–Sinai border goes through the zone of extreme aridity, part of the “Saharan climate zone,” 
where annual levels of precipitation are below 100 mm pa. The road at top left leads to the border a few 
hundred meters away. The white cubic boxes connect underground communication and power cables that 
serve the border fence. The intersecting line is a “seismic test line,” one of a number of parallel cuts that 
divide the area into distinct oil exploration zones. Oil was drilled for in the late 1980s but no commercial 
quantities were found here. This area is one of the most frequently used clandestine routes for illegalized 
migrants seeking asylum from war and famine in sub-Saharan Africa, mainly Eritrea and Darfur. In 2013, a 
fence was built along the entire length of the border to block asylum-seekers from entering Israel. The area 
is a no-go zone, much of it taken up by closed-off live-fire training zones run by the Israeli military. A few 
kilometers south the state runs various prisons, initially for Palestinians from the West Bank and Gaza, later 
for illegalized migrants. 

GAR I AND BOR ANA SHARED BUR I A L S I TE ,  UNHCR REF UGEE CA MP  
FOR ETHIOPI AN REF UGEES ,  WA LDA, K EN YA , <200 MM RPA

Fazal Sheikh, 1993

The Walda camp was a small provisionary refugee camp of 8,000 people situated in northern Kenya, about 
70 kilometers south of the Ethiopian border. The refugees were Ethiopians fleeing Kenya in 1991, following 
the ethnic tensions that followed the overthrow of the Mengistu regime, a conflict that was aggravated by 
droughts, desertification, and food insecurity. The camp, routinely targeted by Ethiopian forces, leaving 
many dead, closed in 1993 and the refugees transferred deeper inland.
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of the Sahara, millions are held in refugee camps on its 
southern one.52 A shared history thus connects the people 
that inhabit the opposite shorelines of the Sahara–the Fur, 
Zaghawa, and Masalit, as well as the Guhayna Arabs of 
the Darfur/Sudan and eastern Chad regions, the Maasai 
of Kenya, the Tuareg and Songhai of west Sahel and Mali, 
and the Bedouins of the Negev.53 When the savannah ebbs 
it does so in all these locations. 

The JNF used the alarm about the consequences of 
climate change and desertification to promote its own 
agenda, and suggested that in the Negev “desertification 
could be stopped by large-scale afforestation” and by “re-
strictions imposed on livestock grazing.”54 Here both meth-
ods are directly mobilized against the Bedouins: the former 
by planting forests over and around their settlements and 
the latter by further restricting their pastoralism.55 

The Negev has become Israel’s ecological laboratory 
within the context of a state that uses ecology as a political 
tool. In the late 1980s, researchers at the Sde Boker campus 
at the Ben-Gurion University in the Negev started to de-
velop a new model of planting for the Negev, using species 
of salt-resistant and water-efficient bushes and trees. This 
is referred to as “savannization,” a reference to the ecolo-
gies of desert thresholds worldwide. With only ten trees 
per dunam (1,000 square meters), and using traditional ir-
rigation technologies, savannization allowed the expansion 
of afforestation further into the desert.56 On the lands in 
and around al-̒Araqīb, the JNF has overseen the planting of 
three separately named savanna forests. The Ambassador 
Forest, inaugurated in 2005, had diplomats from 49 coun-
tries planting trees on behalf of their countries–thus unwit-
tingly made complicit in an act of dispossession. Only the 

South African ambassador was wise enough to decline the 
honor.57 Another is the God TV Forest planted in 2008, the 
money for which was donated by an organization that uses 
the media to propagate a millenarian theology that foresees 
all Jews converting to Christianity or facing an “everlasting 
lake of fire.” The Nuremberg Forest, paid for by the German 
city, had a dedication sign that reads: “Lest We Forget.”

Although relatively successful in terms of seizing land, 
Israeli environmentalists have continuously protested, usu-
ally in vain, that JNF afforestation, including their savan-
nization efforts, has ended up damaging the ecosystem. 
For a start, earthworks undertaken before planting employ 
heavy machinery that destroys surface soil composition, 
pile high and long mounds of earth, and make the area 
toxic with the herbicides used to eradicate local vegetation 
prior to planting the saplings.58 The earth mounds built to 
irrigate trees along the slopes stop most rainwater from 
reaching the valleys below, drying up large swathes of 
land downstream and destroying the entire ecosystem in 
them. Since naturally occurring waterways can no longer 
remove the alluvial deposits there, the salinity of the soil 
also increases over time, making the land inhospitable for 
cultivation. The restriction on grazing (primarily a Bedouin 
economy) leads to the increase of vegetation between 
trees and thus to the more frequent occurrence and dam-
age of forest fires. Trees do cool the areas around them, 
but only because they remove precious water from the 
soil and release it into the atmosphere. Although carbon 
sequestration (the absorption of CO2) might help slow the 
consequences of climate change, there is an ongoing de-
bate regarding the effects of afforestation in general. The 
Society for the Protection of Nature in Israel, which togeth-
er with Israel’s Parks and Nature Authority opposes the 
JNF afforestation efforts, points to research that posits the 
likelihood that forested areas might actually contribute to 
global warming because of the increased heat absorption 
due to their darker color compared to the light-colored 
steppe which better reflects heat. The desert’s light yellow 
areas, rather than the thicker greens of the forest, actually 
protect it from overheating.59  

The gift that Ben-Gurion thought Zionist cultivation 
would bring to nature has seemingly been rejected.60 
Intense agricultural farming using artificial irrigation, fertiliz-
ers, and pesticides has contributed to global climate change 
and radically affected local climate.61 Carbon sequestra-
tion data from ecological research and monitoring stations 
shows a significant year-on-year increase in temperature 
and in the rate of evaporation over the past decades, as the 
desert reclaims some of its lost ground. Weather conditions 
such as flooding and droughts have become more extreme 
and there is an overall decrease in ecological activity.62  

Pages 28–29:

E ARTH WORKS IN PREPAR AT ION FOR PL AN T ING OF THE  
A MBASSADOR FOREST, A LONG THE A L-ʻAR AQĪB STRE A M, 
200 MM RPA

Fazal Sheikh, October 4, 2011

Plantation work for the Ambassador Forest was organized by the JNF.  
Using a method known as “savannization,” it is a mix of sparsely 
scattered acacia or eucalyptus trees with bushes and grass between. 
Irrigation comes from long terraces that collect rainwater. Although 
the average rainfall is around 200 mm pa, the saplings absorb between 
500 and 1,000 mm pa during the rainy season. The fields around the 
planted area, distinguished by shallow plowing or “scratching,” are culti-
vated by Bedouins. The small spots within the field show where wheat 
was collected in previous years. At the lower center of the planted 
area are traces of a bāyka (a hard house). These indicate that the forest 
was planted atop a Bedouin settlement. The name of the village was 
Abu ʽAbdūn, of the Tiyāha tribe. It was abandoned and destroyed after 
1948. The path, accompanied by a shallow fence that runs diagonally 
from lower left to top right through the center of the image, coincides 
with the planned route of a railway line. 

GOOGLE E ARTH T IMEL INE SEQUENCE OF THE A MBASSADOR FOREST, 2004–2013

The rhetoric of environmentalism can be a smoke screen behind which a political conflict takes shape. 
Sometimes forests were used as placeholders, pre-empting Arab return, until another necessary installation 
could make use of the ground. This sequence of satellite photographs shows a new spur of the Beersheba–
Ashkelon train line cutting right through a patch of recently planted forest. 
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LA ND A ND CL IM ATE DISPLACEMEN T

Locations along the threshold of the desert, across Israel/Palestine

The Normalized Difference Vegetation Index (NDVI) is a graphic 
indicator that measures coverage and robustness of vegetation. It shows 
that the border of the arid area, now generated by artificial irrigation, 
no longer overlaps the 200 mm isohyet.

1.	 The border between the Negev (Israel) and Sinai (Egypt) is 
distinguished by the heavy grazing of goats and camels on the 
Egyptian side, leaving only pallid vegetation. On the Israeli side 
of the border, the exclusion of Bedouin shepherds is indicated by 
the moderate but consistent vegetative cover. At the bottom of the 
frame are a number of agrarian settlements established to “fortify 
the border.” Ktziʻot was abandoned because of the harsh climatic 
conditions and subsequently converted into a detention camp, 
initially for Palestinians and then for illegalized African migrants. 
An Israeli “prison archipelago” has developed around it, indicated 
here by small green gardens within the prison walls. 

2.	 The cultivation border between a number of Israeli agrarian settle-
ments and the dunes of Nitzana. This is where some of the Jewish 
settlers evacuated from Gaza in 2005 were relocated.   

3.	 The border with Gaza is apparent in the differing agricultural pat-
terns and vigor. On the Israeli side are large well-irrigated fields; on 
the Gaza side small fields are cultivated with less available water. 
This border area was the site of the 2014 Israel–Gaza conflict.

4.	 The development town of Ofakim hosts a cluster of small gardens 
within the larger fields of the neighboring agrarian settlements. 

5.	 A group of artificially irrigated agrarian settlements of Revivim, 
Mash’abei Sadeh, and Ashalim.

6.	 Sde Boker, a kibbutz practicing experimental desert agriculture and 
a college specializing in solar research. This is where Ben-Gurion 
lived at the end of his life and where he is buried. 

7.	 The Avdat experimental desert farm, where Byzantine irrigation 
methods are used to support cultivation for scientific purposes. 

8.	 Rahat, the largest Bedouin town in the Negev, is an arid island 
surrounded by well-irrigated fields. Its urban center and adjacent 
lands are much drier than the nearby Jewish development town of 
Ofakim. 

9.	 Al-ʻAraqīb; see separate time sequence of annual maps on p. 36.

10.	 Area within the former Siyāj, the Bedouin enclosure of 1948–66, 
where many of the illegalized Bedouin villages are located. The 
former Siyāj area is made distinct by the low vegetative vigor asso-
ciated with its small subsistence fields. 

11.	 The Otni’el settlement within the West Bank, distinguished by the 
vigor of its vegetation and well-irrigated domestic gardens. 

12.	 The forest of Yatir, where planting started in 1966 and has been 
ongoing ever since. Its northern edge abuts the border of the West 
Bank, seen clearly in the immediate reduction of vegetative cover 
and vigor. 

13.	 The air force base of Nevatim is located in the middle of an area 
dense with (legal and illegalized) Bedouin villages within the 
former Siyāj. Note how the runways are visible as zones without 
vegetation, but how the gardens in the residential part of the base 
are better irrigated than the surrounding Bedouin settlements. 

14.	 The city of Hebron. East of the city, where the settlement of Kiryat 
Arba is located, vegetation levels increase due to greater water 
allocation to the Jewish settlers.  

15.	 The Negev Nuclear Research Centre near Dimona. The small spots 
of vegetation here are the decorative gardens around the secret re-
actor laboratories where Israel is reportedly constructing its nuclear 
weapons.

 

16.	 The settlement blocs of Nokdīm (home to Israeli politician Avigdor 
Lieberman), Tekoa, and Kfar Eldad are distinguished by high vege-
tative vigor at the edge of the desert. 

17.	 Afforestation within the Jerusalem corridor on both sides of the Tel 
Aviv–Jerusalem Highway 1 started immediately after the establish-
ment of Israel. Tens of millions of conifers, mainly Aleppo pines, 
were planted by the JNF atop the ruins of dozens of Palestinian 
villages, their orchard groves, and fields. This densely populated 
Palestinian area was ethnically cleansed in 1948. Today it is the 
largest afforestation area in Israel. The forest’s edge clearly marks 
the border of the West Bank and extends to the east at the thresh-
old of the desert.

18.	 The settlement of Maʻale Adumim, conspicuous by the vigor of its 
vegetation at the edge of the desert. 

19.	 The Palestinian city of Jericho, a desert oasis fed by springs from 
underground aquifers, surrounded by many orchards and fields. 

20.	 An Israeli agricultural settlement bloc and agricultural fields. The 
surrounding arid areas are where the Bedouin communities of the 
Jordan Valley are located.

 
NDVI map by Jamon Van Den Hoek; analysis by Jamon Van Den Hoek and 
Forensic Architecture, 2014; courtesy of Landsat 8, NASA; captions by Jamon 
Van Den Hoek and Eyal Weizman

Page 34:

A BR IT ISH SURV EY OF PA LEST INE M AP FROM 1947 M ARK-
ING THE DISTR IBU T ION OF BEDOUIN TEN TS (E ACH TEN T 
IS A RED DOT) IN THE NEGEV 

Page 35:

AGR AR I A N SET T LEMEN TS A ND ANN UAL PRECIPITAT ION 
M ARK ERS ON TOP OF AN NDV I M AP 

Prepared by Jamon Van Den Hoek, Francesco Sebregondi/Forensic Architec-
ture, 2014 

In 1947, Bedouin tents are densest in the northwestern part of the 
Negev and exist on both sides of the aridity line. The contemporary 
map shows the villages of the descendants of the remaining Bedouins 
concentrated in the more arid eastern parts of the northern Negev, 
almost entirely south of the 200 mm isohyet, with the ground around 
and between them showing weak signals of vegetation vigor. Jewish 
settlements are now located in the area previously most densely settled 
by the Bedouins. They are surrounded by robust vegetation–fields and 
gardens–supported by artificial irrigation. The juxtaposition of the maps 
tells the story of the displacement of Bedouins in relation to meteoro-
logical conditions and the uneven distribution of land and water.
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The Bedouin Nakba

still practiced within ever-shrinking but well-defined ter-
ritories of tribal control, or dira, but the process of seden-
tarization led to the “closure of the frontier” (shortly after 
it was closing in the Americas), and nomadic life effectively 
ceased.69 The settling of Bedouin tribes was apparent in 
the proliferation of hard structures or bāyka, built of adobe 
and stone at the center of tribal lands. 

