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In the Light of the Morning After

Few are the landscapes that arouse sadness and compassion like those from which the human component has been uprooted, and where only the physical framework created by the absentees in their own form and image remains. The world is full of these landscapes: Algeria, Asia Minor, Israel/Palestine, India/Pakistan, Indochina, Kenya, Eastern Prussia, Silesia, the Sudeten region as well as the former Yugoslavia – places abandoned following wars, riots and collapsed colonial regimes. People either escaped or were banished, carrying with them only their personal belongings. They left behind their homes, places of worship, ancestors' graves and their unique material culture: from agrarian cultivation to settlement patterns, from church belfries to inscriptions carved in stone immortalizing forgotten events in foreign tongues.

Relics of the waning past refuse to disappear. Wherever you may look, you come across the signposts of a lost civilization in the remains of which lives another, different people that adjusted the remains to their own needs and tastes. In the process, signs of the past are ignored and the unique cultural characteristics of the uprooted are wilfully demolished as the fears grow that these may later serve claims for return.

The visitor then observes the structures and ponders the human tragedy that has remained frozen in carved stóne: in a bedroom turned shop, a temple turned restaurant and in an inscription that has been blurred. Israeli writer S. Yizhar describes an Arab village deserted during the war of 1948 thus:

‘And suddenly, in mid-afternoon or just before evening, the village – which only a moment before had been just a few desolate, silent, orphaned hovels, heavy silence, and the wail of heart-rending laments – this large and gloomy village opens up and sings a song of belongings whose breath has departed; a song of human deeds that have been reduced to their elements and run wild; a song bringing bad tidings of sudden calamity, which freezes and remains suspended like a curse that does not cross the lips, and fear ... and a flash, here and there a kind of flash of revenge, of a challenge to fight, of a "God of Vengeance, appear!" ... walls that somebody had toiled to decorate the best he could ... an orderliness that was understood by someone and disorder that one could sort out ... rags that are familiar to those who are accustomed to them. Ways of life that have unravelled, their meaning lost ... and a great, all-pervading muteness; resting on the love and the noise. And the trouble and the hope, and the pleasant hours and the unpleasant – they are all corpses that will not be buried.

‘And here are the checkerboard fields, ploughed and turning green, and the deeply shaded orchards, and the hedges that dissect the area in tranquil patterns ... – and behold, the grief of orphanhood is descending on all of them like an opaque bridal veil. Fields that will not be harvested. Orchards that will not be watered. Paths that will be desolate. And a kind of loss – and twas all for naught. Thorns and brambles straggling over everything. And a parched yellowness, the wail of the wilderness ...’

Sometimes the landscape is abandoned and becomes desolate, but more often than not the deserted landscape rapidly fills with another people who look upon the relics of the past as a mere nuisance and whose lives amidst the ruins compel `adjustments' of eradication and new construction. And slowly, or with resolute effort, a new human layer of existence is formed upon the old one and mingles with it.

The new people evolve to become entrenched natives themselves. The inherited and transformed landscape becomes their homeland, whilst the affinity of the uprooted to their ancestral land becomes a challenge to the very existence of the settlers.

There are places where reconciliation has been attained between the altered human landscape and the physical one, frozen or transformed, where past traumas retreat into nostalgia. There are, however, places where eviction and settlement continue to serve as cries for battle and the physical landscape becomes a theater of war, in which the environment and cultural values are sacrificed on the altar of aggressive existential confrontation. Political and ideological decisions shape the physical environment, while patriotism – the refuge of the villain, the charlatan and the glutton – conceals the foolishness, the damage and the environmental destruction. As the years go by, the affluent and powerful party enforces its material culture, while the remaining defeated party mimics its buildings and settlements. Furthermore, embedded within the arrogance of the victors there exists an obvious component of hubris – a repudiation of world order and an arrogant challenge against the Gods. And for this sin of hubris the Gods mete out heavy punishment.


It is distressing to see a landscape abandoned by its human element. But disturbing and more tragic still is the sight of built and flourishing settlements crowded by people and full of activity, knowing that sooner or later, but inevitably, the settlers will be displaced. This is the emotional response to the sight of Jewish settlements in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip, in the heart of a dense Palestinian population. The perception on which the Jewish Settlement Project in the Occupied Territories was founded was that of the eternal weakness and inferiority of the Palestinians. Those who built the settlements presumed that the Palestinians would remain forever submissive and obsequious. How else would it be possible to explain the reasoning behind the establishment of Jewish islands in the heart of an Arab population? The victor's vanity, self-righteousness and the feeling of superiority – bordering on racism – that was at the source of its aggressive incursion into the homogeneous Palestinian fabric. The assumption was that millions of people would forever agree to the existence of a domineering minority amongst them. And when the error became apparent, and the Palestinians began to rebel, the inevitable countdown towards the eviction of the arrogant settlements upon the hilltops commenced.

It is impossible to predict how tomorrow will look, when it will come and how. In peace or violence? Will the Jewish settlements be evacuated peacefully and handed over to the Palestinian refugees? Will they be destroyed following violent resistance or will they prevail? And on which terms: peaceful coexistence or their military superiority?

The future of the settlements is currently perceived in terms of a political solution in accordance with a rational and optimistic model, which views the Israeli-Palestinian conflict as a national-ethnic conflict, the solution to which is `two states for two peoples'. However, it is possible that this model was never viable, or that there were strong forces that succeeded in destroying it. Or, possibly, that the fundamental hostility between the settlers that struck roots and the natives that were expelled or subjugated does not allow for the attainment of mutual recognition and equal rights. This is why a solution of separation on the basis of equality is not viable, since in reality there exists a de facto bi-national entity. The only option, therefore, is to think in terms of a single geopolitical unit, in which two rival communities reside in perpetual enmity. In this context some settlements will remain in place, and others will be evacuated due to insecure living conditions. 

Either way, with or without deliberate destruction, the retreating settlers will be tormented by the tragedy of evacuation, and the physical environment will suffer a traumatic transformation. Should the departing Israelis not destroy the settlements, Palestinians will inhabit them and will probably adjust the structures to the own physical and cultural needs, with numerous alterations.

Though the human landscape may be exchanged, the results of mass building are irreversible. The Israeli settlements generated extreme changes in the physical environment of the Occupied Territories, the most pronounced example of which is Ma'ale Edummim, the Israeli construction in the desert between Jerusalem and Jericho. The town, with its adjoining Jewish settlements, forms a sweeping built-up area that entirely blurs the dramatic confrontation between the desert and the planted land. The significance of Jerusalem as a city perched on the border between the arid barren land and the fertile populated land – a confrontation that has always defined the physical and historic environment of the Holy City – has been destroyed forever. No change in the human landscape will rescind this physical change. Irreversible, too, is the extensive environmental damage caused by the hysterical paving of bypass roads built as a result of the temporary and erroneous considerations of security measures. The arrogance of the founders of the Jewish Settlement Project will not disappear, and neither will those who perpetuated it. It is immortalised in the hundreds of thousands of tons of concrete that bury the hills of the West Bank beneath them.
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