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Foreword

What’s Palestine to him, 			 
or he to Palestine?
Hamid Dabashi

“The Palestinians remain so specialized 
a people as to serve essentially as a 
synonym for trouble—rootless, mindless, 
gratuitous trouble. They will not go away 
as they ought to, they will not accept 
the fate of  other refugees […] they 
cause trouble.”
Edward W. Said, The Question of  Palestine 1

What do Palestinians have in common with First Nations in 
Australia, or with Native Americans or African Americans in the 
United States, or with people in Kashmir or Hong Kong rising up 
for their rights? Why should anyone other than the Palestinians 
care about Palestinians? Are we doing Palestinians a favor if  we 
join their cause?

The answer to these and other similar questions is not 
predicated on specific national struggles for freedom—many 
nations have had similar experiences. Solidarity cannot be 
predicated solely on one-to-one correspondence between one 
national liberation movement and another. Native Americans 
or African Americans are fighting for their rights, and then they 
see Palestinians doing the same, so they identify with them. Such 
comparative calculations of  struggle would be much limited in 
convictions and could soon dissipate and degenerate into pitting 
one nation against another. In recent protests in Iran, some 

1 Edward W. Said, The Question of Palestine (New York: Times Book, 1979).
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were chanting “Neither Gaza Nor Lebanon, I sacrifice my life 
for Iran!”—as if  freedom in Gaza and Lebanon was at the cost 
of  freedom in Iran! The answer to such flawed arguments must 
be predicated on a more principled, more structural, and more 
global understanding of  colonial domination, localized tyrannies, 
and emancipatory uprisings.

Palestinians are the return of  the repressed, as the Israeli 
occupation of  Palestine is the open secret of  European colonialism 
coming back to haunt its attempt to forget its murderous history. 
President Emmanuel Macron, and other custodians of  French 
racist history, are now up in arms protesting against anyone who 
remind them of  their criminal colonial history. They deny the 
terror they have perpetrated in their colonial history. But what 
Israelis are doing in Palestine today is what the French did in 
Algeria, the British did in India, the Belgians in Congo, the 
Spaniards in Latin America, and the list goes on. Zionism is the 
extension of  the very logic of  European colonialism around 
the globe. The French too thought they had every right to be 
in Algeria. They too thought this was their God-given right to 
cultivate, colonize, and “civilize” the people they conquered.

Have you read Sven Lindqvist’s “Exterminate All the Brutes”: One 
Man’s Odyssey into the Heart of  Darkness and the Origins of  European 
Genocide?2 You should read this book if  you have not. It is the 
story of  all forms of  colonialism, including Israel. While you 
are at it, also read King Leopold’s Ghost: A Story of  Greed, Terror, 
and Heroism in Colonial Africa by Adam Hochschild.3 We need a 
global conception of  what has happened to this earth if  we are 
to understand what solidarity with Palestinians means. Today, the 
British, the French, and the rest of  European colonialists, are 
put in a difficult position to acknowledge the terror they have 
perpetrated around the globe. For the best of  them, Israel is an 

2 Sven Lindqvist, “Exterminate All the Brutes”: One Man’s Odyssey into the Heart of Darkness and 
the Origins of European Genocide, Joan Tate (trans.) (New York: The New Press, 1997).
3 Adam Hochschild, King Leopold’s Ghost: A Story of Greed, Terror, and Heroism in Colonial Africa, 
Barbara Kingsolver (Foreword) (Boston: Mariner Books, 1999).
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embarrassment. It stages for the whole world to see what they are 
doing their best to forget and repress in their own history.

In the context of  this global configuration of  the will to 
conquer and the will to resist domination, the key question for 
both Palestinians and non-Palestinians to ask themselves is: What 
has their prolonged battle against annihilation by their Zionist 
occupiers taught the world at large? The issue is not between 
Palestinians and non-Palestinians, and even less between Arabs 
and non-Arabs. There are Palestinians who collaborate with 
their Zionist enemies. There are leaders of  Arab countries like 
United Arab Emirates, Bahrain, Sudan, and Morocco who could 
not care less about Palestinians and have established diplomatic 
relationship with Israel. So, the support and solidarity of  the 
native nations, or African Americans, or any other people, has a 
logic other than ethnicity and/or nationhood.

Palestine and the Palestinian cause have emerged as an acid test 
for all other liberation movements around the globe, including 
the Black liberation movement in the US. Israelis built a garrison 
state as Zionists, and Zionism is the contemporary extension 
and the most brutal manifestation of  European colonialism, the 
British colonialism in particular. You cannot be aware and oppose 
European savagery around the globe while still turn a blind eye 
to Zionist brutalities in Palestine. You cannot read the history of 
European barbarities in the New World, or transatlantic slavery, 
and remain quiet about what Israelis are doing to Palestinians in 
their own homeland.

Without Palestine and the Palestinian cause, the African 
American cause would be trapped inside the sustained course of 
Zionist propaganda machinery that had entrapped even the most 
brilliant among the leading Black intellectuals. If  Angela Davis 
today represents the most public example of  how the Palestinian 
cause has liberated African Americans from nativism, Ta-Nehisi 
Coates represents the exact opposite—that is, the continued 
entrapment of  Black liberation in Zionism.
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Ta-Nehisi Coates’ belated conflation of  the colonial project 
of  Zionism and African American antiracist nationalism is an 
embarrassment—in this time and age still to see Israel as a model 
of  liberation! Every single word Ta-Nehisi Coates utters on behalf 
of  African American suffering sounds hollow and vacuous in 
light of  his admiration for Israel, and his total disregard for the 
suffering and the struggles of  Palestinians! It makes little to no 
difference if  Coates is plain ignorant or a calculating careerist. 
The result is the same. All you have to do is read the brilliant essay 
of  Pankaj Mishra on Ta-Nehisi Coates, “Why do white people 
like what I write?4”(2018), to see what happens when the defense 
of  the cause of  Black Americans loses reason and consistency 
if  it abandons the Palestinian cause and actively sides with the 
Zionists. It is truly appalling.

Solidarity with the Palestinian liberation movement is a 
touchstone of  all other national liberation movements and 
represents how dangerously close to nativism they might be. 
For people like Coates, Palestinians simply do not exist. Read his 
laudatory praise for Zionism The Negro Sings of  Zionism to notice 
that everything is about Blacks and Jews (which he callously 
conflates with Zionists).5 Not just Palestinians, to him, the world 
at large does not exist. It is just him and his Zionist supporters he 
seeks to appease.

Palestinian struggle for national liberation is primarily a 
Palestinian issue. They have fought for their liberation from 
colonial occupation and theft of  their homeland entirely 
independent of  anyone’s solidarity or careerist Zionism. Neither 
of  the two positions will have the slightest effect on the truth 
and power of  the Palestinian cause. What does matter is what the 
solidarity of  someone like Davis or the careerism of  someone 
like Coates tells us about the moral fiber of  these two vastly 
different public figures. Palestine is a threshold that Coates fails 

4 Pankaj Mishra, “Why Do White People Like What I Write?,” London Review of Books, vol. 40, no. 
4, 22/2/2018, accessed on 10/3/2021, at: https://bit.ly/3c8uLPB
5 Ta-Nehisi Coates, “The Negro Sings of Zionism,” The Atlantic, 13/5/2008, accessed on 17/3/2021, at: 
http://bit.ly/2P2f0Aw

https://bit.ly/3c8uLPB
http://bit.ly/2P2f0Aw
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to reach, and Davis passes with flying colors, not for the cause of 
Palestine, but for the cause of  Black liberation in the US.

“The trouble” that Palestinians cause, in Edward Said’s powerful 
sarcastic voice, is a good trouble. May the world never be devoid 
of  such good troubles! It exposes corruption and hypocrisy. It 
keeps the flame of  hope for humanity at large bold and bright. 
No one does Palestinians any favors by being in solidary with 
them. Anyone who does so has an internal barometer of  her or 
his own truth, and the veracity of  her or his own cause.
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Introduction
Suzannah Henty & Gary Foley

It is our honour to present this collaborative edition                       
On Solidarity with 28 Magazine. This edition is the first published 
outcome in Palestine following the Black-Palestinian Solidarity 
conference that was held at the University of  Melbourne,                                     
(6–8, November 2019).1

Over the course of  Three intense days in late spring, a group 
of  more than forty historians, academics, artists, activists, 
designers, architects, and poets flew in to Narrm from Palestine, 
Jordan, Turtle Island, Europe, and all across so-called Australia to 
discuss, debate, and reflect on what transnational solidarity and 
anti-colonial resistance means in theory and practice.2

The central focus of  the conference was to restate the 
longstanding solidarity between First Nation peoples and 
Palestinians, to explore decoloniality as a freedom and justice-
based theory, articulate Zionist appropriation of  Indigeneity 

1 Gary Foley & Suzannah Henty, “Black-Palestinian Solidarity,” Radical Philosophy, no. 207 (2020), 
pp. 126 - 129. We use the term “Black” in direct reference to the Black Caucus movement. The Black 
Caucus emerged during the late 1960s and early 1970s in Redfern in New South Wales, Australia, and 
was coordinated by Paul Coe, with the mentorship of Chicka Dixon. The group included Gary Foley, 
Gary Williams, Billy Craigie, Tony Coorey, John Newfong, Alana and Samantha Doolan, Lynn (nee 
Craigie), Peter Thompson, Bob and Kaye Bellear, Naomi Mayers, Norma Williams, and Pam Hunter. 
See: Gary Foley & Edwina Howell, “The Media Strategy of the Aboriginal Black Power, Land Rights 
and Self-Determination Movement,” in: Graham Meikle (ed.), The Routledge Companion to Media 
and Activism (New York: Routledge, 2018), pp. 307-315.
2 The full list of participants in alphabetical order: Adani Shibli, Alexis Wright, Ali Kazak, Alissar 
Chidiac, Amy McQuire, Bronwyn Penrith, Chrisoula Lionis, Clare Land, Destiny Deacon, Eugenia 
Flynn, Gary Foley, Ghassan Hage, Hadeel Assali, Hamzah Baig, Ian McLean, Irene Watson, Jacqui 
Katona, John Maynard, Jumana Manna, Larissa Behrendt, Léopold Lambert, Lorenzo Veracini, 
Marcelo Svirsky, Micaela Sahhar, Mohamed Nur, Murrandoo Yanner, Nadia Abu El-Haj, Nadia Ben-
Youssef, Rabab Abdulhadi, Randa Abdel-Fattah, Richard Bell, Sam Watson, Samah Sabawi, Sara 
M. Saleh, Sary Zananiri, Shatha Safi, Tasnim Sammak, the Karrabing Film Collective, Tony Birch, 
Vernon Ah Kee, Virginia Fraiser, Yousef Alreemawi.
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as erasure 3, enable and encourage the establishment of  new 
relationships, and critically engage with forms of  resistance against 
imperialism in its colonial, capitalist, neo-colonial, nationalist, and 
neo-liberal manifestations, from Djap Wurrung to Al-Quds, Gaza 
to Ferguson, Rojava to West Papua, Chiapas to Kanaky, Standing 
Rock to Aleppo.