In the period between the 1948 war and 1953, the 
Israeli military expelled about 90 percent of the 100,000 
Bedouins of the Negev to the West Bank and Gaza, and 
further into Jordan and Egypt.70 Those displacements in-
volved massacres of people and livestock, the burning of 
tents, the destruction of bāyka, and the sealing of wells, as 
well as attacks from light planes. Nūri al-̒ Uqbi, who was 
born in and displaced from al-̒Araqīb, described an event 
that took place there during the last stages of the 1948 war:

I remember that in the year of the Nakba, planes were 
passing overhead on their way to bomb Bir a-Ssabʻ 
[Beersheba]. We heard the blasts because it is very close. 
The family members say that once an airplane bombed 
in al-̒Araqīb, hit a house and killed two brothers. But 
the most horrific thing that happened here in the year 
of the Nakba is the killing of fourteen men from the 
area by one of the Jewish gangs. I do not remember 
the case myself, but heard it from the elders: four 
armed Jews passed with a Jeep between the tents and 
“arrested” fifteen men from different tribes. They took 

them to a peripheral house whose remains are today 
between al-̒Araqīb and Rahat in front of Givʻot Bar. 
They took them out of the car and shot them inside 
the house. Only one managed to jump out of the car 
and run away; his name was Abu Mubārak al-Qarʻīni. 
The kidnappers shot and wounded him seriously. The 
following day, or two days later, he died. Before he died 
he told of what had happened in that house.71 

Only around 12,500 Bedouins were spared expulsion and 
were registered as citizens of Israel. On the eve of the 1948 
war, the area most densely settled by Bedouins was north-
west of the 200 mm isohyet. Between 1948 and 1953, those 
who remained were relocated to a closed-off arid and sa-
line area southeast of this annual precipitation line marker. 
Bedouin displacement in the Negev was not only a matter 
of territory but also a matter of climate. The area to which 
Bedouins were displaced, 1,000 square kilometers in size, 
was known as the Siyāj, Arabic for “enclosure” or “fence.” 
Until 1966, it was placed under military regime and func-
tioned, according to political scientist Neve Gordon, like a 
Native American reservation of the nineteenth century.72 

The most visible remains of the Bedouin villages near 
the aridity line were removed. Also completely erased, as 
Benvenisti explains, were the names of the hills, rivers, and 
archaeological sites by which the desert was known for 
hundreds of years. A new Hebrew map was drawn up, new 
textbooks were introduced, and new road signs installed. 
Zalman Lifshitz, head of the Negev Name Committees, 
established by David Ben-Gurion in the late 1950s to take 
charge of this cartographic Judaization process, declared: 
“…the whole question of Arabic place-names in the Negev 
has become irrelevant since there are almost no Bedouin 
there.”73 The Naqab has turned into the Negev (in this text 
I refer to the territory in its Hebrew Negev—rather than 
the Arabic Naqab—to mark its colonial reality). Between 
and sometimes within settlements, fields, and forests some 
traces of Bedouin life did remain. Such remnants, of which 
the cemetery in al-̒Araqīb is but one example, were the an-
chors to which Bedouin tribes would return some 60 years 
later. There are five tribal cemeteries in the al-̒Araqīb area.

Pushing the line of cultivation south beyond the aridity line 
has contributed to the northward movement of the meteo-
rological aridity line. The gradient of cultivation that has for 
generations been slowly and gradually shifting from arable 
to barren lands has been replaced by a fragmented territo-
ry of micro-climatic conditions with interspersed patches 
of dry land and artificially and intensively irrigated greens, 
roughly coextensive with Jewish Israeli and Bedouin (also 
Israeli) inhabited and cultivated areas. 

Debates about the origins of climate change tend to 
foreground the adverse effects of industrialization and the 
excessive atmospheric accumulation of greenhouse gases 
produced mainly by the burning of fossil fuels. This was 
the reason that when climate scientists introduced the 
concept of the Anthropocene to signify a new geologi-
cal epoch in which humans are considered as a climatic 
and geological force they proposed dating its beginning 
to the invention of the steam engine.63 Climate change 
in this scenario is the indirect and unintended conse-
quence of modernization and industrialization: its “col-
lateral damage.” If, however, following historian Dipesh 
Chakrabarty, we look at climate change from the point 
of view of the history of colonialism, we no longer sim-
ply see it as a collateral effect of modernity, but rather as 
its very target and aim.64 Indeed, colonial projects from 
North America through Africa, the Middle East, India, and 
Australia sought to re-engineer the climate. Colonizers did 
not only seek to overcome unfamiliar and harsh climatic 
conditions, but rather to transform them. Native people, 
who were seen as part of the natural environment, were 
displaced along with the climate or killed. Although the 
attempt was to make the desert green, instead the green 
fell fallow, lakes deadened, and oceans rose. 

In the Negev, as we have seen, the Bedouins were squeezed 
between two forces pushing in opposite directions: Israeli 
settlements pushed the desert edge south, while desertifi-
cation pushed it north.  

T H E  B E D O U I N  N A K B A

In the years before the state was established, the Zionists, 
settling beyond the aridity line, entered the areas of the 
Tarabīn, al-̒Azāzme, al-Jubarāt, and Tiyāha tribes and, in 
recognition of their land ownership, bought land from 
them.65 They admired and often imitated their costume 
and dress. The Bedouins, for their part, saw the few set-
tlements in the Negev as an opportunity of sorts. There 
were some mutual raids, retributions, and other incidents 
of irruptive violence, but in general, as the historian Meron 
Benvenisti explains, Zionists saw the Bedouins not as dan-
gerous competitors possessed with a strong national iden-
tity but rather as orientalized biblical figures embodying 
the way of life of their forebears.66 A Zionist geographer 
even went so far as to propose that the Bedouins were “the 
type closest to that of ancient Semitic population” and thus 
blood relations of the Jews.67  

What Zionists could not see then (and still cannot see 
today) was that at the turn of the twentieth century the 
Bedouins were in the midst of a process of fundamental 
social and political transformation.68 Towards the end of 
the Ottoman period the Bedouins began to adopt a more 
settled pattern of life in the northern Negev. Although 
there had always been an agricultural element to their 
subsistence, the balance now shifted towards cultivation. 
Some movement between fixed summer and winter ac-
commodation, mainly from higher to lower altitude, was 

THE ARE A OF A L-ʻAR AQĪB IN 1998 , 2002 , 2008 , AND 2014

NDVI reading by Jamon Van Den Hoek, 2014 

This series of four images shows the decline of agriculture in the area of al-ʻAraqīb from 1998 to 
2014, manifest in two ways. First, the reduction of vigorous agricultural vegetation is replaced by 
thinner tree plantation beginning in the early 2000s. Second, farm plot boundaries are dissolved as 
planted trees encroach upon and eventually dominate agricultural fields. (Jamon Van Den Hoek)

BĀY K AT MUSA LL A M A L-QAWĀSMI A L-ʻA LA M ĀT,  
S I TE OF THE 1948 M ASSACRE IN A L-ʻAR AQĪB

Fazal Sheikh, April 14, 2014

The ruins of the house where fourteen Bedouin men were murdered 
by Zionist forces lie within a small field now cultivated by Bedouins. It 
has greener shoots because the foundations were left in place and not 
plowed over. At the time the photograph was taken, the surrounding 
wheat fields were drying out before the harvest.

Pages 38–39:

MEITAR FOREST, >200 MM RPA

Fazal Sheikh, October 9, 2011

The Meitar Forest is an extension of the forest of Yatir—the largest for-
est in Israel planted since 1966—although non-contiguous with it. The 
forest is meant to create a barrier between the affluent Jewish suburb 
of Meitar and the Bedouin township of Ḥūra. North of the aridity line 
the species of tree used is the Aleppo pine, the most commonly planted 
tree in Israel.
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Concentration Towns

thousands of residents living in Dimona and in the Bedouin 
settlements in the vicinity of the reactor.75 

C O N C E N T R AT I O N  T OW N S

In 1966, after the termination of the military rule, the Siyāj 
was replaced by another well-tested colonial strategy: 
concentration townships. Seven such townships were 
built between 1968 and 1989, and are now home to 
135,000 people. Of these people, more than a third now 
live in Rahat, the oldest and largest of these concentra-
tion towns—now having crossed the 50,000 inhabitants 

threshold considered a city. Forced urbanization severed 
Bedouins from the land and from their pastoral and agrari-
an lives and facilitated their proletarianization in industrial 
and agricultural projects–or even their incorporation as sal-
aried soldiers into the military, where they were employed 
mainly as trackers or as an interface with the civilian pop-
ulations of Gaza and the West Bank, after their occupation 
in 1967.

Israel’s attempt to deal with the Bedouins through a 
combination of displacement and concentration was sim-
ilar to other such attempts that took place in the Middle 
East along the aridity line. Starting in the late nineteenth 

The emptied lands of the northern Negev were handed 
over to Israeli agrarian settlements and military bases and 
for the construction of several “development towns”–Arad, 
Dimona, Yeruḥam, and Mitzpe Ramōn–in which the state 
settled mainly North African Jews in public housing built 
around state subsidized industry (the ruling European elite 
patronizingly believed that they would be better accustomed 
to the high temperature and aridity of the desert than those 
migrants arriving from central and eastern Europe).74  

One of the largest of the “state factories” constructed in 
1958 just outside the borders of the Siyāj on lands 

confiscated from the Tiyāha tribe was the Negev Nuclear 
Research Center near Dimona, where international moni-
toring groups believe Israel produced its nuclear warheads. 
The airspace over the site is closed and Bedouin tribes are 
kept 15–20 kilometers away from the fence. For secrecy 
reasons, the reactor buries all its radioactive waste, includ-
ing spent uranium rods with high-intensity radioactivity, 
on site. In 2004, after independent researchers found ra-
dioactivity in areas beyond and around the site, and in 
recognition of the danger of life next to it, Israeli author-
ities distributed potassium iodide anti-radiation tablets to 

REMNAN TS OF BEDOUIN HOMESTE ADS IN A M IL ITARY L I VE-F IRE TR A IN ING ZONE , >100 MM RPA 

Fazal Sheikh, October 4, 2011

These remains of Bedouin homesteads are located south of Arad, near the unrecognized villages of al-
Qurʽān and Qabbūʽa. A current plan to establish a phosphate quarry on the site is facing opposition from 
both Bedouins in the nearby villages and Jewish residents from Arad, stating health concerns. The Bedouin 
settlement was evacuated when the Israeli military established a live-fire zone on the site. The earthwork 
enclosures all look similar but those below the dirt road that crosses from left to right have been built by 
Bedouins around places where their tents used to stand. Within the “gun-shaped” enclosure on the left is a 
concrete floor over which a tent was erected. In winter, people and livestock stayed within the lower enclo-
sures on the slope, and in summer they moved to the higher area. The earthworks above the dirt road show 
traces of heavy mechanical equipment, which indicates that they are military enclosures for live-fire training. 
The reshaping of the land with earthworks is a common feature of many programs at the threshold of the 
desert. At the top right a train of camels can be seen, led by one person.

