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Fair-trade olive oil has become the most recent success story of Palestinian resistance.  At a time when the resistance has become corrupted by in-fighting between parties and one can no longer see the woods for the trees in terms of the “purity” of the Palestinian cause, the emergence of fair-trade ideas and success has meant many things, not least that people in Palestine are fed up with politics and want to make sure that they take control of their lives and livelihoods when the likelihood of a political settlement and a stable Palestinian state seem to be drifting farther and farther away from people’s horizons.  

Sometimes scouring the newspapers for news of home, I wish I would read a story that is uplifting, one that highlights average Palestinians’ daily triumphs over a life riddled with hardship and challenges.  But apart from the political conflict – which constitutes a major challenge – a Palestinian’s life is no less ordinary than a life of someone living in Edinburgh.  

There are the recent high school graduates confused about what path to take; vocational training or an academic pursuit, then there’s the university graduate’s dilemma of not only trying to find a job in an increasingly closed and competitive environment, but also the insecurities of applying and going to first interviews, still unsure how to handle those situations successfully.  

Then comes other major life-decisions, establishing one’s own family and trying to find purpose to ones life.  I do not mean to paint a rosy picture of life in Jerusalem, and the West Bank, it is not.  It is a hard life, one that often brings the most positive of people down, yet it is often not as hard as it seems from the outside or maybe, we’ve just learned to internalize and normalize all the strangeness of living under a military regime that it has become almost natural to navigate that landscape without thinking that a checkpoint is an abnormal structure hindering social and economic contiguity of a nation, to say the least.  I cannot even pretend to know what it’s like to live in Gaza, so I won’t talk about it, especially since I have not been there since 2000, my last trip before the second Intifada erupted.  

Sure there are checkpoints, barriers, lives under fire, but life goes on in between all these things, marriage, births, deaths, graduations, balmy evenings in cafes, watching the world cup games, grocery shopping, learning, just living!  All universal things, but all of which happen under strangely surreal circumstances, but we have learned to adapt and shut them out from time to time.  

So when I find news from home, all I see are political analyses sometimes written by people who confound me as they seem to have no idea what they are talking about.  Other stories are mostly news of destruction and conflict and death, blood on the front pages, that unfortunately in this cynical world sells more papers and airtime than a nice story about an olive cooperative, or the background story of women in an embroidery workshop.  

I would have thought that if I, as a Palestinian, am feeling fatigue from the same recycled stories in the news, then how is it for people in the UK?  Sometimes I think these stories reach the point of overkill, over-information can indeed become arsenal for those who would say that Israel-bashing is anti-Semitism, and sometimes there reaches a point where I actually start to agree with them!  

Maybe I’m too much of a cynic myself and I know that there are many good people working for the cause, believing in it and dedicating time to it, especially those people who have become activists or have carried out work out of a conviction that what they do is justice driven and they feel that Palestinians deserve a better lot and that there is another Palestinian story to be told.  But I also think that while people’s support and belief in the justness of the Palestinian cause, is honourable, Palestinians have become tired of having to constantly re-tell their life-stories, pock-marked with tales of checkpoint agony stories and being held-up at gunpoint or being harassed, or having to figure out the bureaucracy of the municipality of Jerusalem or being arrested for no logical reason.

Most Palestinians just want to lead an ordinary life.  And trying to create a balance between living under occupation and living out an uninteresting life is something that most Palestinians continue to attempt to master.  Why is it awe-inspiring that a young Palestinian woman wants to become a fashion designer of sorts, when it is absolutely ordinary for any young woman here to have those same ambitions?  True, back home, the occupation is always hanging over people’s heads in one way or another.  But for me, the ambitions and the drive to achieve one’s dream is still a basic human instinct that is no different from one people to another.  Yet her success no matter how big or small, is indeed a matter for celebration because of the fact that she has defied difficult circumstances.  

This is perhaps a fluffy middle class example, but surprise surprise, Palestinians also have a middle class.  Some might be disappointed, because the need to rescue a Palestinian middle class seems somewhat less appealing and less exotic than rescuing a barefoot child whose family was just lost in the latest bombing in Gaza.  What I’m trying to say is that like all societies, we also are made up of many groups, some of whom might actually be able to make the changes, by ourselves if given a chance rather than rely on INGO projects, for example and other means of outside interference that may have other clandestine agendas that do not meet with our own.  