As collaborators and convenors of  the conference, at the 
heart of  this project were the following questions: What is 
the praxis of  solidarity? In what ways can we challenge racial, 
ethnic, sex, and gender hierarchies by unlearning? What is an 
anticolonial epistemology? While the answers are often rotated as 
self-evident—liberation, justice, etc.…—these are not adequate 
answers to avoid what the Palestinian epistemologist Mudar 
Kassis calls “immature resistance”.

Applying theory to practice first requires practice. This loop 
enables learning and greater nuance to answer, but it first requires 
listening. Many of  us face challenges in mapping and establishing 
anticolonial and post-capital infrastructures due to the neoliberal 
structures that confine us. Our work as activist, scholars, and 
pedagogues are challenged by corporate educational institutions 
to which we are bound—even as precariously employed casual 
workers. No better example of  this was the very process of 
organising the conference on the unceded land of  the Wurundjeri 
in the Eastern Kulin Nation and in Brussels, Belgium. Both 
landscapes are haunted with the ghosts of  the colonial past and 
present. In his talk at the conference entitled “The Museum of 
Colonial Necrophilia”, Professor Ghassan Hage reflected on how 
just as a gift carries the spirit of  the giver, the stolen land carries 
the spectre of  frontier wars. This spectre of  violence is manifest 
in the structures of  the settler-colonial nation-state, which in 
turn, becomes its lifeblood. With the conference and this edition, 
we endeavoured to recognise and challenge these spectres to 

3 This is discussed by Micaela Sahhar in this edition. Perhaps the most disturbing example of 
official Australian endorsement of and participation in Zionist manipulation of history was their joint 
celebration with Israel on the 100th anniversary of the Battle of Beersheba in 2017.
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experiment with what an anti-colonial epistemology might look 
like by engaging-with, theorising-with, and actioning-with.

As organisers, our collaboration was not without issue. 
We faced opposition from within and outside our respective 
communities. On the first day the conference, human rights 
advocate and Palestinian-Lebanese scholar Jeanine Hourani, 
who was working as part of  the conference, found the official 
posters for the conference vandalised with slogans representing 
Zionist ideology. In response, some of  us laughed, some of  us 
shook with fury but to borrow the words of  Professor Rabab 
Abdulhadi who keynoted the conference: It only demonstrated 
that we made some noise.4 Indeed, in the moments of  fracture and 
slippage, Franz Fanon tells us, decolonization happens.5

With each presentation by the participants in front of  a packed 
auditorium; over Hana Assafiri’s (Moroccan Soup Bar) famous 
fatteh and Rasha Tayeh’s (Beit e’Shai) tea in the Old Quadrangle; 
dancing at the Centre for Postcolonial Studies; the film screening 
at Cinema Nova in partnership with the Palestinian Film Festival 
(the first time Aboriginal films were screened as part of  this 
program) and at the satellite events with Averroes Centre of  Arab 
Culture and the Australian Jewish Democratic Society, friendships 
were forged that led to this edition.

This special edition with 28 Magazine does not only take its 
theoretical foundation from the conference, but also comes after 
Mahmoud M Al Shaer, founder of  28 Magazine, was introduced 
to us by Palestinian author and art historian, Dr Adania Shibli, 
who presented at the conference and also features in this edition. 
This introduction was not a light-hearted gesture or an off-
handed recommendation. Adania made it clear that we go into 

4 Professor Rabab Abdulhadi has a long history of cultivating and strengthening relationships of 
solidarity. In 2011, Professor Abdulhadi with Barbara Ransby led a delegation of Indigenous and 
women of colour feminist scholars and activists to Palestine that included Angela Davis, Gina Dent, 
Chandra Talpade Mohanty, Ayoka Chenzira, G. Melissa Garcia, Anna Romina Guevarra, Beverly Guy-
Sheftall, and Premilla Nadasen. The delegation drew connections between the shared experience of 
First Nations in the United States, Jim Crow South, and Apartheid South Africa. See: Barbara Ransby, 
“Why We, as Women of Color, Join the Call for Divestment From Israel,” Colorlines, 13/07/2011, 
accessed on 22/05/2021  at: https://bit.ly/3jDepAy l
5 Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks (New York: Grove Press, 1967).

https://bit.ly/3jDepAy
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this collaboration knowing that Mahmoud and his team at 28 
Magazine are more like a family.

What follows are a collection of  reflections that resists 
the structures that sustain settler-colonialism in its various 
manifestations: police brutality, incarceration, militarized 
architecture, environmental destruction, borders, performative 
reconciliation. These articles ask: How can we repair? How can 
we resist these oppressive forces? What is the role of  solidarity 
in this process? The radical thinkers in this edition ruminate on 
these questions to consider how transnational solidarity involves 
the uprooting of  colonial epistemologies, which enables us to 
better articulate our struggles, organise our resistance, and imagine 
our future. What ties this edition together is the recognition that 
community care is resistance. As Aja Monet writes “to nurture is 
to resist.” We thrive towards those words in this edition.

Finally, we would like to pay tribute to long suffering Indigenous 
peoples’ past and present who are living under occupation. Their 
resilience and perseverance is what always has, and always will, 
motivate and inspire us. We would also like to personally thank 
Mahmoud M Al Shaer, Brianna Hoff, the team at 28 Magazine, 
the generous and staunch contributors in this edition, and to 
the readers.
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The Question of  Solidarity 
in the Palestinian Context
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I

Distinguishing Solidarity and 
Changing the Interlocutor
Towards Rethinking Indigeneity in Palestine 
and Rethinking Palestine Indigenously

Majd Abuamer
“Fighting (writing) back and 
resisting imperial knowledge 
production is entirely predicated 
on the necessity of  altering 
who is it exactly to whom we 
are talking”.
Hamid Dabashi, Post-Orientalism 1

In the beginning of  the 1980s, Gayatri Spivak raised the 
question: “Can the Subaltern Speak?.”2 Perhaps the question 
should be addressed again before getting to the question about 
solidarity between Indigenous Peoples. Who is in solidarity with 
whom? And in what language? If  the subaltern/colonized does 
not represent himself  in the colonial/“post-colonial” context, 
then how will he be able to break out of  the colonial culture with 
his own voice, based on his existence, awareness, and knowledge? 
From this standpoint, this article first addresses the question 
of  solidarity between Indigenous peoples by distinguishing this 
solidarity from other types of  solidarity or sympathy. The article 
then tends to define the interlocutor, and finally proceeds to 

1 Hamid Dabashi, Post-Orientalism: Knowledge and Power in Time of Terror (New Brunswick and 
London: Transaction Publishers, 2009), pp. 277 - 278.
2 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak?,” in: Patrick Williams & Laura Chrisman 
(eds.), Colonial Discourse and Post-colonial Theory: A Reader (London: Macat International Limited, 
2016), pp. 66 - 111.
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discuss the discourse of  indigeneity in the Palestinian context in 
its both levels; the internal and the external.

Can the Indigenous Speak?
The term “Indigenous Peoples” dates to the mid-17th century, 

when Thomas Browne used the term to distinguish between Black 
slaves that were brought from Africa to serve in the Americas and 
First Nations.3 It is worth noting that this use of  the term is in 
fact colonialist and essentialist, which in turn does not express 
Indigenous peoples. It was however revived and conceptualized 
in the context of  international solidarity and national liberation 
movements against colonialism and dependency in the 1970s to 
link experiences and struggles of  the colonized. Despite that 
Indigenous peoples are variously different, they still share similar 
histories, mutual struggles, and the pursuit of  self-determination, 
which bind these peoples together.

While the colonialist discourse holds an essentialist view 
towards colonized Indigenous peoples, the discourse of  solidarity 
in the “post-colonial era” has sometimes uttered similar views. 
Indigenous peoples are often stereotyped in a way that solidarity 
with them becomes tended to keep their status quo rather than 
moving forward with them. This view further molds Indigenous 
peoples as victims. In fact, solidarity with Indigenous peoples 
neither means excluding them from the rhetorical arena of 
protest, nor riding on their backs to chant with their voices—it 
rather means transmitting their voices and images as they want and 
with their own words. Solidarity thus acts as a mirror or a speaker. 
Here, a question arises: How can solidarity with Indigenous 
people provide a space for expression and action so that they—
so that we—can speak?

The answer to this question requires distinguishing solidarity 
between Indigenous peoples from other types of  “solidarity” 
to activate and mutualize it. It is true that solidarity means 

3 Kent Mathewson, “Drugs, Moral Geographies, and Indigenous Peoples: Some Initial Mappings and 
Central Issues,” in: Michael K. Steinberg, Joseph Hobbs & Kent Mathewson, Dangerous Harvest: 
Drug Plants and the Transformation of Indigenous Landscapes (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2004), p. 13.
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supporting an individual or a group through advocating 
their cause and mobilizing towards it with the intention of 
transmitting their voices and actions to the public, yet it may 
blend with other types in practice. For example, solidarity with 
Indigenous peoples is sometimes expressed in a way that is very 
much similar to sympathizing with “animals.” In this “solidarity” 
discourse, it sometimes seems that it calls for protecting them 
from extinction and preserving their existence in their indigenous 
habitat as if  they were an endangered animal species. This, in 
turn, nullifies the Indigenous’ agency and even existence in terms 
of  anticolonial liberation, as this aims to saving lives rather than 
enablement. Furthermore, what distinguishes between sympathy 
and solidarity is that we sympathize with animals without imaging 
ourselves in their position.. The “solidarity” discourse thus views 
Indigenous peoples as the problem, and therefore something to 
be fixed. This discourse does not transmit the Indigenous voice 
or uphold their sovereignty. Rather, it transmits the voice of  the 
person who shows solidarity. Here, this person is not ready to 
hold the microphone. He does not even accept his existence in a 
shared space.