REMNAN TS OF AN E XTENSION TO THE BEDOUIN V ILL AGE OF R AK HM A  
NE AR DIMONA, A L-ʻA Z Ā ZME TR IBE ,  <100 MM RPA  

Fazal Sheikh, November 14, 2011

The circular stains indicate the earlier presence of livestock pens (sire). The gradient of saturation indicates how 
many rainy seasons, or years, have washed away at the stains. The multiple circles are typical of the Bedouin 
communities and signal that the pens were removed and reconstructed several times. Such corrals are generally 
moved on a seasonal/yearly basis. The faded circle in the lower right indicates that it is older, while the darker 
one in the upper left is more recent, and the most recent is the one at the center, where the fertilization blankets 
the soil, not yet melding with the desert. A very faint fourth circle may be seen just to the left of the lower one. 
The light plowing (scratching) of the ground is indicative of ongoing Bedouin cultivation. The site is now officially  
within a closed military live-fire zone. Despite this restriction, the Bedouins maintain a presence on the land.
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forced to build without permits (permits were given only 
in the concentration towns), as invaders or trespassers. It 
did not mark their villages on maps, nor did it provide 
them with even the most basic infrastructure, nor with 
municipal services, not even medical ones. The intention 
was that by making the lives of these inhabitants harder, 
they would be forced into the concentration towns pre-
pared for them.78   

If the fate of those living in these unrecognized villages 
was to be compared to that of other Palestinian refugees, 
the condition of the Negev Bedouins was, according to 
al-‘Uqbi, much worse: “Refugee camps are supported by 
the UN, we are supported by no one. We have no electric-
ity, no roads, no water, no schools, and no one to provide 
us with the medical aid and food that we need… Our 
Nakba,” he added, “was not to be expelled outside the 
country, our catastrophe was to be concentrated.”79  

In the same way that Native American reservations be-
came dumping grounds for toxic materials, the state located 
its most polluting (and, as we have seen, radioactive) sites 
around the concentrations of Bedouin habitation. When 
in 1979 the only toxic disposal facility–the Ramat Ḥovav 
Industrial Zone–was constructed south of Beersheba, its 
planners argued that its location was suitable because “no-
one lived there,” disregarding the Bedouin settlements in 
the vicinity.80  

The official understanding that areas where unrecog-
nized Bedouin villages are located are considered “open 
areas” has recently had tragic consequences. “Iron Dome,” 
the air-interception system installed by Israel to protect 
Israelis from rockets fired from Gaza and elsewhere, is 
designed to calculate the rockets’ approximate landing 
spot. If they are predicted to fall in an “open area” the 
system holds back from firing one of its $20,000 intercep-
tors. On July 19, 2014, a rocket fired from Gaza, aimed 
most likely at the nuclear reactor, was projected to land in 
an “open area.” It indeed did so, except that in this open 
area marked on maps was the unrecognized village of al-
Jubarāt. Thirty-two-year-old ʻOde al-Wajj was killed and 
four of his family members wounded.81 Still, the state has 
not installed shelters in these villages, as it does in all other 
civilian communities; it advised the Bedouins to simply lie 
on the ground when they hear a rocket about to land with 
their hands protecting their heads.82 

Considered illegal and without ownership of the land, 
Bedouin settlements were continuously uprooted as state 
priorities in the Negev shifted. In the early 1980s, many 
Bedouin settlements were displaced when the military 
transferred its major air force bases to the Negev fol-
lowing Israel’s withdrawal from the Sinai as part of the 
peace agreement with Egypt. Nevatim, one of the busiest 

of Israeli military air force bases, has been expanded in 
the very middle of the former Siyāj, still the most dense-
ly populated Bedouin area. More recently, Bedouins were 
displaced because the Israeli military decided to move its 
training schools into the Negev. The Ariel Sharon “city of 
training schools”—with accommodation for 100,000 mil-
itary personnel and their families—is projected to be the 
largest city south of Beersheba when it opens in 2015. The 
irony is that while the state claims it is trying to “settle” 
the Bedouins by changing their traditional “nomadic” life 
(which has not been the case for more than a hundred 
years) to an “urban” one (the concentration towns might be 
dense but they have none of the qualities that make them 
urban), it has continuously kicked them about the des-
ert, leading to what Palestinian legal activist and planner 
Hanna Hamdan calls “a condition of forced nomadism.”83 
Recent government plans sought to contain the escalating 
conflict with new proposals. But these plans, which failed 
to gain the trust of the Bedouins like all their predecessors, 
tried to solve the problem with more of the very thing–
concentration towns–that had already aggravated it.84 

Further south, roughly past the 100 mm annual precip-
itation marker, Bedouin settlement points thin out and this 
part of the Negev serves as the dumping ground for ev-
erything Israel’s economy needs but the state wants kept 
far away out of sight: polluting industries, garbage dumps, 
radioactive storage sites, military live-fire training zones, 
as well as a remote archipelago of prisons and detention 
camps. The latter exist in an arid part of the desert close to 
the Egyptian border in an area that could be understood 
as Israel’s “desert Siberia.” In it the military runs a num-
ber of little-regulated, out-of-sight (and oversight) deten-
tion camps for Palestinian prisoners from the West Bank 
and Gaza in conditions defined by human rights groups as 
“illegal and inhuman.”85 It is here that this archipelago of 
incarceration has recently been expanded into the world’s 
largest constellation of detention centers for sub-Saharan 
asylum seekers–mainly Sudanese and Eritrean refugees 
escaping war and famine.86  century, the Ottomans, seeking to regain control of the 

peripheral areas of their empire, built a string of towns 
along the edge of the desert. One of them, Beersheba, 
was built as an administrative center and a garrison town 
at the turn of the twentieth century, and was intended to 
keep the Bedouins in check. Similar towns were also built 
in Transjordan and along the edge of the Syrian Desert. 
Many are now abandoned. The Arab states that were 
formed in the first part of the twentieth century contin-
ued the policy of concentrating and settling the Bedouins 
within their borders.76  

Similar to Palestinian refugees, the Bedouins pushed 
into the Siyāj demonstrated their desire to return by refusing 

to treat their new settlements as permanent.77 Nūri al-̒ Uqbi 
described how his father, Al-Sheikh Suleimān Muḥammad 
al-̒ Uqbi, had been until his death in 1993 unwilling to pave 
the floor of their house in the town of Ḥūra. 

Today, about 80,000 Bedouins have refused resettle-
ment in the townships. As their population increased so 
did pressure for land and the need to expand beyond the 
area allocated by the State of Israel. Since the time of their 
displacement, Bedouin families attempted to return to the 
lands from which they had been expelled. These are effec-
tively the only de-facto enactments of “the right of return” 
undertaken by Palestinians displaced in 1948. The state 
treated those who returned to their lands, as well as those 

EVAPOR AT ION PONDS AT THE AR AD PHOSPHATE M INE , >100 MM RPA

Fazal Sheikh, November 22, 2011

Resources in the Negev include copper, iron, manganese, phosphates, and uranium. The Arad facility mines 
the highest grade phosphates, with estimates of between thirty and sixty thousand tons of uranium con-
tained in low-level phosphate ores, much of which is extracted in the three mines of the parent company, 
Rotem Amfert Negev Ltd. Established in 1952, initially as Negev Phosphates, the company’s Arad site is 
adjacent to the Dimona Nuclear Research Center. The state acknowledges the existence of the site, but 
maintains a policy of nuclear ambiguity, neither confirming nor denying that it contains nuclear weapons. 
Constructed in secret (beginning in 1958) with French assistance, outside the International Atomic Energy 
Agency (IAEA) inspection regime, the airspace over the nuclear research center is closed, and the area 
around it is heavily guarded and fenced off. Bedouin tribes are kept 15–20 kilometers from the fence.

Pages 44–45:

BEDOUIN SET T LEMEN T OF ABU HADDŪBE , NE XT TO THE 
ASAF DUDAʼ IM WASTE PROCESSING SITE ,  200 MM RPA

Fazal Sheikh, October 4, 2011

The Dudaʼim waste site receives and recycles 1,300 tons of domestic 
and construction waste per day, mainly from the metropolitan center of 
Tel Aviv. The land was formerly part of the villages of Karkūr and ʻArab 
al-Ntūsh, south of al-ʻAraqīb. On the right, just by the fence enclosing 
one of the dumping facilities, are homesteads of the Bedouin settlement 
of Abu Haddūbe. The fields next to the homes are cultivated by the 
Bedouins. 
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A Tribe Against the State

where he ran a car repair workshop. In 2001, seeing JNF 
savanna-type afforestation being prepared on his family 
land, al-‘Uqbi returned to plant a few fruit trees, but again 
they were uprooted. Each time he returned to the site he 
was served with an indictment; throughout his life he has 
accumulated more than 70 of them. 

In October 2006, al-̒ Uqbi set up a protest tent in al-
ʻAraqīb, a kilometer or so downstream, west of the al-Tūri 
cemetery. The area he returned to did not resemble the 
one he had left as a small boy. Al-̒Araqīb has become a 
landlocked “island” surrounded by Jewish agricultural set-
tlements, JNF forests, a highway, a railway, and a major 
waste facility. Time and again the Green Patrol raided 
the place and confiscated his tent and belongings. But for 
three years the tent was immediately re-erected. In 2009, 
the al-‘Uqbi case was heard in court, and Nūri heeded his 

lawyers’ advice to honor the restraining orders prohibiting 
his presence on the site. He returned to Ḥūra and directed 
the struggle from his small living room there, which re-
mains the headquarters of his one-man NGO. 

Members of the al-Tūri tribe had bought land in the 
eastern part of al-̒Araqīb from the al-‘Uqbis in 1905 and 
had begun to use it as a cemetery in 1914. Since their 
displacement in the 1950s, members of the tribe came to 
the area near the cemetery many times each year, bringing 
their herds with them. Unlike the al-‘Uqbis, they feel as if 
they never left. When the JNF started planting forests on 
the land in 1998, the al-Tūris established a permanent foot-
hold. Their numbers on site steadily grew. In 2002 when 
the demolitions began, there were 400 people living in a 
small semi-agrarian village next to the cemetery. 

A  T R I B E  AG A I N S T  T H E  S TAT E

In 1951, the Israeli military governor ordered the al-‘Uqbi 
tribe to evacuate their land for six months for a military 
training exercise, promising that they would be able to 
return. They were taken to the village (now town) of Ḥūra 
on the northwestern part of the Siyāj close to the bor-
der with the West Bank, then under Jordanian rule. Six 
months later, Nūri’s father, Sheikh Suleiman Muhammad 
al-‘Uqbi, asked for permission to return, but the state au-
thorities refused. In 1954, he took his family back without 
permission, but was swiftly evicted, and was later relieved 
of his duties as a tribal sheikh, by then a state position. 

Since then, the al-‘Uqbis have tried to return time and 
time again without success. At the end of September 1973 
(shortly before the Arab–Israeli October War) the return 
was led by Nūri himself, who also planted fruit trees. The 
people were evicted and the trees uprooted. 

In the wake of the 1973 return, Nūri al-ʻUqbi founded 
the Association for the Defense of Bedouin Rights, the 
first NGO of its kind. The association has dealt with a 
host of different matters beyond those of land rights, in-
cluding—after the Israeli technician Mordechai Vanunu’s 
exposure of Israel’s nuclear program in 1986—anti-nuclear 
activism. Al-‘Uqbi has in the meantime lived in different 
places including Lod in the Tel Aviv metropolitan area, 

E ARTH WORKS FOR ʽ IR HABAHADIM (C IT Y OF M IL ITARY TR A IN ING BASES),  <100 MM RPA

Fazal Sheikh, November 22, 2011

This military mega-base is currently under construction between the development towns of Dimona and 
Yeruḥam. Planned for 30,000 army personnel, it is scheduled to open in 2015 and to be named after Ariel 
Sharon. The base will house the Israeli Defense Force’s Armaments School, Logistics Training School, Mili-
tary Police School, and other military training centers. The base will include training facilities, sports areas, 
a shopping mall, synagogues, hotels, cinemas, and entertainment facilities. There are illegalized Bedouin 
villages east of the site and also a Jewish-owned ranch. The site is bounded by a closed military zone with 
some families of the unrecognized Bedouin village of al-Mshash contained within it. The government plans 
to move the residents to Segev Shalom/Shgēb al-Salām, one of the Bedouin townships.

TARGETS S IMU L AT ING ENEMY INSTA LLAT IONS IN A L I V E-F IRE TR A IN ING ZONE , <100 MM RPA

Fazal Sheikh, November 13, 2011

The targets simulate Egyptian and Syrian military circular fortification systems (known as pitas). Created by 
piling up earth mounds, they are reminiscent of the ancient archaeological remains that are also scattered 
throughout this part of the desert. The live-fire zone, established on former pasturelands of the al-ʻAzāzme 
tribe, is not far from the border with Egypt and is also meant to close off the border zone to Bedouins.
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Ecological Paramilitaries

E C O LO G I C A L  PA R A M I L I TA R I E S

Barely an hour after Fazal Sheikh and I arrived in al-ʻAraqīb 
on April 7, 2014, to visit al-‘Uqbi’s lands and to meet 
Sheikh Sayāh al-Tūri and activist Haia Noach, founder of 
the NGO Dukium (Negev Coexistence Forum for Civil 
Equality), two police cars, an off-road Green Patrol vehicle, 
and a bulldozer arrived looking for things to demolish. 
All they could find outside the cemetery (they had not 
yet obtained a demolition order for the structures inside 
the cemetery fences) were a few light structures erected 
by the community to mark their claim on the land. On 
this occasion the empty structures functioned like decoys, 
diverting enemy fire away from the cemetery. It was the 
sixty-second time in twelve years that the village had been 
demolished, but no one seemed too bothered; they were 
used to much worse. 

The very existence of an organization such as the Green 
Patrol is a testimony to the national-strategic importance of 
ecology in this area. It was established in 1977 by a coalition 
of national environmental agencies—the Nature Reserves 
Authority, the JNF, and the Ministry of Agriculture—with 
a seemingly benign task: the ecological preservation of the 
desert’s threshold. In its early days its members were re-
ferred to as “rangers” or “nature activists,” acting to protect 
the “ecological balance of Israel’s green spaces and agricul-
tural lands.”87 But after the political turnabout that saw the 
rise of the conservative Likud party to power in the late 
1970s, the patrol was repurposed and expanded by Ariel 

Sharon, then Minister for Agriculture, into a paramilitary 
force policing the threshold of the desert, the “environmen-
tal protection” equivalent, perhaps, of his notorious vigilan-
te commando Unit 101. In its early days under Sharon, the 
Green Patrol numbered between 20 and 30 men, includ-
ing a few Arabic-speaking Jews and some Hebrew-speaking 
Druze. The composition demonstrates how the state aimed 
to turn its non-Jewish subjects against each other—using 
Druze citizens against Bedouins and recruiting the impov-
erished Bedouins to the Israeli military to act against the 
Palestinians in the Occupied Territories.