This for me is sometimes the crux of the matter, that no matter how much people feel an affinity for the Palestinians and want to stand up for the grave sense of injustice that they feel has been inflicted upon them (us), increasingly, I think, Palestinians want to just deal with the occupation on their own terms, not by shutting it out, but by finding ways to cope with it emotionally, psychologically, physically and yet at the same time trying to pursue dreams that are so taken for granted elsewhere.  

The entrepreneurial spirit is alive in Palestine and there is no shortage of creative individuals who open new restaurants or fashion workshops or boutiques.  Sometimes what they overcome, is not even the occupation, rather personal circumstances, like a couple of sisters in Ramallah whose early teen marriage and subsequent married life was so difficult that they never thought they would be able to open their shop because of their respective husbands’ disapproval, yet they went on to be a success story in downtown Ramallah and there are many other success stories like theirs.  Others have risen to wealth out of sheer hard work and established successful pharmaceutical manufacturing companies, or dairy production plants, as two examples.  Maybe this is a picture of the Palestinian middle class, whom most in the West do not want to acknowledge.  That they would rather hold on to the image that the average Palestinian is either a terrorist, one that does not deserve to be heard or one that is poor, downtrodden and is in need of rescuing.  I have to say, that while it is true that there is rampant poverty in Palestine, I would still disagree with those that base their approach for helping the Palestinians upon this premise that we are in need of rescuing all the time.  We definitely need help, but we want to be the ones asking for the kind of help that we need!  

So, I am not denying the fact that there is widespread poverty.  There are people who survive on less than $2 (£1.25) a day/person.  For an average household of 7 members, this is a major burden.  Poverty statistics particularly for the Gaza Strip definitely offer a different perspective that I represent on life in Palestine. Unemployment is also a major problem. So admittedly a middle class experience or perspective does not cover all of the people living in the occupied Palestinian territories and as a study by Christian Aid of some years back has indicated, poverty in Palestine is induced poverty.   Malnutrition rates are also reflective of the induced poverty and so are unemployment rates.    Therefore, one of the reasons for poverty, I don’t have to tell you is a direct result of the occupation, loss of jobs, loss of land and loss of livelihoods as a result, in addition any entrepreneurial venture isn’t given the chance to flourish and survive very often under such circumstances.  

However, the fact that some people live a very simple life does not mean that they are in want; they have learned that the important things are not material acquisitions; rather it is the education for their children, girls and boys alike, access to  water, and health centres are among the many things that they want, that they deserve, because they are aware that it is not a privilege it is a right.  

An olive press is what they also want!  But today Palestinians want it and all the aforementioned things on their own terms, not dictated by some international non-governmental organization’s conditions and policies that would decide on whether a particular village community deserves their grace more than another.  

Unfortunately, though INGOs have done much to help the Palestinian people over the past 30+ years, more and more Palestinians have begun to question their role in perpetuating the conflict.  Sometimes my problem with INGOs is not the fact that they help but how they do the helping and the attitudes that they espouse.  As a former “aid” worker myself, I remember being told by an American colleague of mine, having freshly arrived from Kosovo, that we were part of the war industry.  She said it with such relish and zeal that I didn’t know whether I was more shocked to realize that I was now a participant in this so called war industry or whether she was actually, in some twisted way, happy about having a role in fighting some imagined “honourable” war, as she would have herself believe!  She also ended by telling me that she was dedicating the last years of her fertility to the Palestinian cause, and I stood there, scratching my head thinking that she is either naïve to think that she can single-handedly bring about a resolution to our conflict INSTEAD of having babies or whether she was in desperate need of therapy.  I think the latter!  A former mutual colleague has recently told me that she is now the proud mother of two children, so alas, our conflict will never be solved now with her out of the picture!  