This type of  solidarity intersects with another type that tends 
to resolve the feeling of  guilt that strikes the conscience of  the 
White/colonialist. The same applies on Indigenous activists who 
move from one domain to another and wear a White mask. Thus, 
they shift their discourse from Indigeneity to «orientalism» by 
mimicking the colonialists, thinking that they are becoming more 
civilized 4 and more capable than their Indigenous counterparts 
in expressing their interests.5 From this position “solidarity” is 
an attempt to “moderate” language that calls for coexistence 

4 This was discussed in the context of what has come to be known as post-colonial studies by Franz 
Fanon, Glen Sean Coulthard, and Hamid Dabashi. See: Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, 
Charles Lam Markmann (trans.), Homi K. Bhabha & Ziauddin Sardar (foreword) (Sidmouth: Pluto 
Press, 2008 [1952]); Glen Sean Coulthard, Red Skin, White Masks: Rejecting the Colonial Politics of 
Recognition, Taiaiake Alfred (foreword) (Minneapolis and London: University of Minnesota Press, 
2014); Hamid Dabashi, Brown Skin, White Masks, (Sidmouth: Pluto Press, 2011).
5 We can recall here the role played by Samuel Jackson in the American movie Django Unchained 
(2012), as he embodied the role of a black butler who persecutes his fellow countrymen more than his 
white masters, only to feel civilized on the one hand and prove loyalty on the other.
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and reconciliation, which in turn serves the colonial discourse by 
consecrating the lie that the colonizer has the answer.

Abbad Yahya approaches the issue from a psychological 
perspective, as he believes that “the dilemma of  solidarity today is 
that its purpose and impact are connected to the person showing 
solidarity himself, and not to the those who he is in solidarity, 
nor to the cause meant by solidarity. Here, solidarity is primarily a 
psychological need that addresses conscientious and psychological 
concerns which sweep the person showing solidarity when he is 
exposed to a torrent of  images, news, and situations, and finds 
himself  under pressure from the media and the public. He thinks 
that he is expected to do something.”6

The third level of  distinction lies in differentiating between 
social cohesion and solidarity. Solidarity between Indigenous 
peoples builds a network of  relationships that are based on mutual 
histories and struggles, with the aim of  liberating and achieving 
sovereignty. Therefore, solidarity among Indigenous peoples 
should not really be based on religion, ethnicity, or nationalism, 
but rather on a mutual goal. On the other hand, social cohesion is 
mainly based on the sense of  belonging and loyalty. Therefore, it 
is not specific to say that a Palestinian is in solidarity with another 
Palestinian who lives elsewhere, because their cause is identical, 
and when he supports this other Palestinian, then he is, indeed, 
defending his right.

Distinguishing between these three levels of  interaction is 
important because the language plays a central role in solidarity 
as a space for expression and the construction of  narratives. 
In many cases, if  person A expresses solidarity with person 
B, then person A is doing it his own way, perhaps denying the 
voice of  person B and demonstrating him in the way he wants, 
while claiming that he is aware of  Person B’s needs more than 
the latter does. This, in turn, denies the tenor of  solidarity in 
practice. Did the white men save the women of  color from Sati/

6 Abbad Yahya, “On Solidarity and the Panda [Arabic],” The New Arab, 5/7/2015, accessed on 
13/3/2021, at: https://bit.ly/3rJBwgj
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suttee (House of  Fire)7 which they chose to rest in with their 
husbands? The answer is definitely No. Likewise, can support and 
solidarity be expressed with Indigenous peoples without hearing 
them talk? Solidarity thus is not an academic discourse — it is an 
actual conversation.

Solidarity between Indigenous peoples requires them to 
highlight their discourse and narrative, and act as a mirror to each 
other. Anyone’s struggle for humanity and liberation necessarily 
is a task to supporting struggles elsewhere in the world, whether 
in Palestine, Hong Kong, Canada or Australia.

After distinguishing solidarity, a question arises: To whom 
should the solidarity discourse be addressed? While the answer 
may seem obvious, it is not so in practice. A large part of  the 
Indigenous peoples’ discourse is directed towards the so-called 
“international community,” and it seeks to attract new voices—
often colonialists—with the pretext that their presence in our 
spaces makes our struggle more effective or legitimate. In theory, 
this appears to be working. However, this will not work when the 
intended interlocutor is the colonizer. What settler colonialism 
expects—indeed, hopes—of  Indigenous peoples is for them 
to disappear. Settler colonialism expects to wake up on a sunny 
morning and not find anything that would disturb them from 
enjoying their beautiful colony, as portrayed by Ibtisam Azem in 
her novel The Book of  Disappearance.8

Therefore, distinguishing solidarity, and then ensuring that 
the interlocuter is Indigenous is necessary for the horizon of 
solidarity and gives our movements greater significance, as Hamid 
Dabashi says: “Changing the interlocutor and facing a wide world 
of  possibilities addresses the fundamental issues of  our time to 
those who are the subject of  imperial warmongering—and the 
very act of  deciding who is in fact one is talking to is the principle 

7 Historical practice of some Hindu in which a widow sacrifices herself by sitting atop her deceased 
husband’s funeral pyre, so she burns with him. This practice became punishable by the criminal courts 
in 1829.
8 Ibtisam Azem, The Book of Disappearance, Sinan Antoon (trans.) (Syracuse: Syracuse University 
Press, 2019).



31

site of  generating and sustaining historical agency in and about 
the postcolonial critic.”9

Indigeneity in the Palestinian Discourse
Are the Palestinians even Indigenous? This question may arise 

when reading the title of  this article. Israel has attempted for 
more than a century now to make the answer “No.” In addition 
to Israel’s attempts to obliterate the Palestinian population, and 
its effort to repeat the genocide of  1948 criminality on each 
Palestinian group in their various residences,10 its project seeks to 
erase the Palestinians from history and dispossess them of  their 
indigeneity by claiming their land to be the land of  Israeli people.11 
In contrast to the Zionist narrative that seeks to show ancient 
Palestinians as an Indo-European people who are foreign to their 
land, the Palestinians are an Indigenous Semitic and Arab people, 
whose civilization extends over 12,000 years that began in Teleilat 
el Ghassul in the north of  Jericho.12

As Indigenous people, should the Palestinians place their 
indigeneity in their struggle towards liberation? Ahmad Amara 
and Yara Hawari noted that many Palestinian researchers had 
included the concept of  Indigeneity in their writings after the 
1948 Nakba. However, utilizing the concept is still limited in 
politics.13 Palestinians someway refuse to acknowledge comparing 
themselves to Indigenous peoples. Lila Abu-Lughod finds that 
for some people, there is a reason behind refusal. It stems from 
that practicing of  the rituals of  recognition and demanding rights 
is bizarre because those peoples’ political language has been built 
on the vocabulary of  anti-colonial national liberation, which is 
absent from the Declaration on the Rights of  Indigenous Peoples 
(2007). From another side, Palestinians do not feel that their 

9 Dabashi, Post-Orientalism, p. 277.
10 Ismael Nashif, Images of the Palestinian Death [Ṣuwar Mawt al-Filasṭīnī] (Beirut and Doha: 
ACRPS, 2015).
11 See: Chapter 4 of this book for Robert Warrior who sought to link between the geography of 
Palestine and stories from the bible.
12 See: Alaa Abuamer, Ancient Palestinian-Canaans: Facts, Riddles, Myths [al-Filasṭ īni ūn al-
Kanʿāniūn al-Qudamāʾ: al-Ḥaqāʾiq al-ʾAlghāz al-ʾAsāṭīr] (Haifa: Library of Everything, 2017).
13 Ahmad Amara et Yara Hawari, “Se servir de l’indigénéité dans la lutte pour la libération de la 
Palestine [French],” Chronique de Palestine, 8/5/2020, accessed on 21/3/2021, at: https://bit.ly/314LKvN
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culture is threatened with extinction, unlike other Indigenous 
peoples who faced the colonial frontier in the early stages of 
industrial imperialism. Moreover, the majority of  Palestinians 
currently live in diaspora after they were expelled, and thus 
became refugees and exiled.14

Nevertheless, the dialogue between Indigenous peoples 
and Palestinians dates back to at least half  a century. The first 
substantive contact occurred during the climatic success of  the 
American Indian Movement, when Indigenous activists and 
their Black Panther counterparts looked at the global liberation 
struggles for inspiration and solidarity.15 In addition, there exists 
a link between Palestinians and solidarity movements, including 
the Black Internationalism. Both have been united by a common 
struggle against imperialism since the 1960s at both popular 
and organizational levels. This is evidenced in relationships that 
brought together the Palestinian national liberation movement 
(Fatah) and the Popular Front for the Liberation of  Palestine, 
along with the League of  Black Revolutionary Workers and the 
Black Panther Party.16

In addition to Indigeneity, solidarity has ceased to be present 
in the Palestinian political discourse. With the PLO moving 
towards the project of  a Palestinian National Authority following 
the signing of  the Oslo Accords (1993), the official institutional 
Palestinian discourse shifted from the narrative of  international 
solidarity with Palestine, towards the narrative of  international 
relief  for the Palestinians. After various nations were in solidarity 
with the Palestinians who were thought to be militants in their 
liberation project, the international community began to donate 
through its relief  programs to the Palestinians who are now seen 
from a humanitarian perspective.