Indeed, the quest for “nature preservation” was thrown 
into direct conflict with indigenous culture and Bedouin 
land ownership claims. In the northern Negev the Green 
Patrol engaged in a Sharon-style campaign specializing in 
“locating and rapidly evacuating” Bedouins still living on, 
or returning to, land seized by the state. “They would at-
tach a jeep to a tent and just drive off. They would poke 
holes in our jerry cans so that we’d run out of water,” a 
former Bedouin soldier in the Israeli military recounted. 
“Imagine how a man felt when he returned from the army 
to find his tent destroyed and his wife beaten. They shot 
our dogs even when they knew there wasn’t any rabies 
involved.”88  

It was in the early 2000s, during the period when 
Sharon was prime minister, that the Green Patrol was 
given the green light to escalate. It happened under the 
smoke screen of the Second Intifada, when all eyes were 
turned to Israel’s re-occupation of Palestinian cities in the 
West Bank and to the construction of the Wall. Like an 
orchestrated military operation, attacks on the Bedouins 
returning and holding on to the threshold of the desert 
came from both the air and the ground. In February 2002, 
crop dusters, everywhere to be seen spraying pesticides 
over the intensely irrigated fields of the Jewish settlements 
of the northern threshold of the desert, started spraying 
toxic herbicides on the small sustenance fields of illegalized 
Bedouin settlements that the state wanted to evict, acting 
now, literally, as agents of desertification.89 On March 4, 
2003, almost 400 acres of cultivation were destroyed by 
crop dusters flying over the unrecognized village of ʻAbda. 
The matter was debated in the Knesset, where it was de-
fended by Avigdor Lieberman, then Minister for National 
Infrastructure and responsible for land management. Other 
state representatives explained that because “the act of in-
vasion is manifesting itself in the seeding of state lands,” 
the state was justified in acting directly against these “in-
vaders.”90 The session, reported the academic and activist 
Gadi Algazi, turned to a discussion of measure: “What is 
the right dose of herbicides to be used to minimize health 
risks?”91 The villagers and rights groups appealed to the 

DEMOLIT ION IN A L-ʻAR AQĪB , 200 M M RPA

Fazal Sheikh, April 7, 2014

At about 2 p.m., a bulldozer, two police cars, and a green off-road 
vehicle of the Green Patrol arrived at al-ʻAraqīb to demolish several light 
structures erected by the community to mark their claim on the land.

N ŪR I A L-ʻUQBI ,  ḤŪR A

Fazal Sheikh, April 12, 2014
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The Dead Negev Doctrine

(“empty land” void of sovereignty or ownership)—a legal 
principle originating at the 1884–85 Berlin Conference 
that disregarded native forms of government, cultivation, 
and settlement, and dispossessed indigenous people in 
Africa, Australia, and other places throughout the colonial 
world. The principle of terra nullius infamously defined na-
tives as “part of the natural environment.”98 By considering 
the Bedouins who settled and cultivated the Negev as no-
mads, Israel has followed a similar legal route.99 The “dead 
Negev doctrine” was not only a tool of dispossession but, 
as Amara, Kedar, and Yiftachel argued, an act of denial 
that dispossession had taken place.100 

It is beyond the scope of this essay to discuss all aspects 
of the 1858 Ottoman land law on which the “dead Negev 
doctrine” rests; its matrix of land title classification is exten-
sive and exhausting. The relevant principle is to do with a 
distinction between cultivated and uncultivated land.

The 1858 land reform followed the Crimean War and 
a cycle of devastating droughts that bankrupted the 
Ottoman Empire in the mid-nineteenth century. In re-
sponse the Ottomans sought to expand cultivation, which 
was both a means of feeding their subjects and raising 
taxes. To encourage cultivation, they granted a form of 
private ownership to those who “revived” barren land 
through cultivation. Inversely, ownership was lost when 
cultivation ceased for three consecutive years. Cultivated 
land was classified as mīri and was taxed. Uncultivated land 
was referred to as mawāt, literally “dead,” and came under 
the ownership and responsibility of the sovereign. Mawāt 
was thus a rocky, arid, or barren landscape “as provided by 
nature.” As such the land reform operated by generating 
a clear conceptual and spatial distinction between nature 
and culture, barren and cultivated lands. Unless continu-
ously cultivated or “revived,” all land located beyond half-
an-hour’s walking distance from the edge of an inhabited 
place, or a mile and a half away, or where “the loudest noise 
made by a person in the closest place of settlement will not 
be heard,” was also considered as mawāt.101 Settlements (or 
inhabited spaces) were thus uniquely necessary as anchors 
from which to start mapping the extent of private land 
ownership around them. But the state regarded Bedouins 
as nomads and their form of settlement as temporary even 
when it was fixed and permanent.

Complicating Bedouin land claims was the fact that the 
calls by the Ottomans and later the British on the Bedouins 
to register their tribal lands and agricultural fields were 
ignored by them. That reason was that the Bedouins 
perceived this initiative, correctly perhaps, as a ruse for 
collecting taxes.102 Although they surveyed and registered 
private land in the north of Palestine, the Ottomans nev-
er ventured to register lands beyond the threshold of the 

Negev, except around Beersheba. Nor did they seize the 
Negev’s land by declaring it mawāt. On the contrary, they 
granted de facto autonomy to the Bedouin tribes to con-
duct their own customary land law and recognized their in-
digenous property system.103 The British who came to rule 
the Negev after the Ottomans also granted the Bedouins 
de facto autonomy to run their traditional land system and 
did not venture to register land there. The few acts of land 
registration that did happen took place at the requests of 
Zionists and Arab non-Bedouin landowners who asked to 
register the land they had purchased from the Bedouins. 
In 1921, as the new Secretary of State for the Colonies, 
Winston Churchill promised the Bedouins that the British 
would respect traditional Bedouin law, in effect granting 
them an autonomy which included a recognition of land 
transfer documents.104

Both the Ottomans and the British did not effectively 
govern beyond the aridity line. In this sense the threshold of 
the Negev, like the thresholds of other deserts throughout 
the colonial world, was, to a certain extent, the threshold 
of imperial rule and, most importantly, the limit of its law. 

For the purpose of seizing land in the Negev, Israel 
employed the principles of the imperial land system that 
suited it–declaring the Negev mawāt/dead land–but not 
the principles of imperial rule that didn’t suit it, i.e., grant-
ing autonomy to its inhabitants. Although before the estab-
lishment of the state Jewish settlers had bought land from 
Bedouins (thus in effect recognizing their ownership), after 
1948 it was convenient for the new Israelis to categorize the 
Bedouins as nomads and ignore the multiple ways in which 
they managed to make use of available rainwater in order 

Supreme Court, demonstrating the effects of the chemi-
cal Roundup, produced by the multinational agrochemical 
corporation Monsanto, on a person’s skin.92 Even the oth-
erwise acquiescent court had to forbid the practice, but by 
then more than 7,500 acres had already been destroyed. 
After that, old habits returned, and the crops were simply 
crushed under the wheels of the Green Patrol’s road vehi-
cles, or uprooted by the blades of their bulldozers.

T H E  D E A D  N E G E V  D O C T R I N E 

In 2006, at the same time as he erected his protest tent in 
al-̒Araqīb, Nūri al-̒ Uqbi brought together sixteen other 
members of his family and filed six separate land claims 
with the Beersheba District Court. The trial al-Uqbi vs. the 
State of Israel began in 2009. Al-̒ Uqbi had in his possession 
piles of evidence for his family’s ownership of these plots. 
They included aerial photographs, land sale documents, 
tax receipts, correspondence with Ottoman, British, and 
Israeli officials, and military orders testifying to Bedouin 
settlement and cultivation practices in the northern thresh-
old of the Negev over the past 150 years. The trial has 
become the catalyst for a further process of research and 
evidence-gathering in which hundreds more pieces of 
documentary, literary, and archaeological evidence were 
found, prepared, and presented. 

Al-‘Uqbi was aware that he was petitioning a court that 
had enacted laws whose very purpose was to dispossess 
the Bedouins, and that allowing it to arbitrate over his peti-
tion might give these dispossessions an aura of justifiability. 
However, having marshaled so much evidence, he believed 
he would be able to reverse not only the dispossession of 
his family, but to confront the legal regime employed to 

enable the dispossession in the first place.93 Through the 
court al-‘Uqbi was seeking to address the Israeli public do-
main, which he believed, naively perhaps, would be able to 
see and reverse the injustice done to him. The legal cam-
paign went hand in hand with a set of public campaigns 
and demonstrations. Solidarity activists were involved in 
preparing the legal files, hundreds attended the hearings, 
and dozens of news articles were published on the issue. 
In 2010, al-‘Uqbi’s petition was predictably dismissed, but 
with the appeal still unfolding, and with public campaigns, 
occupations, and demolitions ongoing, al-̒Araqīb remains 
the center and the symbol of Bedouin struggles for land 
rights in Israel.94 Nūri al-̒ Uqbi summed up the struggle as 
being that of “a tribe against a state,”95 but this tribe was 
not only of blood relations, it has become a small political 
community that has formed around this issue.

In 1975, reacting to Bedouin land claims submitted in 
1972–73, a team of experts at the Ministry of Justice head-
ed by Plia Albek developed a legal mechanism for declar-
ing the land from which Bedouins had been forcefully 
and temporarily displaced in 1948–53 as “state land.” The 
principle, articulated in a document entitled Report of the 
Expert Committee on the Northern Negev and the Siyag Area, 
combined mid-nineteenth-century Ottoman land laws (to 
which Israel claims itself to be committed by the power 
of historical continuity) together with anthropological and 
meteorological data. The logic implied was tautological 
and went against all contrary evidence. There was no per-
manent Bedouin settlement and cultivation in the Negev 
prior to the advent of the State of Israel, because, being 
a “desert,” there simply couldn’t have been.96 In this vast 
zone, more than a half of Israel’s total land area, no Bedouin 
property rights were acknowledged. The Bedouins dispos-
sessed in and after 1948 had been transferred from land, 
the logic of the law sought to demonstrate, that did not 
belong to them in the first place. 

When a legal doctrine is exercised on a designated ter-
ritory, such as “the Negev Desert,” the crucial question is: 
what is its border? As the zone of dispossession was to 
be co-extensive with the meteorological definition of the 
“desert,” the border has necessarily become the 200 mm 
isohyet. It is in this way that the aridity line has become the 
sharp edge of a legal apparatus of dispossession. South of 
it, property rights were not recognized. 

In a number of pathbreaking critical essays, the Israeli 
geographer Oren Yiftachel, who has done more than any-
one else to unpack and confront the perverse logic of this 
argument, called it the “dead Negev doctrine.”97 The “dead 
Negev doctrine,” Yiftachel explained in an essay written 
with scholars Ahmad Amara and Sandi Kedar, is a lo-
cal Israeli version of the colonial principle of terra nullius 

A CROP-DUSTER SPR AY ING HERBIC IDES ON  
THE LAND OF ABU K AFF,  NE XT TO ḤŪR A ,  
ʻA L I ABU SHK HĒTA , M ARCH 10, 2004 

The writing on the photograph reads: “Yet, we will stay despite what 
you have burnt.”

N ŪR I A L-ʻUQBI POIN T ING TO A M ARK ING OF A L-ʻAR AQĪB 
ON JOSEPH BR ASL AVSKY ’S 1946 M AP OF THE NORTHERN 
NEGEV. A LONG THE SA ME STRE A M THE M ARK ING RE ADS 
“AR AB BNE I OK BA” (W HICH REFERS TO THE TR IBA L DO-
M AIN OF THE A L-‘UQBIS)

Fazal Sheikh, April 18, 2014
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Testimony of Climate

to cultivate and settle the northern Negev. Designating the 
entire Negev as “dead land” meant it could be transferred 
in its entirety to Jewish hands for “revival.” 

Over the years, during a number of land rights trials 
heard at the Beersheba District Court, the “dead Negev 
doctrine” continuously revolved around the same ellipti-
cal groove it had carved within the law: if the aridity line 
marks the limit beyond which no cereal cultivation can 
take place, there can be no permanent cultivation and 
no permanent settlements beyond it. The Bedouin settle-
ments and cultivation, in as much as they existed, were 
only temporary encampments and their inhabitants noth-
ing but nomads, and nomads possess no land rights. Quod 
erat demonstrandum. 

The logic of the “dead Negev doctrine” can be under-
stood in a context in which Israel’s land laws have been 
turned into ideological tools of dispossession. A legal strate-
gy is effective because it simultaneously naturalizes dispos-
session and obfuscates its effects. But the complexity of this 
legal discourse does not imply fragility. If the meteorolog-
ical–juridical logic were to be undone, other mechanisms 
would be found to dispossess those marginal to Israeli he-
gemony. Dispossession, after all, continuously affects all 
Palestinian citizens of Israel throughout the country. 

The narrative promoted by the law reflected the core 
of Zionist ideology—one that imagined Jews as having re-
turned to a desolate, neglected, “dead land,” belonging 
to no one, and having revived it. There is, of course, no 
aridity line to be seen on the ground; nothing that clear-
ly divides dead from settled land. Throughout centuries 
there has been only a gradient of climatic, meteorological, 
and environmental conditions that has given rise to slowly 
shifting agricultural practices. However, when this elusive 
threshold drawn on meteorological maps was reified as a 
legal and political “object” marking the border of an area 
of dispossession, it began to induce physical transforma-
tions that were visible on the territory. Without collective 
and individual rights, the state could do in the Negev as it 
pleased, treating it as if it were an empty terrain to be free-
ly rearranged with fields, forests, military bases, prisons, 
and polluting mines and industries. It is therefore the con-
sequences of the “dead Negev doctrine” beyond the arid-
ity line that are captured in Fazal Sheikh’s photographs. 