That aside, yes it is a cause for celebration when this project or that succeeds, when a business succeeds, because it is also about an act of positive resistance that offers an alternative to the preferred media images of masked men shooting in the air at a martyr’s funeral or stone throwing youth.  Conquering a depressingly restrictive and oppressive regime by refusing to give in to it and give up is a worthy cause to celebrate, but only one part of it, for it to survive and flourish there needs to be a lasting solution.  One that has eluded even the best intentioned of politicians… and you know what they say about the best of intentions.  Unfortunately I do not have the answers either, because the way things look on the ground these days, it is hard to imagine that something will change in the near future.  

Yet, one must continue to hope, even in the most depressing of situations.  I say that often and yet in the back of my mind, I’m always holding back, the cynic that I am; knowing, that hope has become yet another casualty of the conflict.  The overuse of this word, like that of peace and justice has made it all the less meaningful to someone like me.  

Yet I am not hopeless, but a realist, aware that hope does sustain people, but only when it is accompanied by an opportunity.  People back home have had their dreams and hopes dashed so many times that it is no wonder that they do not believe in something until it actually happens.  Is that a self-fulfilling prophecy that dooms us to a continued cycle of conflict?  Is it because we are hopeless we are unable to have faith that we will find a solution and so it brings about the election of an ultra-nationalist in Israel, for example?  I think that’s a bit simplistic and I don’t believe in the you-brought-this-on-yourself rhetoric.  

I think, however, that many Palestinian and Israelis have lost faith in their respective leaderships.  What does that mean?  Apart from the expected increase in fundamentalism, I also believe it means something else, that people are turning towards what they can control, themselves, their own creativity, pouring boundless energy into projects despite the fact that they may fail.  Perhaps this is a new kind of individualism, a by-product of a capitalist ethic, but perhaps in our case, it isn’t about acquisition, rather it is about self-fulfilment and taking back something integral that has been lost from the Palestinians, a sense of self-worth, but ultimately it is about survival and saying to people “hey we’re still out here”. 

So it is not enough to say, but it is important to do.  Do what?  Buy Palestinian products!  I’m sorry of if I sound like I’m advertising … I don’t mean it to be like that.  I am more sceptical than anyone when I hear about a new Palestinian charity or NGO mushrooming up filling an already saturated market with yet another unnecessary project that depletes resources and draws them away from really worthy causes.  

But how do you develop a discerning sense of which project is more worthy than the next?  It isn’t easy.  But for me, even with a sense that capitalism doesn’t work, small businesses that start up in Palestine actually do give a sense of hope.  A sense that people are still trying to create something amidst a difficult situation, which is a testimony to their tenacity and sense that a banal life goes on in between checkpoint stories or in spite of them.  That’s why, I would rather buy olive oil than donate money to a charity, knowing that much of the proceeds will go back to the farmers.  With every olive oil bottle that I see, I remember the villages in Jenin and Ramallah whose family and community lives have centred around the olive tree for centuries and feel that this clear green syrup is not only a tasty salad dressing ingredient, but a lifeline and a reminder that the land is not just a piece of real estate, but a living, breathing organism that is kind to those who are kind to it.  Those who really inherit the earth are those, in my opinion, who treat it with respect and know that their relationship with it is one of give and take, not of destructive exploitation.  

In the words of Zaytoun it is also about “celebrating the heritage of Palestinians”.  Therefore, when I buy Palestinian olive oil here or an embroidered pillow, I am also supporting something that tells another side of the Palestinian story, one that is not perfect by any means, but one that says that we are productive and that is how we want to be known, replacing the negative images that we always see in the media.

I think that so many have hijacked our story and made us into stereotypical heroes or victims or terrorists, but what constitutes a hero to the world media or to those radicals who see the cause before the people living it, is different in my books.  

For me it is the average Palestinian individual who is a hero.  Because with each stitch on a piece of embroidery, I recall the woman who told me that she wants all her daughters to complete higher education, because she was deprived of it.  Her house was furnished with the bare minimum and despite the low temperature in her home, the warmth of her welcome made me forget the bitter cold of that far gone January day.  For her it was vital to ensure that her daughters’ higher education was provided for so they can have more choices in life.  She did not learn this by being told by some aid worker, she learnt this from her own experience, from her feeling of helplessness at being unable to read or write and having to rely on others to provide for her and her children.  