14 Lila Abu-Lughod, “Imagining Palestine’s Alter-Natives: Settler Colonialism and Museum Politics,” 
Critical Inquiry, vol. 47, no. 1 (2020), pp. 8 - 13.
15 Steven Salaita, “Zionism and Native American Studies,” Abolition Journal, 6/6/2017, accessed on 
12/3/2021, at: https://bit.ly/2OqJUCT
16 Derek Ide, “The Panthers and Palestine: Black Internationalism and the Palestinian Revolution,” 
Samah Idriss (trans.), Al Adab, 14/6/2020, accessed on 7/3/2021, at: https://bit.ly/3qo8Bg7
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Shortly before his death, Yasser Arafat stated—perhaps while 
ignorant of  how damaging is his discourse—that “we are not Red 
Indians,” as “Israel has failed to wipe us out,” while “We have 
made the Palestinian case the biggest problem in the world.”17 
This was interpreted by Joseph Massad as an emphasis of  the 
link between Palestinians and First Nations on Turtle Island, not 
on the basis of  defeat, but rather because the Palestinian struggle 
is similar to the ongoing struggles of  Indigenous peoples in the 
Americas, even if  their strategies and landscapes differ.18 This had 
also prompted Robert Lovelace (the former president of  Ardoch 
Algonquin First Nations) to describe Gaza as a “the world’s 
largest Indian reservation.”19

Palestinians must realize, as Steven Salaita wrote, that 
“natives are not a defeated precursor to impending Palestinian 
dispossession, but contemporaneous agents who directly inform 
the conditions of  Palestine, just as Palestinians directly inform 
the conditions of  Indian Country.” He continues, “the alliances 
increasingly formed among Native and Palestinian scholars, 
activists, and civic groups make clear the impossibility of  Native 
defeat. To even acknowledge the existence of  Natives is to accept 
that they were not defeated.”20

In the Palestinian context, there is a challenge that is absent 
for other Indigenous populations in various parts of  the world. 
Mahmoud Darwish said: “We are less fortunate to have Israel 
as our enemy because it has countless supporters in the world. 
We are also fortunate to have Israel as our enemy because the 
Jews are the center of  attention to the world. Therefore, you only 
gave us notability now that you defeated us.”21 Indeed, the Israeli 
propaganda works tirelessly to create bridges of  communication 

17 Graham Usher, “We are not Red Indians,” Al-Ahram Weekly Online, no. 715 (2004).
18 Joseph Massad, “Against Self-Determination,” Humanity, vol. 9, no. 2 (2018), p. 162.
19 “Bob Lovelace, Canadian Delegate to Freedom Flotilla III,” Beit Zatoun, 14/6/2015, accessed on 
14/3/2021, at: https://bit.ly/3bMXQ2S
20 Steven Salaita, “American Indian Studies and Palestine Solidarity: The Importance of Impetuous 
Definitions,” Decolonization: Indigeneity, Education & Society, vol. 6, no. 1 (2017), pp. 21 - 22.
21 “Mahmoud Darwish in ‘Musīqāna [Our Music],’: ‘A People without Poetry is a Defeated People,” 
Bidāyāt, no. 5 (2013).
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between the Jews and native populations, by claiming that 
the Jews who are now occupying Palestine are native too!22 In 
addition, there exists an academic debate between Zionist studies 
and Indigenous studies, as the former seeks to create “historical 
narratives” and rhetorical tactics that not only defend “Israel,” 
but also stand against decolonization in North America, while 
claim that it has the right to support the Indigenous cause. Settler 
colonialism, in essence, revolves around a never-ending impulse 
to make the colonizer more Indigenous than the native.

Palestinians in the Discourse of  Indigeneity
Finally, the other side of  the question of  solidarity between 

Palestinians and the Indigenous struggles, we also find perplexity 
in the discourse. As Salaita points: “A refrain I sometimes hear 
from those in American Indian or Indigenous studies is that 
Palestine is a worthy issue, but extraneous to their concerns.”23 
In this context, Indigenous people must not allow “Israel” to 
penetrate the discourse of  indigeneity.24 Indigenous struggles 
must realize that “the colonial structure in Palestine does not 
pertain to Palestine alone and is isolated from the world; rather, it 
is a colonial fraction that belongs to a bigger colonial structure” 
as Esmail Nashif  has stated.25 Accordingly, solidarity with the 
Palestinians in their struggle would be a step towards the liberation 
of  other indigenous peoples, as Nelson Mandela notes: “Our 
freedom is incomplete without the freedom of  the Palestinians.”

Solidarity with Palestine means committing to work for 
Palestinian liberation without having to give speeches or 
organize demonstrations. It could be an academic or educational 
contribution, as it represents one section of  the field of  Palestinian 
studies.26 Palestinians and Indigenous people take an wretched 

22 See for example the Canadian Jewish Congress (CJC) efforts at connecting between Canada’s 
indigenous people and Israeli Jews: Mike Krebs & Dana M. Olwan, “‘From Jerusalem to the Grand 
River, Our Struggles are One’: Challenging Canadian and Israeli Settler Colonialism,” Settler Colonial 
Studies, vol. 2, no. 2 (2012), pp. 138 - 139.
23 Salaita, “American Indian Studies and Palestine Solidarity,” p. 8.
24 For a practical example, see Michaela Sahar’s article on the Sinai-Palestine Campaign in: Chapter 5
25 Majd Abuamer (Interview), “Ismael Nashif: We have to stare in the Nakba, not escape it,” 28 
Magazine, no. 15 (2020), p. 23.
26 Salaita, “American Indian Studies and Palestine Solidarity,” p. 2.



35

position in academia, which makes them vulnerable to essentialist 
assumptions and racist analyses. Academic racism precedes and 
establishes the supervisory role that the Zionists give to themselves 
with regards to the demography of  the colony.27 Solidarity does 
not mean speaking for us but using your privilege to break down 
spaces and resist Zionist ideology.

In conclusion, while Columbus’ White ancestors belatedly 
realize that Indigenous people are not wild animals but 
human beings, it is important that we do not remain waiting 
acknowledgment from the “international community” and that 
we have the right to breathe beyond this Western paradigm. They 
should instead shift from symbolic solidarity to that solidarity 
that takes comprehensive joint action (inside and outside the 
existing institutions) as a base. This first requires distinguishing 
solidarity and changing the interlocutor. The Indigenous peoples, 
including Palestinians, must not only work to call others to be in 
solidarity, but also to involve everyone in their struggle. As Franz 
Fanon stated: “Everybody will have to be compromised in the 
fight for the common good. No one has clean hands; there are 
no innocents and no onlookers […] Every onlooker is either a 
coward or a traitor.”28

27 Salaita, “Zionism and Native American Studies.”
28 Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, Jean-Paul Sartre (pref.) Constance Farrington (trans.) 
(New York: Grove Press, 1963), p. 199.
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II

Palestine Across Borders 
Delegations as a Technology of  Joint Struggle

Omar Zahzah

The Palestinian Youth Movement (PYM) is an 
organization that emerged in the wake of  the political, geographical, 
and cultural fragmentation inflicted by the devastating Oslo 
Accords. While criticisms of  the Oslo paradigm are becoming 
increasingly common to a wide variety of  Palestine activist 
and advocacy contexts, PYM’s formation is unique and worth 
commenting upon for several reasons.1 Firstly, as encapsulated in 
its name, PYM was founded with a special attentiveness to youth. 
But youth proved a mobile concept, and more literal figurations 
of  youth as encompassing a specific age group were important 
for PYM from 2006–2011, because organizational founders felt 
youth were treated as props to be pitied by the parties, little more 
than naive children that could be told what to do rather than 
given the tools to cultivate and affirm their agency.

Following 2011, youth came to be figurative rather than literal; 
eventually, the descriptor was meant to encompass all generations 
of  Palestinians who would be negatively impacted by the new era 
of  neoliberal colonization that had been ushered in by the so-
called “peace process”, regardless of  present age. Deployment of 
this term was soon intended, above all, to provide a symbolic and 

1 For the increasing prevalence of foundational critiques of the Oslo Accords within Palestine-focused 
academic works, see: Toufic Haddad, Palestine Ltd.: Neoliberalism and Nationalism in the Occupied 
Territory (London: Bloomsbury, 2016); Sunaina Maira, Boycott! The Academy and Justice for Palestine 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2017); Andy Clarno, Neoliberal Apartheid: Palestine/Israel 
and South Africa After 1994 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2017).
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figurative home for all Palestinians who had just been rendered 
psychically and nationally homeless yet again this time, by the 
Zionist colonial power wearing the garb of  the native informant.2 
Youth was and remains—as much an ideal as a category, describing 
both those presently enfolded within the movement, and all 
towards whom the movement continues to strive to this day.

Secondly, PYM was historically transnational, having emerged 
out of  a conference in Spain in 2006. This designation correlates 
with the third point of  distinction: rejection of  the Oslo Accords 
was never purely rhetorical. It was pronounced and taken up 
with the intent of  revitalizing the same spirit of  revolutionary 
interconnectedness that had previously linked Palestinians in 
struggle across borders for generations following the birth of  the 
modern Palestinian resistance movement in the 1960s. Wherever 
you were, to be Palestinian was to be bound up in righteous 
struggle for the homeland. The formation of  the PYM in 2006 
was thus a direct flouting of  the congenitally corrupt Palestinian 
Authority’s declaration that the Palestinian cause would shift from 
liberation achieved vis-à-vis resistance to bourgeois statecraft, 
and that refugees and exiles henceforth had no stake or claim to 
a Palestinian homeland.

This notion of  the inability of  borders to impede dedication 
to resistance also naturally fed into questions of  joint struggle. To 
be sure, this has always been the case for the Palestinian resistance: 
waging struggle from forcible exile invariably led the PLO to 
consider—and contend with—the socio-political specificities of 

2 Some scattered optics notwithstanding, the Palestinian Authority (PA) has never wavered from its 
foundational anti-Palestinianism. Abbas’ so-called “rejection” of annexation, including the feeble 
threat of stopping all security coordination, should be taken as little more than a petulant temper 
tantrum. The very existence of the PA is predicated upon the Zionist state’s ability to outsource its 
policing, incarceration, and torture of Palestinians to the Palestinians themselves. The PA is therefore 
structurally incapable of treating security coordination as a matter of whim. Additionally, the PA, with 
Abbas as the Zionist state’s glorified puppet, has been handing Palestine and the rights and autonomy 
of Palestinians over on a silver platter since the very commencement of the Oslo Accords. For them 
to now feign surprise at a development like the fascist Likud party’s annexation grab is an affront to 
Palestinian intelligence. Unless the PA were to vote to dissolve itself, end its shameful oppression of its 
own people, and instead redirect political energy and momentum towards a veritable revitalization of a 
PLO dedicated to true liberation once again, colonization of all of Palestine is not merely possible—it 
is inevitable.
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its locales. The PLO had trained other members of  resistance 
movements as they waged their particular struggles against racial 
and colonial domination and oppression. The takeaway from 
this series of  events is that revolution engenders generosity and 
empathy. To be selfish as a revolutionary is to be suicidal, because 
oppression breeds solidarity in both directions, as Angela Davis 
once astutely claimed.3 Oppressive systems are often inherently 
comparative, inherently linked, and so the subjugated must in turn 
form bonds of  resistance to realize comprehensive liberation.