T E S T I M O N Y  O F  C L I M AT E 

On December 7, 2009, Nūri al-̒ Uqbi was called to the 
stand to deliver his testimony. His first attorney Shay Gabso 
led the examination, which aimed to establish that the 
al-̒ Uqbi settlement in al-̒Araqīb was permanent and that 
it engaged in agricultural processes of cultivation. Al-̒ Uqbi 

testified that he was born in 1942 in al-̒Araqīb. His father 
and grandfathers were born there, too. The al-‘Uqbi tribe 
had arrived in the Negev in the eighteenth century and 
settled on these lands. Gradually they learned to cultivate 
them. In later generations they repaired the dams (asada), 
traces of which they found within the seasonal streams, 
and planted small orchards of figs, pomegranates, vines, 
melons, watermelon, and prickly pears. The British and the 
Ottomans collected taxes and later the Israeli authorities 
did the same. Al-‘Uqbi’s family did not register this land 
because neither the Ottomans nor the British had ever 
threatened to take it from them.105  

Gabso: I want to bring you back to your childhood, 
before 1948, how did the area look like in this period 
as far as you remember?

Al-‘Uqbi: There were houses dispersed through the 
area, each family had a house on its plot. Each family 
plowed and seeded its land. There were stone houses 
but also tents. And there were fences around each plot. 
There were also enclosures for sheep and goats. There 
were cows, but very few because cows need much wa-
ter. Camels were used for plowing. There was a large 
distance between the houses. My father’s house was 
400 meters away from the next houses on both sides—
his brothers’ houses, my uncles. 

Sarah Dovrat [the presiding judge]: What else can you 
remember?

Al-‘Uqbi: My father cultivated the land. Sometimes he 
hired people to help him. They plowed with camels. 
My grandfather had twelve camels that were used in 
plowing and seeding. This took three months: October, 
November, December. We finished around January 
5th. In 1948 my father bought a tractor. I remember it 
well. It was red […]. We cultivated chili pepper, Arab 
cucumbers, pumpkins, those with a neck, pumpkins of 
the kind you can empty and dry. 

Gabso: There were stone houses? What kind of stone?

Al-‘Uqbi: Yes, we wetted the loess earth [a kind of san-
dy clay] and dried it in the sun, you can make very 
good thick walls […]. The house was not only residen-
tial, it was also a court house, the tribal court. Until 
1948 the tribal court was in Beersheba. In 1948 they 
transferred it into my father’s house. The house had the 
Israeli flag and the sign with the menorah and Herzl’s 
photograph [Theodor Herzl, founder of the World 
Zionist Organization]. I remember that as a child I was 
impressed with his beard. The trials were on Mondays 
and Thursdays and they raised the flag on these days. 

T ITHE TA X , 1950, A L-ʻUQBI FA MILY ARCHI VE

Fazal Sheikh, April 14, 2014

A receipt addressed to Suleiman Al-Ḥajj Muḥammad ʻUqbi for the pay-
ment of tithe tax on August 28, 1950. The Hebrew notes explain what is 
written and that the purpose of submitting this file to court is to demon-
strate there was Israeli recognition of continuous cultivation even after 
the transition to Israeli rule.  

CA LCU L AT ION OF QUAN T IT IES OF W HE AT AND  
BAR LEY FOR TA X AT ION, THE M IL ITARY GOV ERNMEN T, 

1953, A L-ʻUQBI FA MILY ARCHI V E

Fazal Sheikh, April 14, 2014

Wheat 366: 399 – 366 = 33; Barley 632: 652 – 632 = 20; Undisclosed 
produce: 138: 260 – 138 = 122

IN V ITAT ION TO VOTE FOR THE ISR AEL I PARL I A MEN T, 
1949, A L-ʻUQBI FA MILY ARCHI V E 

Fazal Sheikh, April 14, 2014

The invitation to vote for the Israeli parliament is addressed to 
Suleiman al-ʻUqbi, Nūri al-ʻUqbi’s father. The voting station is 
marked as “al-ʻAraqīb.” The elections were held on January 25, 1949. 
The top note reads (regular is for print, italics for handwriting): The State of 
Israel / Ministry of the Interior / Notice to the Voter / Dear Mr. Muham-
mad Ibn Salam al-ʻUqbi / City or Village: Al-Arakib / Tribe: al Al-ʻUqbi / ID. 
No. 5120675.

L AND USE AGREEMEN T FOR A PLOT  
AROUND K ARKŪR BET W EEN THREE  

TR IBES ,  1883, A L-ʻUQBI FA MILY ARCHI V E 

Fazal Sheikh, April 18, 2014

The first paragraph reads: “All the owners signed in the bottom declare 
that the entire part of Karkūr is owned by Khoud al Wihadi.” The second 
paragraph identifies the boundaries of the land, a few kilometers south 
of al-ʻAraqīb, with the signatures of seventeen sheikhs, owners of the 
surrounding land, confirming the boundaries. Yiftachel’s handwriting, 
translating elements of the text for the benefit of the court, is seen in 
Hebrew on the document. 
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This is the same house that the state later destroyed, 
after we were driven away. Before the expulsion I still 
studied a few classes in the Al-Arakib school. 

I request permission to show my end of year grades 
from third class, the last class I took [in al-Arakib]. 

Dovrat: [looking at the report, teasing] I see you were 
weak in math…

Al-‘Uqbi: I would have become rich otherwise.

[…]

Gabso: What were the means of cultivation?

Al-‘Uqbi: After seeding we protected the field from the 
sheep so that they would not eat the seeds. In the 
winter we seeded wheat and barley. In the summer 
sorghum and watermelons. The Bedouins work year 
round. Except in January and two thirds of February 
there is no rest. My father used the entire land. He did 
not leave any part uncultivated. We harvested at the 
end of September. To store the produce we dug holes 
20 centimeters [this is probably a transcription error, 
two meters likely]. We put inside a layer of straw, then 
the harvest—the barley or the wheat or the sorghum—
after which we laid another layer of straw, and then 
a layer of earth to protect […]. Sometimes we were 
digging very deep holes six meters deep in which we 
could hold tons of produce. 

Gabso: What were the water sources? 

Al-‘Uqbi: There were two types: wells that reach the un-
derground waters, and water holes [cisterns] for collect-
ing rainwater. Every family had a cistern, or sometimes 
two families were using one. Water was precious.106 

Al-‘Uqbi’s testimony was corroborated by seven other wit-
nesses who testified in Arabic via an interpreter on October 
26, 2009. They confirmed that there were settlements 
and agriculture in the area (dira) of the al-‘Uqbis and that 
the al-‘Uqbi tribe’s ownership was known and respected 
among the inhabitants of the surrounding area.107 

Throughout the trial, the state lawyers and Dovrat ap-
peared distrustful of the Bedouins’ testimonies and con-
tinually raised objections to “hearsay” whenever stories, 
passed on orally through the family, were presented as 
evidence. Asked time and again how they knew the things 
they testified about, the Bedouin witnesses often answered, 
“I was always told about it,” and “I remember,” suggesting 
that in a society where the oral tradition is the means of 
retaining the cultural memory, this memory, particularly 
when it is about ongoing habits and the conditions of life 
(rather than events), was also a collective matter. 

Dovrat: What you tell us, you tell us because you re-
member or because you were told? 

Inour al-‘Uqbi [one of the other witnesses]: No, I re-
member. And they told [us]. My late father told me, he 
used to tell me.

Dovrat: You were five years old. 

Inour al-‘Uqbi: Seven. 

Dovrat: Being seven, you remember all this that you 
are telling us now?

Inour al-‘Uqbi: Yes. I remember.108 

Dovrat did not consider these testimonies in her verdict 
against al-‘Uqbi since, as she repeatedly reminded the 
witnesses in court, they could only testify for what they 
had experienced firsthand. To her mind, much of the legal 
question turned on whether or not the land was settled 
and cultivated mīri land or dead mawāt land in the time 
before the establishment of the state, going back to 1928, 
when the British Mandate of Palestine began its process of 
land registry, and even back to 1858, when the Ottoman 
land law was instituted. The childhood memories of wit-
nesses almost 60 years after they were displaced she con-
sidered as “hearsay.” With this Dovrat dismissed not only 
the specific witnesses and their memories, but also an en-
tire tradition of oral history. The oral history of indigenous 
people, it must be noted, is now accepted as evidence in 
former colonial states such as Canada and Australia.109 

Al-‘Uqbi’s new representative, the human rights lawyer 
Michael Sfard, who took over from Gabso in early 2010 in 
an attempt to turn the tide, responded to this allegation by 
stating that by hearing land claims for the first time almost 
60 years after dispossession, a period within which the vil-
lage elders who could have personally testified had passed 
away, the state had generated “evidentiary damage.”110 This 
argument made no impression on Dovrat. 

For processes and events not experienced first hand, 
the judge was willing to allow only the testimony of scien-
tific experts. The trial thereafter pitted the expert for the 
state, Ruth Kark, a professor in the geography department 
of the Hebrew University, against Oren Yiftachel, acting for 
the al-‘Uqbis. While the oral tradition of those native to the 
land was largely discredited, the written accounts, often in 
narrative form, of occasional European travelers, cartog-
raphers, priests, spies, and amateur biblical archaeologists 
who had passed through the Negev in the nineteenth and 
early twentieth century were admitted. Ruth Kark, whose 
earlier work on the Negev was scientifically sound and 
made mention of Bedouin agriculture and their process of 
sedentarization,111 provided the court with an expert report 

Above:

PORTR A IT OF HAJ MUHA M M AD SA LEM A L-‘UQBI (N ŪR I 
A L-ʻUQBI ’ S GR ANDFATHER),  A L-ʻUQBI FA MILY ARCHI VE 

Fazal Sheikh, April 18, 2014

Right:

BR IT ISH IDEN T IT Y CARD OF HAJ AHMED A L-ʻUQBI (N ŪR I 
A L-ʻUQBI ’ S UNCLE),  DATED 1948; THE PL ACE OF BUSINESS 
IS NOTED AS A L-ʻAR AQĪB , A L-ʻUQBI FA MILY ARCHI VE

Fazal Sheikh, April 18, 2014 

L AND SA LES CON TR ACT FOR A PLOT IN A L-ʻAR AQĪB , PURCHASED BY MOHA M M AD  
BEN SA LEM A L-K ARSHI A L-ʻUQBI ,  1913, A L-ʻUQBI FA MILY ARCHI V E

Fazal Sheikh, April 14, 2014

The contract describes the location of the land according to the surrounding land owners, and its size in fed-
dan (an Egyptian measuring unit in practice in Gaza), the amount of money, the procedure of payment (cash 
in hand from the seller to the new owner), as well as the rights to use it in the way the new owner deems 
proper. The document is signed by witnesses and dated Hijri 26 Ramadan 1331 (Friday, August 29, 1913).
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end to their existence qua Bedawin.”117 Palmer’s diary was 
published in 1871 as Desert of the Exodus: Journeys on Foot in 
the Wilderness of the Forty Years’ Wanderings. He was killed 
by Bedouins ten years later, “the most unsuccessful of the 
many who performed similar services for the Empire,” Said 
curtly summed up.118  

Despite, and perhaps because of, his blinding hatred of 
the Bedouins, Palmer has become, for the Israeli legal sys-
tem, an authority on them and on the state of the Negev 
in the nineteenth century. In a previous ruling handed 
down by the Israeli Supreme Court against a Bedouin 
tribe that in 1974 claimed legal ownership of the land 
they had settled for centuries, Judge Avraham Halima de-
cidedly confirmed: 

The condition of the Negev in 1870 was researched by 
the scholar Palmer who traveled in that area and closely 
studied the Negev. He found wilderness, ancient ruins 
and nomad Bedouins, who did not particularly culti-
vate the land, did not plow the land and did not en-
gage in agriculture at all. […] This, in conjunction with 
[his] observation regarding the nomadic characteristics 
of the Bedouin tribes, and the fact that the region is 
usually dry and without rain most days of the year…119  

Dovrat relied upon this part of Halima’s ruling and repro-
duced it in her own verdict.120 

In the al-‘Uqbi trial the squabbling about Palmer’s ac-
count of the Negev continued:

that was unequivocal in its negation of Bedouin rights. 
Her report included only documents, maps, and quotes 
in which the Negev was described as desolate, without 
permanent settlement or agriculture. 

The reason that some texts and maps did not record 
agriculture and settlements, Yiftachel responded in his 
cross-examination, was due to “cognitive and cultural fil-
ters” that made western travelers see this area through a 
specifically European and Christian perspective. “Sparse 
tent settlements with few stone houses,” Sfard noted, 
following Yiftachel, “did not seem to these travellers to 
be settlements as they knew them to be from Europe.”113 
Explaining why accounts that did not mention Bedouin 
settlements could not be considered as evidence, Sfard ex-
plained that not mentioning something is not proof that 
it was not seen, and certainly not proof that it was not 
there. The absence of evidence is not evidence of absence, 
of course. There are many reasons for not noting a fact: a 
person might not notice it, not understand what he or she 
was looking at, or decide it was not important enough to 
note. However, for those who were willing to look, there 
was plenty of evidence for Bedouin settlement and culti-
vation in the Negev to be found. On May 13, 2010, Sfard 
cross-examined Professor Kark on her report. 