Many of the women involved in the cooperatives that have produced some of the most beautiful embroidery have stories to tell.  Nothing too exciting, nonetheless they are the stories of most Palestinians, but ones that newspapers don’t cover.  It’s the story of a woman who wants to make sure that her children have new shoes and clothes for the first day of the school year.  She wants to make sure that she can put a healthy meal on the table, she wants to be able to treat their illnesses and maybe if she has some money left over, she can take them on a trip or buy them a book.  She doesn’t do it for profit, but for sustenance and that’s why providing even just a little bit of income for the family is important.  It’s not a disposable, rather a supplementary income that is necessary to ensure that she is doing something to improve her family’s chances of a dignified life, when money is tight because the males in her household are restricted from the job market, or their lands are out of bounds because of military orders and so they are unable to provide for the family as they once used to.  It also sends another message, that she will not be a beggar.  She will only get money if she earns it herself.  

I hope you don’t think I’m over romanticizing this notion of how important fair-trade is for Palestinians.  I don’t think that any system is infallible, but one must also give things that seem to be working a chance to demonstrate their worthiness, and that’s where hope springs.  Not in the empty words of world leaders, or in government funded aid projects that only serve the agendas of the donor countries and further wreak havoc on our social and political systems.  On the face of things, NGOs have managed to stave off the spectre of poverty, but at what price?  

I wanted to give you pause for thought, to say a word of caution, because I want to see Palestinian olive oil reaching the markets in Europe and America because I believe it’s the best out there… of course I’m biased!  I want it to be a success more than anything, because I believe that it does what it says it does, i.e. it gives farmers a purpose and a source of income that is sustainable because it has invested in and built upon something that is already an integral part of the Palestinian agricultural heritage and not some made-up project that has a long name like “integrated participatory agricultural development project” that NGOs come up with all the time that gives no indication as to what the project actually does.  It seems to me it is just a fancy name for continuing to justify their part in this “war industry”.  

There are over 100 INGOs in Palestine and yet we are none the better for it.  True, these INGOs create jobs for Palestinians, and provide services where some essential services are missing, yet at the same time, it has also absolved Israel from their responsibility and some would argue prolonged the conflict as a result, as am sure some of you are all too aware of already.  On another level, it has created an atmosphere of complacency and dependency among the Palestinians, save to say that it has also been exploited by some Palestinians.  Without truly believing in the projects, some people signed deals with donors yet there has been no transparency and surprisingly none was really demanded.  

I would warn against people seeing this as an excuse not to trust the “locals”, rather it is a vicious cycle whereby the “locals” have become all too aware of the agendas and weaknesses of donors’ and INGOs systems that they have learned to work them to their advantage.  But I don’t believe that INGOs or donors are not aware of this game and some are all too happy to continue to fund those who would push their agendas.  

That’s why olive oil producers and crafts women are somewhat less susceptible to these games.  Because they have a higher stake in it, because making a profit means sustaining their families and if they sabotage it, it means that they are being self-destructive.   

For many years, most Palestinians have argued that what they want is self-sufficiency, the chance to develop new ways to attain economic independence from Israel in order to have larger negotiating power, for one.  We will never reach the economic might that Israel is; we do not export weapons, military intelligence or deal in blood diamonds, some of the mainstays of Israel’s economy.  But what we have always wanted is to be seen as equal human beings with lives equally worthy of living to those of our neighbours.  

 

So here's where selling and buying fair-trade olive oil and crafts works well.  It will not give a major economic boost to the Palestinians, but its revenues will certainly help the communities that are involved in it to improve their lot.  I am proud of these products and what they represent; a chance for us to re-capture our dignity, our dignity from the oppressor, but from anyone who wants to profit off our backs.  A chance to tell a different kind of Palestinian story, one that people can relate to and admire and want to support.  

What Palestinians have always wanted, was for their children to grow up having not felt deprived, having had the opportunity to go to school and advance themselves and have dreams to pursue, even when the possibility of achieving a dream seems remote and unlikely.  That's why projects like these are better.  There’s no chance for anyone to become multi-millionaires out of these projects and any of the hundreds of small scale businesses across the West Bank and Gaza, but it’s really not about the bottom line.  It’s about the process, about the fact that hope is in having purpose and joy is only fulfilled when one builds on the purposefulness of another’s.  

Thank you.  
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