To be sure, PYM is not the PLO. It is not a political party—and 
this was by choice, as the PYM was formed in a context within 
which many had been abandoned by the procedural rhythms of 
the party system and the factionalism and fragmentation it had 
produced. But this distinction in the PYM’s formation should 
not be registered as a disavowal of  the PLO’s significance in 
shaping the contours and directions of  the modern resistance 
struggle. Indeed, the principle of  shared bonds of  struggle, which 
defined the liberation movement from the 1960s until the “Peace 
Process” era, has always been a grounding ethos of  the PYM. In 
2015 (the year I joined the organization), PYM hosted its first US-
based week-long summer school dedicated to recruitment and 
Palestinian/Arab youth empowerment. Following this date, the 
US-based membership boomed, with chapters emerging all over 
the country and still rapidly growing as of  this writing. The rise 
of  PYM-USA also signaled a new outgrowth of  expression of 
revolutionary transnational solidarity. It is this development that 
I would like to focus on for the remainder of  this article.

Simply put, PYM’s twinned dedication to community service 
and empowerment alongside advancement of  the Palestinian 
liberation struggle, that is; seeing the two as mutually co-
constitutive rather than antagonistic. This had always ensured 
that the formation of  veritable institutions—both cultural 
and political—remained a primary focus of  the organization. 

3 I first heard Davis express this specific point at her Regents’ Lecture at UCLA on May 11, 2014, but 
Davis has spent years arguing about how solidarity among the oppressed is imperative.
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This became even more urgent following the Oslo Accords’ 
liquidation of  all of  the PLO unions previously dedicated to 
material, political, and cultural empowerment. But it also meant 
an enduring ethical attention to the particularities of  overlaps of 
struggle even as new geographical contexts were broached, rather 
than a static and chauvinistic insistence on engaging Palestine 
within a narrowly political domain. This empathetic vigilance 
transcended national, ethnic, and cultural boundaries as PYM 
became increasingly attentive to how fighting Zionism globally 
and locally also entailed challenging a vast array of  interlocked 
systems, structures, and logics of  oppression.

For instance, several years of  ongoing work with the Stop 
LAPD Spying Coalition has witnessed PYM members participate 
in horizontally-situated research about the role of  Zionism in racist 
policing and surveillance strategies such as Countering Violent 
Extremism (CVE) and affiliate programs, whose current role in 
the de facto reproduction of  “cultural cops” via Islamophobic 
and anti-Arab surveillance entrapment needs to be exposed 
now more than ever in the era of  the George Floyd uprisings.4 
Delegations have increasingly come to serve as an important 
technology in cementing this spirit of  revolutionary reciprocity 
and commitment. For instance, in November 2018, PYM-USA 
launched a ten-day Native Delegation to Palestine, in which 
Indigenous activists from Turtle Island were taken on a guided 
tour to Palestine. And in April 2019, PYM-USA, in collaboration 
with the Afro-Middle East Center in Johannesburg, participated 
in an international delegation of  Palestinians traveling to South 
Africa. Both events yielded crucial takeaways.5

4 Mustafa Bayoumi’s recent writing on the use of “nuisance laws” as a means of forcing Arab shop 
owners in areas such as Detroit to indiscriminately call police to prevent losing their livelihoods 
to vindictive state lawfare is a good broader introduction to this dynamic. See: Mustafa Bayoumi, 
“Why Did Cup Foods Call the Cops on George Floyd?,” The New York Times, 17/6/2020, accessed on 
23/2/2021, at: https://nyti.ms/3jRYVch

However, more intentional and comprehensive work on the function of the overlap between racialized 
policing and surveillance programs in reproducing the racial-police state in apparently copless 
community dynamics remains wanting.
5 See: “From Turtle Island to Palestine: Indigenous Delegation Blog,” Palestinian Youth 
Movement, 30/8/2018, accessed on 23/2/2021, at: https://bit.ly/3rYpG1j; “What Can South Africa 

https://nyti.ms/3jRYVch
https://bit.ly/3rYpG1j
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PYM-USA’s Native Delegation was significant because 
it represented an ethical inversion of  the application of  the 
frameworks of  settler-colonialism and Indigeneity to the 
Palestinian struggle. In place of  Palestinians themselves simply 
making and re-making these connections, Indigenous resistors 
from other areas were invited to witness firsthand the violent 
machinery of  Zionist colonization, extraction, and apartheid 
so that the labels could move from mere descriptors to actual 
instruments of  collective struggle catalyzed by multidirectional 
resonance. The co-hosted delegation to South Africa saw PYM-
USA moving amongst a transnational collective of  Palestinians 
within the country whose own history of  apartheid and resistance 
has become such a crucial touchstone for contemporary iterations 
of  the Palestine solidarity movement, particularly following the 
ascendance of  the BDS movement. The context thus allowed 
for a deepened engagement with the South African struggle 
against apartheid that did not overlook earlier histories of  settler-
colonization and weaponized ideological white-supremacy that 
preceded and fed into the modern apartheid state. This, coupled 
with the reconsideration of  racial capitalism as a useful analytic 
for considering the prolongation of  de facto apartheid in the 
face of  its de jure collapse, allowed for a more robustly useful 
comparative lens for thinking through the past and present 
contours of  the Palestinian struggle.

These insights also gestured toward new conceptual pathways 
for resistance. For instance, the Indigenous delegation helped 
illustrate how the potential political utility of  Indigeneity, as a 
framework for the Palestinian struggle, stems from its denotation 
of  a particular type of  land-based belonging, identity, and 
attachment, one which, as Steven Salaita rightly notes, is different 
from the generalized connection used by Zionism as a false 
analogue for Indigenous identity.6 Secondly, rejecting an overly 

Teach Palestinians?” Palestinian Youth Movement, 29/5/2019, accessed on 23/2/2021, at: https://bit.
ly/2NAaUig; Loubna Qutami, “Moving Beyond the Apartheid Analogy in South Africa,” Middle East 
Research and Information Project, 3/22/2020, accessed on 23/2/21021, at: https://bit.ly/3sbESsj
6 Steven Salaita disentangles the particularity of Indigeneity from socio-religious affinity. The latter 
is not devalued outright as a mode of attachment to the “Holy Land”. Instead, Salaita challenges 

https://bit.ly/2NAaUig
https://bit.ly/2NAaUig
https://bit.ly/3sbESsj
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truncated understanding of  the racial underpinnings of  South 
African apartheid can foment new mainlines for historically 
situated, contemporary manifestations of  joint struggle that look 
towards authentically decolonized horizons rather than newly 
disguised, continually oppressive regimes of  so-called “inclusion” 
and “equality”.

In conclusion to the South Africa Delegation report back, 
PYM organizers wrote: “Now, more than ever, the time is ripe for 
a revived anti-colonial framing of  the Palestinian cause, and we 
believe that the various lessons learned, and connections made 
throughout the delegation can help bolster such an understanding 
of  our struggle”. Learning about another’s struggle thus becomes 
the surest means of  deepening understanding of  our own, thus 
fortifying the bonds of  comprehensive resistance.

its use as a smokescreen to justify colonization and dispossession of the Indigenous inhabitants—
Palestinians. This sense of “potential political utility” is also effectively captured by Ahmad Amara 
and Yara Hawari, who write the following regarding important distinctions between settler-colonial 
as opposed to Indigenous frameworks for Palestine: “While settler colonialism speaks to the Israeli 
state’s ongoing structure of violence and describes a situation of continuous replacement, indigeneity 
speaks to life before this structure, resistance during it, and visions for the future.” See:

Steven Salaita, The Holy Land in Transit: Colonialism and the Quest for Canaan (Syracuse: Syracuse 
University Press, 2006,); Ahmad Amara & Yara Hawari, “Using Indigeneity in the Struggle for 
Palestinian Liberation,” Al-Shabaka, 8/8/2019, accessed on 23/2/2021, at: https://bit.ly/3rWmyTI

While PYM has not, as of this writing, formally adopted an explicit Indigenous lens, the delegation 
and more local Indigenous solidarity actions have continuously pushed PYM to consider Indigenous 
analytics in relation to the Palestinian struggle. See, for example: Aida Najar, “Palestinians join 
Standing Rock Sioux to protest Dakota Access Pipeline,” Mondoweiss, 24/10/2016, accessed on 
23/2/2021, at: https://bit.ly/2Zo4uFH; Nadya Raja Tannous & Omar Zahzah, “The Scarred Land: Settler 
Imprints and Indigenous Futures,” The Funambulist, no. 20 (November-December 2018).

https://bit.ly/3rWmyTI
https://bit.ly/2Zo4uFH
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III

Indigenous Peoples and 
the Palestinians 
From Solidarity to Mutual Struggles

Yara Nassar

“We’ll emerge from the flower of  the grave. 
We’ll lean out of  the poplar’s leaves 
of  all that besieges you, O white man, 
of  all the dead who are still dying, 
both those who live and those 
who return to tell the tale. 
Let’s give the earth enough time to tell 
the whole truth about your and us. 
The whole truth about us. 
The whole truth about you”.
Mahmoud Darwish, “The ‘Red Indian’s’ 
Penultimate Speech to the White Man”1

Perhaps there is no better way to begin this essay than with 
“The Penultimate Speech of  the ‘Red Indian’ to the White Man”, 
which is Mahmoud Darwish’s iconic and epic poem. His piece 
is only one of  many examples that link between the Palestinian 
resistance and Indigenous struggles through writing. While 
history never stops recording the heroics of  the victor, there are 
also those who do justice to the vanquished by retrieving stories 
in poetry, novels, and literature. Sameeh Mas’oud, a Palestinian 
poet, writer, and researcher, retrieves his “Palestinianity” in a 
novel titled Hoshelaga ,2 which narrates Palestine through a Native 

1 Mahmoud Darwish, Eleven Planets, [aḥada ʿ ashara Kawkaban,] 4th ed (Beirut: Dar al-Awda, 1992), 
p. 45.
2 Sameeh Masoud, Hoshelaga (Amman: al-Aan, 2021).
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American main character. Likewise, the Palestinian researcher 
Munir al-Akash seemed to reapproach both peoples in his book 
titled A Palestinian State for the Indians.3

As a Palestinian whose family was uprooted from their land 
in the village of  occupied Barbara back in 1948, I find these 
analogies tangible. Despite my refusal to any kind of  soliciting 
sympathy while writing about mutual struggles and sorrows, I 
believe that these writings can still represent an alarming threat to 
settler colonial powers whose legitimacies are easily threatened in 
the age of  increasing interconnectedness.