Sfard: On page four of your report, in the middle of the 
page, you refer to the American missionary Dr. William 
Thompson. [Thompson traveled through the Negev in 
1856, two years before the enactment of the Ottoman 
land law, and passed fifteen kilometers north of 
Al-Arakib.] 

Kark: Yes.

Sfard: Now pay attention. In the third line of your 
quote you put three dots. Now, the following is what is 
written within these three dots: “neither is the country 
what we refer to in the US as virgin land, it was plowed 
throughout thousands of years in the same way that 
it is plowed at present.” This is what you turned into 
three dots. 

Sfard kept up the pressure, going on to present Kark with 
her previous academic work where she did mention 
Bedouin cultivation. Kark tried to evade the line of ques-
tioning by reverting to the meteorological logic of the 
“dead Negev doctrine.” 

Kark: So let me put it to you this way: there is very 
limited possibility to cultivate in the Negev because 
of the natural conditions. I brought here maps from 
the Altas of Israel that shows the isohyets, that is the 
rain lines… It is clear that agricultural cultivation is 

dependent on the level of rainfall, so it’s clear that there 
is a very limited possibility to cultivate there.114  

Nevertheless, description of cultivation exists in almost all 
the surveys of the Negev.115 Different travelers’ accounts 
described the same hills alternately as arid or fertile, desert 
or sown, dead or alive, depending on the year and season 
they traveled. The state favored the summer travelers, of 
course. To make his point, Yiftachel presented quotes from 
some winter travelers. One, from the famous priest, bota-
nist, and ornithologist Henry Baker Tristram, described the 
threshold of the desert near Beersheba in late January–early 
February 1858 in this way: “cultivation of large portions of 
unfenced land for corn by the Arabs … The rich low-lying 
flats by the Wadi Seba are plowed, or rather scratched, for 
wheat and barley.” Similarly, Edward Hull, head of a British 
geological expedition, who traveled through the Negev in 
the winter of 1883–84, reported on what he saw fifteen 
kilometers west of al-̒Araqīb, writing that “the district is 
extensively cultivated by the Tarabīn Arabs … The extent 
of the ground which is cultivated, as well as all the way 
to Gaza, is immense, and the crops are wheat, barley, and 
maize [that] must vastly exceed the requirements of the 
population.” To Hull, the area looked like southern Italy.116   

Confronted with these quotes, Kark responded that 
the fields could have belonged to farmers from Gaza or 
that, if they were Bedouin fields, they couldn’t have been 
permanent. 

One of the accounts that the Israeli courts liked to rely 
on, and repeatedly did when contesting Bedouin land 
claims with descriptions of aridity, was that of Edward 
Palmer—the most celebrated of the orientalist travelers in 
the Negev, and a reference for many of those who traveled 
after him. Palmer must have struck a bizarre figure when 
he crossed the area in 1869–70 wearing Bedouin dress and 
presenting himself as “Abdallah Effendi.” In Orientalism, 
Edward Said described Palmer’s biblical-archaeological- 
military survey of the Negev as suffering from the same ro-
mantic attitude that haunted most contemporary travelers 
to the Orient, one that masked all differences, pluralities, 
internal dynamics, and historical complexities of the Arab 
people they saw, but didn’t notice. Said was kind. Palmer 
was possessed by a genocidal hatred of the Bedouins, and 
proposed all sorts of ways to destroy them by unleashing 
regional wars or starving them out of existence so that “this 
terrible scourge might be removed.” Then, trying to moder-
ate what he has just written, he embarked on a fantasy by 
negation: “I do not advocate a war of extermination against 
the Bedawin … and I have still, even in the days of mitrail-
leuses [an early machine gun] some old-fashioned notions 
about the sacredness of human life, but I would put an 

A LOGBOOK K EP T BY THE A L-‘UQBIS L IST ING THE VAR IOUS COM MUNICAT IONS SEN T DUR ING  
THE NAK BA OF 1948 , AS W ELL AS OTHER V IOL AT IONS COM MIT TED BY THE ISR AEL I AU THOR IT IES  

ON THE TR IBE THROUGHOU T THE Y E ARS , A L-‘UQBI FA MILY ARCHI V E

Fazal Sheikh, April 18, 2014 

The pages reproduced here, from August 19, 1948 (second page, section 6), include the following commu-
nications to the General Governor from the Governor of Bir Assabi’ informing him of the fall of the al-‘Uqbi 
defenses: “The Jews have attacked the Mahraqqah area and Al-Haj Ibrahim al-‘Uqbi’s defense position. The 
Arab resisted the Jewish attacks. They attacked with twenty tanks and they occupied this defensive position. 
They destroyed, stole the ammunition and equipment, killed and injured many. May you live long.”
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was there; but only the empty names and stony skele-
ton of civilization remained to tell of what the country 
once had been.121  

The observations sound conclusive, and, as Kark said, 
Palmer “describes ruins, and remnants from ancient settle-
ments.” However, two pages on, it seems that it wasn’t only 
the fulfillment of a biblical curse that made the area arid 
and desolate, but rather a severe drought in the year of his 
visit that pushed desert conditions northwards. 

Going back to Palmer’s book, we can reconstruct his 
whereabouts. On page 390 we read that Palmer started 
the previous day in Beersheba rather late: “At one o’clock 
we left Beersheba, and … proceeded towards the ruins 
of El Haura, where we were to have encamped.”122 His 
expedition proceeded northeast, up Wadi Khalil, along to-
day’s Highway 60, a route that follows the ancient “Way 
of the Patriarchs,” and leads, in its southern section, from 
Beersheba to Hebron (and in its northern section from 
Jerusalem to Nazareth). After a three-hour camel ride 
from Beersheba and a short errand, Palmer’s expedition 
reached “Haura” at sunset and set camp near some ancient 
ruins. It is there that he had his biblical vision regarding 
the cities of the Negev. On today’s map he was probably 
a few hundred meters west of the Bedouin town of Ḥūra 
(to which the al-‘Uqbis were displaced in 1951), where in 
2014, an archaeological excavation over a site with some 
visible ruins discovered a sixth-century Byzantine monas-
tery with wells, a church, and small gardens (this is likely 
what Palmer mistook for “biblical” ruins) three kilometers 
south of the West Bank and twelve kilometers east of al-
ʻAraqīb.123 A couple of pages on we read: “The next day we 
entered Palestine and left the desert region of the South 
Country.”124 Palmer was crossing what he identified as the 
threshold of the desert—then understood as the southern 
border of Palestine. Walking north of Ḥūra, along the an-
cient route, Palmer must have been close to or already past 
the location of today’s Wall separating the northern Negev 
and the West Bank. In meteorological terms, Palmer’s 
route moved along the 200 mm isohyet, which curves up 
the Hebron hills around there. On the same page he notes: 
“the brown mould beneath our feet was hard with the fi-
bre of dried vegetation,” and, “the hills and plains showed 
traces of the plough.”125 And on the following page: “We 
passed upon our way many wells, cisterns and other indi-
cations of former fertility and habitation, which even then, 
notwithstanding the drought, were sufficiently marked to 
present a striking contrast to the desert we had just left.”126  

Checking historical archives, one can see that in 1869 
and 1870, the years in which Palmer traveled through 
the Negev, there was a tenfold increase in grain price, an 

indication of failed crops, and the export of grain through-
out Palestine and Syria was prohibited, another indication 
of shortage.127 The barren desert on which Palmer reported, 
and which the Israeli court took for a permanent fact, was no 
doubt the result of a drought. Rather than describing time-
less desolation, Palmer’s book, Israel’s golden benchmark for 
the state of the Negev, has in fact confirmed Nūri al-̒ Uqbi’s  
testimony about the presence of agriculture in this area 
close to al-̒Araqīb. It has furthermore captured the pulsating 
nature of the desert threshold in which in a good year one 
could see “miles around with grass, flowers, and herbage” 
and in another the “brown mould … of dried vegetation.”128  

“In having to choose between the testimony of the two 
experts,” Dovrat concluded in her verdict, “I prefer that of 
Prof. Kark. Prof. Kark presented historical testimonies that 
showed that there was no settlement in the Negev between 
1840 and 1917.” Dovrat criticized Yiftachel’s report and 

Sfard: So let’s take Palmer…

Kark: You are talking about the 1860s, right?

Sfard: Yes.

Kark: So I say he is writing it very clearly [that the 
Negev is desolate]. 

Sfard: What page are you on?

Kark: I am on page seven of the first expert report 
[where I wrote] “On the way back towards mount 
Hebron north east of Beersheba, Palmer walked in the 
area of the Wadi Khalil and there he describes ruins, 
and remnants from ancient settlements,” and he says it 
in clear terms.

There are several quotes from Palmer describing desola-
tion and ruins in the Negev. The following quote is like-
ly to be what Kark refers to because it is attributed to a 
site along the Wadi Khalil and is, incidentally, the closest 
Palmer got to al-̒Araqīb. In it, after a day of wandering and 
some danger, Palmer lets loose a biblical fantasy:

Long ages ago, the Word of God had declared that the 
land of the Canaanites, and the Amalekites, and the 
Amorites should become a desolate waste; that “The 
cities of the Negev shall be shut up, and none shall 
open them” (Jeremiah xiii. 19)—and here around us we 
saw the literal fulfillment of the dreadful curse. Wells 
of solid masonry, fields and gardens compassed round 
about with goodly walls, every sign of human industry, 

V IEW OF TA LL A L-K HU W ĒLFA (TODAY THE  
K IBBU TZ L AHAV),  DECEMBER 1917 

Courtesy Australian state archives

This page is organized around a photograph of the hilltop of Tall al- 
Khuwēlfa, where a battle took place between the Egypt Expeditionary 
Force (EEF) and the Ottoman Army in early November 1917. Officers 
drew battle plans directly onto the photographic prints. Military photo
graphers tried to include objects in the foreground of their photographs 
for orientation purposes. In one such image the photographer has 
positioned a large cistern, of the kind used by Bedouins in the area,  
in the foreground. THE DESERT OF THE E XODUS: JOURNEYS ON FOOT IN THE  

W ILDERNESS OF THE FORT Y Y E ARS ’ WANDER INGS 

Edward Henry Palmer (Cambridge: Deighton, Bell and Co., 1871), pp. 389, 393
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together with five other German squadrons (about 85 air-
craft in total), was part of the army of imperial Germany 
that operated in support of the Ottoman–Turkish military 
in areas that are today the states of Syria, Lebanon, Israel, 
and Jordan. These were the early days of aerial reconnais-
sance, which only became operational towards the end of 
the war. It was these German aviators, as well as the British 
aviators they confronted, who took the first photographs 
of the Negev from above. 

The context was the British invasion of the Negev. In 
1917, as the British imperial Egypt Expeditionary Force 
(EEF) progressed north from Sinai, the Ottoman armies 
fortified along the threshold of the desert from Gaza 
through Beersheba to Hebron. Their calculation was that 
attrition along this line would keep the European soldiers 
in the arid part of the desert with little water and pasture 
for their tens of thousands of horses and mules. After be-
ing bogged down in fighting south of Gaza, the Australian 
Cavalry, under British command, finally broke through in 
Beersheba, which they took in a surprise charge on the last 
day of October 1917. Some of the Ottoman units managed 
to escape and retreated a few kilometers north, stabilizing 
a second line of defense, part of which passed through 
the hills of al-̒Araqīb. From November 1 to 6, the armies 
fought “several sharp little actions” and the EEF managed 
to withstand an Ottoman counter-attack along the al-
ʻAraqīb stream.132 The duration of this battle–a sideshow 
to the main effort that took place in Tall al-Khuwēlfa, some 
four kilometers to the northeast (where Kibbutz Lahav is 
now located), coincided with another major political de-
velopment. The Balfour Declaration–promising a national 
home for the Jews in Palestine–was signed on November 
2 and published on November 9, while the imperial armies 
were clashing between the site of the al-Tūri cemetery and 
the land claim plots of al-‘Uqbi in al-̒Araqīb.133  

The Bavarian aviators of Squadron 304 were continu-
ally in retreat. They had arrived in Beersheba in ear-
ly October 1917–their planes packed in parts on freight 
trains–just in time to see the British storm through the 
town on October 31. The squadron managed to fly out 
and to land in a Gaza airfield, but a few days later the city 
fell, too. The aviators managed to escape again, relocating 
this time to the north of Palestine. Some pilots, amongst 
them several Jews, were shot down and are buried in the 
German military cemetery in Nazareth.

Understanding that they were fighting a lost war, the 
Bavarian pilots took also to photographing archaeological 
and religious sites with no strategic importance for the 
campaign. This made them among the first to use aeri-
al imagery for archaeological purposes.134 Their last task 
in the summer of 1918, a year of constant defeats and 

retreats, was to return and overfly British military positions 
in the Negev. On September 20, 1918, a few days after the 
last documented photograph was taken, they surrendered 
to the British in the Afula airstrip in the northern valley. 
Surprisingly–perhaps because the significance of aerial im-
agery was not fully understood by all ranks of the British 
military at the time–they were allowed to keep their glass 
prints and brought them back with them to Munich, where 
they are now archived.135 Some of them are vertical shots, 
taken from a special installation fastened to the underside 
of the airplane, but most are oblique shots taken from 
handheld cameras. 