When solidarity is confined to theory and academic discourse, 
it implies that it is more of  an act of  retrieving the looted past and 
crying over the ruins in the sense that they do not seem up to an 
action, by anticipating a similar fate and posing warning, regardless 
of  how considerably important it is to raising awareness and 
keeping the truth alive. In practice, there has been a great deal of 
effort to connect the various griefs of  Indigenous people across 
the globe, to find a shared ground, and to shape a shared future of 
resistance. It is very important to expose solidarity initiatives that 
engage various frameworks of  anti-colonial struggles and efforts 
that aim to provide practical support to Indigenous struggles. It 
is also important to share these efforts with those interested in 
knowing the truth and who have the intention to engage with 
these initiatives for the good names to whom we owe respect, 
love, and gratitude. This article aims to present the various 
experiences of  solidarity mainly from Australia and the United 
States, with the Palestinians, in order to identify the mechanisms 
of  resistance, and examine how to form solidarity with peoples 
who share the same suffering. The article aims to highlight acts 
of  solidarity that have advanced to become a collective struggle 
against settler colonial symbolism and actions,

3 Muneer al-Akash, A Palestinian State for the Indians [Dawla Falasṭīniyya lil-Hunūd al-Ḥumr] 
(Beirut: Riyad ar-Rayes for Books and Publications, 2015).
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From Australia and the United States towards Palestine
In an interview with Bundjalung woman and human rights 

activist, Vanessa Turnbull-Roberts explained that both Australia 
and Palestine are two countries throughout the world that were 
subjected to the destruction of  the land and the only countries that 
were classified as terra nullius—“land without a people”. The case 
of  Palestinians, she demonstrated, is very close to what happened 
to First Nations in Australia. They both struggled against the 
expropriation of  their land, colonialism, and imperialism .4

Moreover, Melissa Sue, member of  The Red Nation—an 
organization that includes students, academics, Indigenous 
workers that works towards and defends Indigenous life and 
their land in the so-called “United States”—said that just as First 
Nations under the occupation of  the United States suffered 
from many atrocities resulting from settler colonialism and mass 
incarceration of  Indigenous youth, Palestinians also lived the 
same suffering. For the Red Nation, standing in solidarity with 
Palestine is obliged, as is continuing to do the work of  exposing 
what settler empires are doing of  committing genocide against 
people in the United States and Palestine.5 Sue pledged the 
movement’s commitment to Palestinian liberation by supporting 
the Palestinian right of  return BDS, showing solidarity to 
Palestinians in the diaspora, and supporting Palestinian resistance 
in any and all forms.6

Palestinian movements forged deep ties with Indigenous 
groups beginning in the 1970s and 1980s, such as the Puerto Rican 
national liberation cause, the American Indian movement, the 
Black Power movement, as well as movements that were committed 
to end apartheid in South Africa.7 These relationships continued 

4 “Indigenous People in the US and Australia and Solidarity with the Palestinian Case,” al-Mayadeen, 
10/6/2018, accessed on 28/2/2021, at: https://bit.ly/3bJgDLj
5 Ibid.
6 “The Red Nation Supports the Liberation of Palestine and BDS - The Liberation of Palestine 
Represents an Alternative Path for Native Nations,” BDS, 7/9/2019, accessed on 28/2/2021, at: https://
bit.ly/2NLujgQ
7 “Loubna Qutami, “US Palestine Solidarity: Reviving Original Patterns of Political Engagement,” 
al-Shabaka, 4/1/2018, accessed on 28/2/2021, at: https://bit.ly/3q5n1S6
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following the process of  Oslo. But due to the unstable nature of 
these groups, the relationships tended to be less organized. Many 
Palestinian figures, such as the Professor of  Ethnic Studies at San 
Francisco State University Rabab Abdel-Hadi, have been working 
hard against the neoliberal turns in solidarity with Palestine in 
order to spread political awareness among the children of  the 
new generation about the historical transnational legacy of  the 
common struggle in the Third World.8 Indeed, Abdel-Hadi led an 
Indigenous and Women of  Colour delegation to Palestine in 2011 
so that those in the struggle could witness the conditions under 
which Palestinians are struggling against Israel, against ethnic 
cleansing and under apartheid. These women have been working 
to endorse and support the Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions 
(BDS) movement in their practice.9

In Latin America, Palestinian and Indigenous organizations 
have begun a reciprocal support since the mid-2000s, and precisely 
after the second intifada of  2000, by regularly organising joint 
events, such as protests, festivals, events, and exhibitions. In Chile 
and Bolivia, many events took place and contributed to crafting 
social networks among both nations. In Chile, the rapper Anita 
Tijoux and the Palestinian Shadia Mansour released a single 2014 
titled “Somos Sur” (We Are South), which called for independent 
statehood.10 Both singers believe that both of  their nations are 
fighting against the “same patrons of  violence who have repeated 
themselves throughout history”.11 In Bolivia, the election of  Evo 
Morales in 2006, who was the first Indigenous president in the 
country, helped to increase support for Palestine at grassroot and 
international levels .12

Diné, Mohawk, and the Palestinians: Resistance as a 
Bridge of  Solidarity

8 Ibid.
9 Ali Abunimah, “After witnessing Palestine’s apartheid, Indigenous and Women of Color feminists 
endorse BDS,” The Electronic Intifada, 12/7/2011, accessed on 28/2/2021, at: https://bit.ly/3b2TT9U
10 Cecilia Baeza, “Palestinians and Latin America’s Indigenous Peoples: Coexistence, Convergence, 
Solidarity,” MERIP, 2015, accessed on 28/2/2021, at: https://bit.ly/3uEr1wm
11 Ibid.
12 Ibid.
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Diné Solidarity With Palestine (DSWP) also represents one 
great effort of  the solidarity of  the Navajo people in Diné Bikéyah 
(Navajo Nation) with the Palestinians. DSWP, as stated by Melanie 
K. Yazzie, seeks to “mobilize collaborations that address and 
resist the violence of  settler colonialism by organising directly 
with Native people and connecting Diné and other Native folks 
with Palestinians”.13 The seeds of  this movement were planted 
in the spring of  2015, when its co-founders convened in the 
twentieth Navajo Studies Conference for discussions with Diné 
people, leaders, and scholars. They named their panel Resisting 
Occupation and Building Solidarity: The Growing Diné-Palestine 
Connection. The movement believes that liberating Indigenous 
Nations in the United States pours into liberating the Palestinians 
as well, and that both Nations are mutually bounded. DSWP 
works to bridging Indigenous struggles and direct them towards 
liberating the Palestinians, whether the Dine struggles, Apache, 
Hopi, and Oádham, through various forms of  public and 
grassroots education .14

What distinguishes DSWP is that despite the importance 
of  solidarity movements and other solidarity efforts such as 
the BDS, Indigenous contexts still require further strategies 
of  transformative resistance that in turn support and connect 
Indigenous populations rather than just providing rhetorical 
support. This makes them a powerful trans-force against settler-
colonial projects. Also, the movement further aims to radically 
eliminate all forms of  terrorization practised against Indigenous 
people or the Palestinians within the settler-colonial states 
whether by the hands of  police or citizens, which in its turn 
seeks to legitimize their existence through torture, imprisonment, 
dismemberment, murder and extraction of  Indigenous people 
who endanger the state .15

13 Melanie K. Yazzie, “Solidarity with Palestine from Diné Bikéyah,” American Quarterly, vol. 67, 
no. 4 (December 2015), p. 1007.
14 Ibid., pp. 1012.
15 Ibid., pp. 1012 - 1013.
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A Diné artist named Remy put up images on the walls of  Santa 
Fe in the United States in 2020 in honour of  the Palestinians 
under occupation. The Red Nation participated in a rally in that 
same region to recognize the suffering of  Indigenous peoples, 
to protest against imperialism, capitalism, and settler-colonialism. 
The images of  Remy caused some controversies, as it showed 
the Palestinian nurse/paramedic Rouzan al-Najjar, who was 
killed by the Israeli Defense Forces (IDF) on June 1, 2018, and 
the Palestinian boy Faris Odeh, who was shot dead by the IDF 
near the Karni crossing in the Gaza Strip on November 8, 2000. 
First, restrictions by the government are imposed on the kind of 
Indigenous art allowed. Second, the images showed brutalization 
of  Palestinian children and women by the Israelis. Local Zionists 
accused the images of  being “anti-Semitic” and “blood libel”, an 
attack to de-legitimize criticisms of  Israel .16

Certainly, shared trauma and resistance present a connecting 
bond to enable and strengthen the mutual fights amongst 
Palestinians and Indigenous peoples against settler-colonialism. 
The Gaza Flotilla of  2010 for example, which intended to break 
the Israeli blockade of  the Gaza Strip, saw the participations by 
Indigenous activists from Canada, such as Robert Lovelace and 
Larry Commodore, to prove their solidarity with the Palestinians. 

16 “‘Our Resistance Is Global, and So Are We’: The Red Nation-Santa Fe Stands with Palestine,” The 
Red Nation, 18/2/2020, accessed at 28/2/2021, at: https://bit.ly/2ZXjsmr

Rouzan al-Najjar and Faris Odeh in Santa Fe.
Source: “‘Our Resistance Is Global, and So Are We’: The Red Nation-Santa Fe Stands with 
Palestine,” The Red Nation, 18/2/2020, accessed at 28/2/2021, at: https://bit.ly/2ZXjsmr
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From another side, Palestinian and Mohawk activists in Canada 
both alternately supported each other. Mohawk flags were raised 
at the Palestinian demonstrations. Similarly, the flags of  Palestine 
were put high on Six Nations land. Also, during the Gustafsen 
Lake standoff, activists including John Boncore took part in 
furthering Indigenous solidarity in British Columbia. Boncore also 
joined Rachel Corrie’s parents on a stage in Vancouver in 2003 to 
signal the International Day of  Solidarity with the Palestinians.17 
In Australia too, the Aboriginal flag was raised at Palestinian and 
indigenous rallies.

Another example to be put forward is the response to the 
national broadcaster (CBC) attempts to censure the word 
Palestine in 2020. Lee Maracle, member of  the Stó:lō Nation, 
author, poet and long-time supporter of  the Palestinian cause, 
issued a statement to condemn the act. She insisted that 
“Indigenous people in Canada know about erasure as a means 
of  eradicating the plight of  indigenous nations for nationhood. 
Palestine has been in this boat for some time now alongside of  us. 
The manifestation may be different, but erasure (terra nullius) is 
always the result”. She further denied acknowledging this erasure 
and rejected attempts to eliminate the Palestinians”.18

Indeed, solidarity between the Palestinians and Indigenous 
peoples across the world has exceeded the basic right of  life 
and simple resistance to threats from settler-colonialism. It has 
extended to supporting any kind of  threat that would emerge 
for these nations. For instance, the Palestinians Youth Movement 
(PYM) in the United States have stood with the Great Sioux 
Nation, Standing Rock Sioux, and other First Nations, to resist 
the Dakota Access Pipeline (DAPL), which passes through 
South Dakota, North Dakota, Illinois, and Iowa, and cross the 
Missouri River. DAPL is an opportunity to destroy Indigenous 
environments and invade land and life by destructing land and 

17 “Solidarity between Palestinians and Indigenous Activists has Deep Roots,” The Palestine 
Chronicle, 18/2/2020, accessed on 28/2/2021, at: https://bit.ly/37VQYxL
18 “Indigenous activist Lee Maracle on CBC erasure of Palestine,” Canada Palestine Association, 
24/1/2021, accessed on 28/2/2021, at: https://bit.ly/3r2ALhH
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water, while depriving Indigenous peoples through a restricted 
access to resources and denying their sovereign authority.19 In 
a similar stance, the PYM also condemned building a Coastal 
Gaslink pipeline through the land of  Wet’suwet’en and asked the 
Canadian government to respect their commitment to UNDRIP 
and the sovereignty of  the Wet’suwet’en .20

What is Solidarity between the Indigenous?
Some would argue that Palestinians are expected to experience 

a similar legacy to that of  the Native Americans.21 Indeed, opening 
up comparative considerations of  both experiences is significant 
to find the intersection of  both paths. However, Steven Salaita 
has pointed out that transnational Indigenous solidarity should 
not be for the sake of  avoiding a similar fate or to avert a defeat 
under settler-colonialism.22 This logic confirms the settler-
colonial existence. In fact, mutual solidarity should be anchored 
in the confidence that Indigenous peoples could act as a “model 
for Palestinian resistance and survival”23 and in this sense, they 
could learn tactics and strategies for survival. This would enhance 
the collective response against settler-colonialism, build a global 
network of  solidarity between Indigenous nations, and expand 
and strengthen the Palestinian struggle against the settler-colonial 
state of  Israel.

Despite the fact that colonization is a brutal act of  invasion 
that has taken place long time ago, it still continues today through 
militarised infrastructure and colonial-state practice, for instance 
in policies such as checkpoints, surveillance, police brutality, 
displacement, environmental destruction, collective incarceration, 
stealing water and resources, profanation of  burials, and cultural 

19 “PYM – USA Stands with Standing Rock. No to the Dakota Access Pipeline,” Palestinian Youth 
Movement, 9/7/2016, accessed on 28/2/2021, at: https://bit.ly/37Vvi50
20 “The Palestinian Youth Movement Stands with Wet’suwet’en!,” Palestinian Youth Movement, 
24/2/2020, accessed on 28/2/2021, at: https://bit.ly/2O6bCUT
21 For example, see: Ramzy Baroud, “The Native American and the Palestinian: A Spirited Fight for 
Justice,” Counter Punch, 15/9/2016, accessed on 28/2/2021, at: https://bit.ly/3b1GOxK
22 “The Native American model of Palestine’s future,” The Electronic Intifada, 10/3/2016, accessed on 
28/2/2021, at: https://bit.ly/3kwd6nr
23 Ibid.
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erasure and appropriation.24 From this point, avoiding tricks and 
attempts to indirectly control Indigenous peoples, and seeking 
to invent ways and methods to deceive colonial powers is a way 
to avoid murder and build up movements of  solidarity between 
various Indigenous nations. It is therefore not surprising that 
communities who had suffered oppression are also increasingly 
mobilising towards supporting Palestine.

24 “Indigenous Struggles from Turtle Island to Palestine,” US Campaign for Palestinian Rights, 
accessed on 28/2/2021, at: https://bit.ly/3uGbGf2
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  IV

The Archaeology of
Indigenous-Palestinian Solidarity 1

Robert Warrior

The first time I joined an academic boycott of  the state 
of  Israel was in June 1986. That summer was my second as a 
volunteer archeologist for Israel’s Department of  Antiquities and 
Museums through my college, Pepperdine University. Along with 
students from Notre Dame, Carleton College, and the University 
of  British Columbia, a group of  us from Pepperdine (a liberal arts 
college in Malibu, California) spent four weeks in a field school 
on the northern shore of  the Sea of  Galilee, where we excavated 
Abbasid, Umayyad, and Roman-era village structures on the site 
of  Capernaum, a small, first century CE city of  1,500 residents 
that the Christian New Testament refers to as Jesus’s “own city” 
(Matthew, Chapter 9:1).

As that second summer in Capernaum was concluding, the 
leaders of  our excavation decided to allow our field school to be 
part of  a South African film project that some of  us decided would 
serve to normalize the acts of  the state of  Israel in its treatment 
of  Palestinians and South Africa’s ongoing apartheid system. 
Faced with the prospect of  tacitly approving the dispossession 
of  Palestinians and the repression of  non-white South Africans, 
a group of  us refused to participate.

I am fairly certain no one has published anything about our 
protest before now. I will not claim it as a domino that fell as 

1 This is an excerpt of a longer text that Professor Robert Warrior is currently writing.
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part of  a chain of  similar actions, but it served for me as a crucial 
juncture at which the shape emerged of  my thinking on and 
commitment to a particular politics of  indigeneity that includes 
solidarity with Palestinians as a people. This essay, which is part of 
a chapter in a book focused on crises involving indigeneity in the 
academic world, focuses on those two summers in Capernaum 
and the act of  refusal that occurred during the last week of  the 
dig in 1986.

In  the  19th  century, biblical archaeology promised to   demonstrate 
that the Hebrew Bible and the  Christian New Testament and 
the physical evidence from its excavations were consistent—
that archaeology would shore up the historical particulars of 
scripture. To the great disappointment of  those whose faith 
depends on the historical accuracy of  the Bible, archaeology has 
confirmed little from scripture beyond inscriptions mentioning 
things like names of  some of  ancient Israel’s kings, some military 
campaigns, and prominent cities. By the 1980s, the goal of 
archaeologists working in places like Capernaum was to deepen 
scholarly understandings of  the ancient Near Eastern world.2

Our head archaeologist, Vasillios Tzaferos (1936-2015), was a 
great resource for understanding ancient history and the ways it 
continues into our own time. He had come to Jerusalem from 
the Greek island of  Samos in 1950 at age fourteen to study 
theology, eventually taking monastic vows and being ordained 
as a Greek Orthodox priest.3 He later recanted his vows and 
left the priesthood, then earned a PhD in archaeology at 
Hebrew University.

When our field school went to Jerusalem for a long weekend 
field trip, I was especially grateful for Vasillios’s expertise at the 
Church of  the Holy Sepulchre, a complex of  buildings housing 
pilgrimage sites where Helena, whose emperor son Constantine 
sent her to Jerusalem in search of  the tomb of  Jesus, reportedly 
located three crosses and a tomb. The church grew up around 

2 The period after 1967 also proved to be a critical point for Israeli archaeology.
3 “Strata: Milestones: Vassilios Tzaferis (1936–2015),” Biblical Archaeology Review, vol. 43, no. 1 
(May/June 2015).
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these sites, and would come to be regarded by many, because of 
its supposed connection to the death, burial, and resurrection of 
Jesus, the holiest site in the Christian world. The Via Dolorosa, 
the street that follows the Stations of  the Cross commemorating 
the events leading to the Jesus’s crucifixion, ends at the church, 
with the last several stations being inside. Over the 1,700 years 
since Helena’s discovery and Constantine’s order that a church be 
built at the site, every nook, cranny, and portico inside, outside, 
and near the church has become a site for a chapel or shrine 
commemorating events in the story of  the death, of  Jesus and 
also the many people—especially Helena—connected to the 
founding of  the church.

Adherents of  various Christian traditions keep stirring the pot 
of  ancient feuds over places that commemorate events that no 
one can prove with any certainty happened in these particular 
spots if  they happened at all. They are not, of  course, the only 
conflicts in Jerusalem or in Palestine and Israel. During my first 
summer at Capernaum, I emulated our faculty archaeologists, 
who were well-practiced at focusing on the material remains of 
the past rather than staking out a position on the contemporary 
conflicts around us. They did not ignore those conflicts completely, 
pointing out things like the growing number of  Israeli settlements 
on Palestinian lands and the concomitant proliferation of  road 
systems and checkpoints that increasingly separated and protected 
Israelis from Palestinians. Their acknowledgment, however, 
seemed to indicate that these problems, however troubling or sad, 
were someone else’s to worry about.