The images captured some of the northern threshold of 
the desert, although, despite exhausting the archive and its 
archivists, the closest photographs to the al-̒Araqīb hills I 
could find were about one kilometer away in each direc-
tion. Because the surface of the desert appears barren in 
these photographs, they have sometimes been presented 
by experts for the State of Israel seeking to demonstrate 
that Bedouins never settled in these parts.136 Like Palmer’s 
testimony from the drought year of 1869, this, too, is 
misleading. The photographs were taken in the summer 
months at the end of the war. Bedouin tribes had tempo-
rarily left the area, hurried out because, after the fall of 
Aqaba to Bedouin forces led by Auda ibu Tayi and T. E. 
Lawrence “of Arabia” in July 1917, the Ottomans believed, 
not without a reason, that the Negev Bedouins harbored 
animosity toward their empire and sympathies toward the 
British. However, a close look at the highest possible mag-
nification of these photographs reveals what are very likely 
traces of Bedouin life: some structures and ruins, possible 
signs of cultivation and livestock pens. 

After the end of WWI the history of the aircraft and 
that of the desert became further entangled. The British in 
Iraq, Afghanistan, Egypt, Somalia, Darfur, and Palestine, 
as well as the French in Algiers, and the Italians in Libya 
and Ethiopia, preferred not to send their cartographers, 
tax collectors, and troops beyond the threshold of the des-
erts. Rather, they left this task to their nascent air forces.137  

testimony. The claimants, she said, were not able to show 
that “the area was used for agriculture or residence.”129 “At 
most,” she continued, they “proved that the tribe used the 
area for pasture and camped there sometimes, and that is 
all.”130  She went on to quote Kark: “There was no agricul-
ture and no remnants until the end of WWI, none, none, 
none,”131 as if shouting Bedouin agriculture away would 
make it go as a historical fact. Al-‘Uqbi’s case was rejected. 
On June 2, 2014, an appeal was heard at the Supreme 
Court in Jerusalem, where it is still ongoing as this text is 
being prepared. In the unlikely case that the appeal is won, 
more cases would come in and more evidence would need 

to be marshaled and defended. If it is lost, the mountains of 
evidence gathered for the trial will have to be mobilized in 
other international forums to fight for Bedouin land rights. 

A E R I A L  C O LO N I Z AT I O N

Important pieces of evidence that the court admitted in 
similar contexts were aerial images from both world wars. 
The Bavarian state archive in Munich contains 2,872 glass 
plates of aerial photographs of Palestine dating from the 
end of WWI. They were taken by the Bavarian Squadron 
304 (Königlich Bayerisches Fliegerbataillon 304) which, 

M AP OF THE FRON T L INE BET W EEN THE EGY P T E XPEDIT IONARY FORCE (EEF ) AND  
OT TOM AN FORCES IN A L-ʻAR AQĪB , BEFORE THE EEF AT TACK ON NOV EMBER 6 ,  1917

Drawn by Cyril Falls and A. F. Beck, 1930 

This map is a reconstruction of the November 6, 1917 battle lines drawn by British officers in 1930 for the 
purpose of historical research. It shows the EEF positions in red and the Ottoman positions in green on land 
around al-ʻAraqīb. The blue frames mark the location of the al-Araqib cemetery and the areas claimed by 
al-‘Uqbi on both sides of the front line. Kibbutz Mishmar HaNegev, Rahat, the northern part of Beersheba, 
and Kibbutz Lahav are also marked for orientation. The frame marked A is the al-‘Uqbi’s claim area and the 
one marked B is the location of the al-Tūri cemetery (in 1917 in existence for three years). These locations 
are on opposite sides of the front line as it crossed al-ʻAraqīb on November 6, 1917. 

Pages 62–63:

ENGLISH CA MP NE AR A L-ʻAR ĪSH , BAVAR I AN SQUADRON 
304 (KÖNIGL ICH BAY ER ISCHES FL IEGERBATA ILLON 304) 

Day and month not given, 1918

Al-ʻArīsh was occupied by the British-led Egypt Expeditionary Force 
(EEF) in December 1916 and became a garrison town and a supply 
station for the advancing troops. Images of military installation at the 
threshold of the desert were the main focus of the Bavarian aviators. 
This image shows the EEF’s installations, tents, artillery, livestock pens, 
and even marching troops, over a site that was likely an overrun Otto-
man military stronghold.
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WĀDI MW ĒLE , BAVAR I AN SQUADRON 304, J UNE 16 ,  1918  

This site is 1,500 meters southwest of the al-ʻAraqīb stream, within the tribal area of the al-‘Uqbis. Today, 
within the area of the photograph’s frame, are parts of the Dudaʼim waste disposal facility (see pp. 44–45), 
a military base (see p. 69), and the Bedouin settlement of Abu Haddūbe. In 1918, abandoned military forti-
fications and destroyed buildings are visible throughout. Marked within the white frames, and reproduced 
in the enlargements opposite, are possible traces of Bedouin settlements. These possible traces, identified on 
the image in the highest magnification possible, seem consistent with Bedouin land use at the threshold of 
the desert, but could not be verified.
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TA LL A L-SHAR Ī ʻA ,  BAVAR I AN SQUADRON 304, AUGUST 24,  1918  

This site is about 1,000 meters northwest of al-ʻAraqīb. Although identified as Tall al-Sharīʻa in the German 
title, the site photographed is a few kilometers to the east, along Wādi al-Sharīʻa. Today, within the area of 
the photograph’s frame, is the Bedouin city of Rahat, established 1972, and Kibbutz Mishmar Hanagev, 
established in 1946. In 1918 there are many abandoned military fortifications on the site. Marked within the 
white frames, and reproduced in the enlargements opposite, are possible traces of Bedouin settlements. As 
on the preceding pages, these possible traces, identified on the image in the highest magnification possible, 
seem consistent with Bedouin land use at the threshold of the desert, but could not be verified.
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SOW N AND IRR IGATED W HE AT F IELDS NE AR R AHAT, BET W EEN  
K IBBU TZ SHOVA L AND MISHM AR HANEGEV, >200 MM 

Fazal Sheikh, October 10, 2011

This image represents the upper right-hand side (over the stream) of the image of Tall al-Sharīʻa (p. 66) 
taken in August 1918 by Bavarian Squadron 304. The fields belong to two Kibbutz settlements that were 
established simultaneously on October 5–6, 1946, as part of the “11 points in the Negev” plan. The fields 
at their disposal grew markedly after 1948 when the former Bedouin settlement of Al-Huzayyil/Ḥkūk was 
displaced. The villagers, who belonged to the Tiyāha tribe, asked for permission to stay, swearing loyalty to 
the state, but in the first months of 1949 were deported to the Siyāj, a closed area in the more arid parts of 
the Negev. In the 1950s they were further displaced to the West Bank. Rahat was established in 1972 to 
concentrate Bedouins who lived in the surrounding area and, with more than 50,000 inhabitants, is now 
the largest Bedouin city in Israel. The western part of Rahat would have appeared on the right side of the 
1918 aerial photograph. 

ABANDONED A M MUNIT IONS STOR AGE FACIL IT Y, OU TSIDE BEERSHEBA , ≈200 MM

Fazal Sheikh, November 22, 2011

This image represents an area that is on the right side (just beyond the railway lines) within the image of 
Wādi Mwēle (p. 64) taken in June 1918 by Bavarian Squadron 304. Shown are remnants of a British military 
base later used by the Israeli Defense Force as an ammunition storage facility. The earthworks were used 
to enclose built structures and were meant to isolate each structure in case of detonation. The facility was 
abandoned in 2004 when Beersheba’s growth brought it too close to inhabited areas.
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The form of control that the British called “aerially en-
forced colonization” was based on the ability of aircraft 
to produce cartographic material and when necessary to 
bomb rebels. In 1920, Winston Churchill, as Secretary 
of State for Air, promoted what he perceived to be the 
economically efficient alternatives that air power could 
provide to the otherwise onerous and expensive tasks of 
colonial control in the sparsely populated and arid frontiers 
of the empire.138 To that extent, the threshold of deserts 
became the end of a certain form of imperial control and 
the beginning of another. It is a testimony to the colonial 
origins of contemporary conflicts that the “aerial coloniza-
tion” took place in the very same desert thresholds where 
drones now police the territory from the air. 

T H E  T H R E S H O L D  O F  D E T E C TA B I L I T Y

During the Arab Revolt of 1936–39, the British Royal Air 
Force (RAF) was employed in bombing Palestinian villages 
suspected of harboring rebels, and also undertook spot aeri-
al photography of many Palestinian and Jewish villages and 
towns. However, a systematic air survey of Palestine was 
conducted only toward the end of WWII, when the tech-
niques and technology for producing photographic series 
that could be tiled into a cartographic grid were developed 
as part of the war effort. The Palestine Survey (PS) series 
was prepared over a five-month period between December 
1944 and May 1945 by RAF squadrons transferred from 
the front.139 The photographic mission progressed from 
south to north. The reconnaissance pilots overflew al-
ʻAraqīb on January 5, 1945–at the same time as the Allies 
were preparing to charge across the borders of Germany.140 
After the survey was completed, the Haganah, the largest 
Zionist paramilitary force, managed to convince some sym-
pathetic archivists to smuggle some of the negatives of the 
aerial photographs out of RAF archives, print them, and 
return the originals. A number of these reproductions were 
included in “the Arab Village Files” (intelligence documents 
on Arab localities used by the Haganah in 1948 to occu-
py and depopulate them),141 and are the same ones that 
are now available in the Survey of Israel (Israel’s cadastral 
center in Tel Aviv), providing a benchmark record for the 
condition of Palestine before the establishment of Israel 
and, ironically, possible evidence for the existence of these 
villages to be mobilized against the state. 

January marks the peak of the rainy season and 1945 
was a plentiful year. The black-and-white photographs cap-
ture the northern threshold of the Negev in a state of full 
cultivation, completely covered with a patchwork of small 
agricultural fields. The photographs were submitted to the 
court in Beersheba on September 15, 2009, as a part of 

an expert report prepared by Shlomo Ben Yosef, who was 
hired by the al-‘Uqbi legal team. The report was prefaced 
by Ben Yosef’s credentials: he had been an expert inter-
preter of aerial photography for the Israeli military since 
1969. Between 1984 and 1987 he was the commander 
of the military aerial interpretation unit. He now works as 
an aerial photography analyst in the private sector.142 On 
August 17, 2009, carrying with him a set of 1945 aerial im-
ages, Ben Yosef traveled with al-‘Uqbi to conduct a ground 
survey of the plots under dispute. Together they tried to 
find on the ground what they could identify in the pho-
tographs, while on the photographs they marked out the 
ruins, wells, and cisterns they could spot on the ground. 

Ben Yosef began his report to the court with a general 
description of the al-̒Araqīb area: 

In 1945, in the area of the photographs, there was an 
extensive and continuous Bedouin agricultural settle-
ment. The area is almost entirely cultivated, save for a 
small percentage of the land where the slopes of the 
streams are too steep. About one half of the agricultur-
al plots photographed are yielding, the other half is in 
various stages of preparation: plowed, cropped, or in re-
spite. Along the streams I identified wells and cisterns. 
The area is criss-crossed with an extensive network of 
routes connecting small settlement points. Single stone 
houses or clusters of houses exist all throughout this 
area. Next to the stone houses there is often a small 
Bedouin tent encampment, farmyards, small gardens, 
livestock pens and shelters. Next to many living clusters 
I can identify storage for agricultural produce, piles of 
hay and piles of other produce.143  

From a cruising altitude of 15,000 feet, each of the 
square-format nine-inch (22.86 centimeter) films used by 
the RAF captures an area of about 3.5 by 3.5 kilometers. 
The resolution of aerial photographs is measured by a unit 
called “line-pairs a millimeter” (lp/mm). It designates the 
number of pairs of white and black lines that would fit 
within a millimeter of film. The 1945 photographs have a 
resolution of 35 lp/mm—which means that there would be 
at least 70 lines (half black half white, alternating) within 
every millimeter. The size of a grain—the narrowest a line 
could possibly be—would thus be approximately 1/70 mil-
limeters on the film, which in the existing scale would be 
214 millimeters (8.43 inches) on the ground.144 However, 
because there is 15,000 feet of humid and dusty atmo-
sphere between the ground surface and the film surface, 
the effective resolution of the film is considered by aerial 
image analysts to be 50 centimeters, which means that 
the average size of the grain on the film represents an area 
of about half a meter in diameter.145 

THE ARE A OF A L-ʻAR AQĪB , IM AGE 5033, R AF PA LEST INE SURV EY SER IES

January 5, 1945

The image size is a x 0.7 reduction of the nine-inch (22.86-centimeters) negative. White frames mark the  
plots detailed in the following images. (Source: Survey of Israel)
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Detail 12
DA MS

x5 enlargement

Detail 11
S IR E  (L I V ESTOCK PENS)

x7 enlargement

Detail 10
H A R A BA  (C ISTERN)

x7 enlargement

Detail 9
RUNOFF F IELDS

x5 enlargement

Detail 8
TEN TS

x7 enlargement

Detail 7
BĀY K A  AND GARDENS

x5 enlargement

Detail 1
BĀY K A  (STONE HOUSE) 
x7 enlargement from negative

Detail 2
BR IT ISH FORT IF ICAT IONS

x4 enlargement

Detail 6
TEN TS

x7 enlargement

Detail 5
RUNOFF F IELDS

x10 enlargement

Detail 4
HOUSE OF SU LE IM AN MUHA M M AD  

A L-’UQBAH (N ŪR I A L-UQBI ’ S FATHER)
x4 enlargement

Detail 3
DESTROY ED BĀY K A 

x10 enlargement
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THE HOUSE OF N ŪR I A L-ʻUQBI ’ S M ATERNA L GR ANDFATHER 
(BE IT SA L A M SA L IM A L-SB IHAT A L-‘UQBAH),  IM AGE 5033

RAF Palestine Survey series, January 5, 1945 (detail 13 of image on p. 71, x6 enlargement)

THE A L-T ŪR I ARE A INCLUDING THE A L-T ŪR I CEMETERY, IM AGE 5033

RAF Palestine Survey series, January 5, 1945 (detail 14 of image on p. 71, x4 enlargement)
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This makes a close reading of the elements in the photo-
graphs challenging because, while tents, for example, are 
several square meters in size, and would render on the im-
age, a well—at about half a square meter—is precisely the 
size of a single grain. While objects larger than half a square 
meter could potentially be visible and identifiable, objects 
at a similar size to the grain are at a photographic condi-
tion that I have elsewhere referred to as “the threshold of 
detectability.”146 At this threshold the object and the grain 
match. The size and form of the photographic rendering 
of an object depends more on the material shape of the 
grain than on the form of the object represented. However 
obfuscating, this threshold is an important condition in fo-
rensic terms. In this condition the materiality of the objects 
represented—a small structure or a well—and the materi-
ality of the surface representing it—the photographic neg-
ative—must simultaneously both be examined. Just like a 
film, the surface of the earth is a recording device. Just like 
the terrain, the image has a distinct material topography. 
Photographs are not an unmediated copy of the world, 
they are a relation between material objects—one of cellu-
loid (plastic coated with gelatin emulsion containing silver 
halide crystals) and the other of stone, earth, and vegeta-
tion—mediated by the climate between them. If looking 
for traces of Bedouin life is as an act of archaeology, it is 
not an archaeology that involves material excavation only. 
It involves the excavation of the materiality of the photo-
graph in which ground traces are captured, and of that of 
the air, the weather, between them. Objects at the limit of 
resolution could only be verified by studying both the sur-
face of the film and the surface of the terrain, as Ben Yosef 
explained in court, and as he has done on site.147  

The photographic sequence captured by the RAF in 
January 1945 contains traces of Bedouin lives on both 
sides of the threshold of detectability. A person standing 
upright—about 50 centimeters wide as seen from above—
would disappear within a grain, although the presence of 
a person would affect the tone of a single grain and make 
it darker.148  

The questioning of Ben Yosef included the following 
exchange:

Shay Gabso: The houses that you saw today as ruins, 
what condition were they in in 1945?

Shlomo Ben Yosef: Inhabited houses, well maintained 
with a roof and with traces of activity all around, with 
chicken enclosures, fences, cultivations, garden…

Sarah Dovrat: How do you know that they were inhab-
ited? Can you see people? 

Ben Yosef: You cannot see people in this aerial photo- 

graph but you can see the yard, and you see that the 
ground is in use. 

[…]

Ya’ari Roash [lawyer for the state]: You will agree with 
me that there are a number of things you cannot see.

Ben Yosef: The wells. If I wouldn’t have seen them on 
the ground, only from the aerial photograph, I wouldn’t 
have found them. If you gave me photographs of [the 
whole of] Kazakhstan and asked me to find all the wells, 
I might have found only 50. This is the reason that we 
visit the ground. This is why we look, and compare. 
Walking on the ground with the image in hand, and 
with all sorts of magnifying equipment on the image. 
At home it is even more important. It’s a must. A must.

[…]

Roash: Is it fair to say you identified only four wells?

Ben Yosef: No, many more, many more…

Roash: In the aerial photographs I mean.

Ben Yosef: In the aerial photographs I found many 
more…

Roash: I tell you that these wells could be from the 
ancient period, do you deny this?

Ben Yosef: Well, people have been drinking water since 
millions of years…149    

First it was the ability of the film to confirm the presence 
of elements that was contested. Then, when the presence 
of some of these elements could be agreed upon, their 
meaning was contested. Are the houses an indication of 
permanent settlement or the temporary accommodation 
of nomads? And the wells?

In her March 15, 2012 verdict against the plaintiffs, 
Judge Dovrat accepted the state’s claims that the photo-
graphs were inconclusive in proving the existence of a per-
manent Bedouin settlement. “Although the expert claimed 
that there was a continuous agricultural settlement on 
site, it became apparent that it was of very low density.”150 
Mobilized against the claimants was the fact that Bedouin 
life leaves only gentle marks on the territory, and the in-
ability of the film to render these marks clearly. 

W H I T I N G  O U T

The aerial photographs from 1945 have since emerged in a 
different context. They were presented as justification for 
the attempts to evict the al-Tūris from the cemetery in 

HUSE IN SA LEM ABU MDĒGHEM FA MILY W ELL , AL-ʻAR AQĪB 

Above: 
image 5033, RAF Palestine Survey series, January 5, 1945

(detail 15 of image on p. 71, x12 enlargement)  

Below: 
Fazal Sheikh, April 14, 2014
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AER I A L AND SATELL ITE IM AGES OF A L-ʻAR AQĪB (1945, 1965, 1989, 2010),  
M ARK ED AND ANNOTATED BY THE ISR AEL I ORGANIZ AT ION REGAV IM

Regavim, 2013

Regavim’s caption to this image reads: “1945: no cemetery and no village; 1965: indication of a new cemetery, 
no village; 1989: a cemetery but no village; 2010: a village and a cemetery.” It is only in the 1965 photograph, 
and from that date on, the Regavim report claims, “that it is possible to notice the cemetery in its early stages 
and a single tent next to it.” The “tent” is in fact a structure built around the cistern; it is visible, just like the 
cemetery—as we shall see in what follows—at the same place already in the 1945 image. (Source: Regavim, 
The Truth about the Bedouins in the Negev, December 2013, online publication)

HOUSE OF SU LE IM AN MUHA M M AD A L-‘UQBAH (N ŪR I A L-UQBI ’ S FATHER) IN AL- ʻARAQĪB 

Above: image 5033, RAF Palestine Survey series, January 5, 1945
(detail 16 of image on p. 71, x10 enlargement); Below: Fazal Sheikh, April 12, 2014

The stone in the image below reads: “This is the house of Suleiman Muhammad al-‘Uqbah (1914–1993). The 
house was built in 1936, and demolished after he and his clan were expelled in 1951. The house had hosted 
the tribal court in the first years of the Israeli state until the expulsion.” In the background of the image is the 
recently planted God TV Forest.
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al-̒Araqīb. The claim that the al-Tūri cemetery did not exist 
on the 1945 photographs was made in a detailed report 
by an Israeli “NGO” called Regavim. I use quotation marks 
around the acronym because, as scholars Nicola Perugini 
and Neve Gordon have shown, unlike other non-govern-
mental human rights organizations, Regavim does not act 
to limit state power, but was rather set up to defend and re-
inforce state sovereignty and government control over state 
land, and is supported by parties within the present gov-
erning coalition.151 In December 2013, Regavim published 
a report that used a series of aerial photographs from 2010, 
1989, 1965, and—the oldest—January 5, 1945, to claim that 
the al-Tūri cemetery was not on site before the establish-
ment of the state in 1948, and that it only becomes visible 
in the 1965 photograph (see p. 78). Therefore, they con-
cluded, it was invasively established on “state land.” They 
wrote that in “the area where al-̒Araqīb is today, in 1945, no 
village or cemetery [existed] whatsoever” and demanded 
that the state immediately evict the families living there.152

I ordered the relevant 1945 photographs from the 
Israeli cadastral center and received them as high resolu-
tion scans. Comparing the twists and turns of the al-̒Araqīb 
stream—the only identifiable feature on a site after almost 
70 years of development and transformation—I was able 
to locate the present extent of the cemetery within the 
1945 photograph. In the northeastern corner of the area 
where today’s cemetery is, the 1945 film, at maximum op-
tical magnification, displays a pattern of lighter and darker 
shades in higher contrast than its surroundings. The area is 
smaller than the contemporary extent of the cemetery, but 
it is of course likely that in 1945 the cemetery was smaller. 
Most graves at present are made of horizontal and vertical 
stone slabs. But in a meeting on site in September 2014, 
Sheikh Sayāh al-Tūri led me to an area of the cemetery 
in which the graves are marked by small piles of stones. 
One of these piles, al-Tūri said, dates to 1914 and was the 
first grave on site. The remaining graves in this part of the 
cemetery are unmarked. “This is how we used to bury [our 
people] then. We didn’t use tombstones until later.”153 

By the time the 1945 photograph was taken, he ex-
plained, there were already about 15 or 20 graves similarly 
marked with piles of stones. The stone markings on site are 

between 1 and 1.5 meters long and about half a meter wide. 
On the 1945 photograph none should be wider than a grain. 
The fact that the graves attributed to the period before the 
establishment of the state were unmarked and undated was 
used by all those who tried to deny the al-Tūri claims. But 
the equivalent place on the image does show a distinctly 
bounded area, different from the fields around it. Within 
this area, in 1945, there certainly were a number of objects, 
regularly arranged, each about the size of the grain. It does 
not seem to be a small field or a garden because the surface 
is lighter than the dark gray patches of vegetation and fields 
around it on the photograph and could be consistent with 
bare stones. The authors of the Regavim report committed—
like many colonial travelers and cartographers, and indeed 
the State of Israel now—to “not seeing”; they either ignored 
or actively read these signs out of the image. 

When colonial cartographers left white spots on their 
maps, they acted as means of erasure: “whiting outs” that 
led to the wiping out of entire native cultures. But sup-
posedly objective and neutral aerial photographs do not 
undo the potential for erasure. They could also be used, 
as we have seen, to remove, white out, or read people and 
things out of representation. This is because aerial pho-
tographs need to be carefully read and decoded. When 
relevant traces are at the limit of indexability, interpreting 
them requires an understanding of the material relation 
between the photographs and the objects photographed. 
Evidence of “whiting out” reflects not only on the presence 
of Bedouins on site, but on a state struggling not to see—in-
deed to deny—what exists in front of its eyes. 

The 1945 photographs, like all the other photographs 
in this book, are only still frames in a process of continuous 
transformation and dispossession. With every tidal cycle of 
the desert’s ebb and flow another image is created. When 
the green rolls south we can measure the extent to which 
the line of afforestation and cultivation has been expand-
ed; when the yellow crawls back, the bare surface of the 
earth reveals new traces of eviction. Sixty-five cycles of 
eviction have torn down all structures, fields, orchards, and 
the fence around the cemetery. The site is now surrounded 
by forests closing in from all sides. In September 2014, a 
few pieces of cloth fastened to the two remaining trees left 
on the site, and a couple of mattresses thrown under them, 
were the only things with which the al-Tūris were clinging 
on to the threshold of the desert.

A L-T ŪR I CEMETERY, A L-ʻAR AQĪB , 2014 

Left: Sayāh al-Tūri in the al-Tūri Cemetery, al-ʻAraqīb (Eyal Weizman, September 27, 2014). Al-Tūri is show-
ing the area of the cemetery where the graves date from before 1945. The graves are marked by small piles 
of stones. Right: the grave of Al Jāber Sabḥa in the al-Tūri cemetery, al-ʻAraqīb (Fazal Sheikh, April 12, 2014). 
The concrete sign reads Al Jāber. It is, according to Sayāh al-Tūri, the first grave on site, dating to 1914.

Pages 80–81:

A L-T ŪR I CEMETERY, A L-ʻAR AQĪB , 

Fazal Sheikh, October 9, 2011

The graves at the center of the cemetery are the earliest, dating to be-
fore the establishment of the State of Israel and the subsequent displace-
ment of the al-Tūris. After the displacement the community still used 
the cemetery to bury their dead, and started erecting hard grave stones. 

Pages 84–85:

A L-T ŪR I CEMETERY, IM AGE 5033,  
R AF PA LEST INE SURV EY SER IES

January 5, 1945 (detail 17 of image on p. 71, x26 enlargement)
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N OT E S  O N  T R A N S L I T E R AT I O N

The transliteration system used in The Conflict Shoreline gives preference to the phonetic pro-
nunciation of words, and favors common parlance over historical or literary usage (for example: 
Bisān and not Baysān), so as to better indicate the essence of the language as it is used today. The 
system does not distinguish between letters that have similar pronunciation as far as the foreign 
speaker is concerned (for example the letter S stands for both س and ص). As the Bedouins of the 
Negev pronounce the letter ق as G, the letter G has been used in relation to places that are strictly 
Bedouin to represent the letter ق. The accenting of long vowels for Hebrew was done only when 
necessary for the pronunciation of a certain word for a non-Hebrew speaker and not as a conven-
tion. When an official spelling of the name of a person, place, or institution contradicts this sys-
tem, deference has been made to that which is in common usage, and therefore most accessible.

C O N S O N A N T S

H T Ḥ GH KH Q TZ S DH ʽ ʼ SH

ه ط ت ح غ خ ق — ص س ذ ع ؤ ئ إ أ ش

ה ט ת ח — כ ק צ שׂ ס — ע א ש

N A Q A B  B E D O U I N  
P R O N U N C I A T I O N V O W E L S

G A Ī Ū Ā Ē Ō

ق ة ى ا ي و ا colloquial (يX) colloquial (وX)

ג ה י וּ — — וֹ
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