Palestinian people were visible virtually everywhere we went, 
in spite of  the many ways I would later come to understand they 
lived on the margins. In 1985, the West Bank was still accessible 
by car and was by and large without the militarized apparatus 
that makes it difficult to travel both across the “green line” that 
delineates Israel’s 1948 border and throughout the occupied West 
Bank. On our field trip to Jerusalem, we stayed at the Holy Land 
Hotel in the Arab-majority part of  Jerusalem, just a few blocks 
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north of  the Old City. Archaeologists from the U.S. apparently 
stayed in that area typically, primarily due to the American School 
of  Oriental Research being in that part of  the city and also 
because the hotels there tended to be less expensive.

Palestinians were also visible every day in Tiberias and as we 
dug at Capernaum—the Franciscan excavations on the other side 
of  the wall from us relied on Palestinian laborers. Yet, other than 
communicating with the men who ran the food carts near our 
hostel, the Arab presence was primarily impersonal and abstract. 
Not that we made a lot of  Jewish or non-Arab Christian friends, 
either. Most people on the dig, though, were connected to various 
degrees with Christianity, and, except for Vassilios, the other three 
or four archaeologists we worked with from the Department of 
Antiquities and Museums were Israeli Jews. Michail, who had 
gone to graduate school in the US, was the one we got to know 
the best since her English was so good.

What was not abstract was the proximity of  the geopolitical 
conflict that was playing out to the north and east of  us. Capernaum 
is just a few miles from the Golan Heights, a region that’s western 
edge runs along east side of  the lake, and the Lebanese border 
was less than 50 kilometers to the north as the crow flies.

My second summer digging at Capernaum, Palestinian people 
and their lives under occupation became real in a way I had 
missed the year before. A small group of  us from Pepperdine 
decided to arrive a week before the dig began and accepted an 
invitation from a friend of  a friend to stay at his house in the city 
of  Ramla, which is in the corridor of  land between Jerusalem and 
Tel Aviv that Israel occupied in 1948. We spent most of  that week 
with young Palestinians to whom the man we were staying with 
introduced us. Like our little group from Pepperdine, the young 
Palestinians we got to know were in their 20s.

Our host, who was from the U.S., took us that week to see 
shopping malls and do things like try the burgers at Burgeranch 
and McDavids. Our new Palestinian friends took us to the homes 
of  their friends and relatives in Ramla, where we would sit and 
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talk family by family in sitting rooms dedicated to visiting, eating 
and drinking.

I realized for the first time, as we were enjoying the multiple 
visits we were making every day, that our hosts saw me not as 
a curiosity, but rather as someone with whom they shared an 
affinity across time and distance. That affinity came not only 
from our similar histories of  dispossession, but also from the role 
the United States played in the unfolding of  that dispossession. 
I knew vaguely that the US was sending a lot foreign aid to the 
Israeli government, but that week in Ramla I began to understand 
that real people with a proud history were on the punishing end 
of  those payments.

They were, I now assume, Palestinian citizens of  Israel, which 
means never living as equals with Israel’s Jewish majority. Both 
those living in Ramla and other places on the side of  the green 
line claimed by Israel and those who commuted to jobs from the 
Occupied Territories, mostly worked in low-paying jobs or didn’t 
have a job at all. Earning a degree, especially a graduate degree, 
did little to enhance a Palestinian person’s employment prospects.

The next weekend I was in Tiberias sitting on the long balcony, 
writing in my field journal. I hadn’t realized yet how differently 
I would see Palestine from then on. It started in small ways in 
day-to-day encounters with the Palestinian men who sold falafel 
at food carts that we frequented in Tiberias, or the Palestinian 
men and women at the market across from our hostel, or among 
people in Nazareth and other towns in the Galilee. They were 
no longer an undifferentiated set of  people, but individuals with 
stories—stories I didn’t know.

Back at Capernaum , students began whispering to each other 
about an area that Vassilios and the other archaeologists were 
quietly excavating. One of  our groups had found bones, and as 
excavation continued, the bones became clearly identifiable as 
human remains from a burial. Students were not allowed to help 
excavate the burial, but we could get close enough to see the shape 
of  a human skeleton revealed as dirt was painstakingly cleared 
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away. The secrecy, we somehow figured out, was all about the 
timing of  this discovery. The team of  archaeologists and faculty 
sponsors had decided to close out the Capernaum dig and move 
on to Banyas, an unexcavated site with a temple to the god Pan 
(pillars and other features of  which were literally sticking up from 
the ground) north of  the Golan Heights. A burial was almost 
certain to cause problems and delays—laws protecting the dead 
from construction or archaeology would come into play. Clergy 
would be involved and decisions about how to proceed would be 
a big headache.

Vassilios had come to prominence as an archaeologist when, in 
1968, he excavated the funerary remains of  the only identifiable 
individual who died by Roman crucifixion, so he knew quite a bit 
about burials. For many of  us, the emerging skeleton was a source 
of  unease. Sifting through the rubble of  someone’s house 1800 
years after they lived there was one thing. Digging up their bones 
was another.

Suddenly one morning, news traveled that Vassilios had 
identified the burial. An Abbasid or Ummayyad era necklace was 
at the neckline of  the skeleton. Soon after that, the burial was 
gone, loaded into special boxes Vassilios’s crew kept around for 
fragile items. They carried the boxes away to government vehicles 
in the monastery’s parking area, and whisked them off. From the 
responses we got to the few questions our teachers would answer 
and from thinking about the questions they wouldn’t discuss, 
it became clear that those boxes of  bones were heading to a 
storage facility somewhere in Tel Aviv or Jerusalem, and we got 
the impression that no record of  the burial would appear in the 
excavation’s records.

The keen interest in the burial had suddenly changed when it 
turned out to be Arab. The same indifference I had seen on the face 
of  the municipal employee at the Ramla permit office replaced 
the earlier active engagement that the Israeli archaeologists had 
if  the burial had been identifiable as being Christian or Jewish, 
the bones would have remained covered for as long as it took to 
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report that they had been excavated. Arab bones, on the other 
hand, were an inconvenience, and I am guessing they are still 
packed away like the Ark of  the Covenant at the end of  Raiders 
of  the Lost Ark.

A small group of  us decided to join the woman from Notre 
Dame, and a plan emerged for how we would refuse to take part 
in normalizing Apartheid and the oppression of  Palestinians. 
When we showed up the next morning, we would tell our 
supervisors that we were sick and needed to be part of  that day’s 
detail assigned to pottery washing.

I can’t pin down specific memories of  what transpired that 
morning. It wasn’t dramatic. We didn’t stand and denounce 
anything or anyone. We were, after all, guests in a foreign 
country thousands of  miles from the US. We were representing 
our universities, as well, and generally liked and respected the 
archaeologists we worked with. None of  us were inclined to 
make a big show of  our protest, though I do recall that everyone 
figured out that none of  us were sick, and most of  them realized 
that we what we were doing was in response to the South African 
crew coming to film us. Vassilios and the other Israelis from the 
Department of  Antiquities and Museums pretty clearly regarded 
what were doing with disdain. Not much if  anything was spoken 
in our presence about our protest, but a group of  college students 
living in close quarters for a month tends to get pretty deeply 
intertwined, and we knew that our fellow students would be 
talking to each other about us. If  nothing else, at least some of 
them were miffed since someone in your small group of  three 
to six people sitting out means one less person to do that day’s 
hard work. I hope our absence prompted some in our group to 
give some thought to what it meant for them to participate in the 
South African travelogue.

What I do remember about that day of  pottery washing is that 
whatever apprehension we had as we crossed the line into refusal 
gave way pretty quickly to a lot of  good feelings, good humor, and 
good conversation. That was especially true when the film crew 
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showed up and we could enjoy the benefit of  knowing we had 
done the right thing. We didn’t have to spend our day wondering 
how footage of  us might be used to help prop up an evil, violent, 
and dehumanizing system in South Africa or go along with the 
myth of  innocence that allows unseemly partnerships like this 
one that was built not only on the subjugation of  Black South 
Africans, but the dispossession of  Palestinians, as well. As people 
passed us on the way to the portable toilets that day, at least 
some of  them looked at us quizzically, wondering what we were 
laughing about when we were supposed to be sick.

Solidarity does not always lead to a pleasant morning of 
lakeside conversation—it can be nerve-wracking, frightening, and 
dangerous. Crossing those lines does, however, usually lead to a 
camaraderie and a clarity that staying on the other side of  them 
doesn’t provide. Indeed, I have often been reminded since then 
by those who always find a reason to remain on that other side 
how lonely it can be among the uncommitted, the uncaring, and 
especially the undecided. Those curious looks from our fellow 
students heading to the portable toilets were, at least in some 
cases I think, prompted by a yearning to be within that space 
of  camaraderie.

That second season at Capernaum was pivotal in unexpected 
ways that remain with me even now. Those two summers 
following college graduation were the opening and closing of  a 
liminal space, one that, upon leaving it, I set out in a direction I 
have never veered very far from. A little more than two years after 
leaving Capernaum, I more fully realized than I did in Ramla in 
1986 the many ways that Palestinians’ experiences were deeply 
connected to my own. The indifference I saw among Israelis 
toward Palestinians, which was really contempt, had parallels in 
my life and history as an Osage, manifested through the Bureau 
of  Indian Affairs and the passive structures of  contemporary 
life in the US that render indigeneity as invisible, inauthentic, 
inconsequential, and in the past tense. One reason I wanted to 
write this essay was to remember how little of  all of  this I knew 
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or had put together back in 1986. In spite of  all I did not yet 
know, I knew enough to see the truth and act on it.

Throughout my subsequent career as a scholar and as a writer, 
I have tried to stand up for the rights, hopes, and freedom 
of  Palestinians, keeping their reality in mind and striving to 
understand more of  the history that has brought us to this point.

Capernaum is now a national park with an impressive-looking 
building which covers what the Franciscans believe is the House 
of  Peter, with the ancient ruins of  the house visible through a 
glass floor. The Greek Orthodox monastery is still there, the land 
around it still largely unexcavated. I would love to see that site 
again someday. If  I do make it back to that part of  the world, 
I will joyfully return to Nablus, the Holy Land Hotel, and other 
places in Jerusalem and the West Bank. I won’t, at least for now, 
go to Capernaum, nor Mea She’arim, Tiberias, Haifa, or Ramla. 
That’s because I won’t cross to that side of  the green line again 
until Palestine is free. For that reason, I hope I can make the 
trip soon.
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Throw Paint!
How Israel Hijacked the Palestine Campaign

Micaela Sahhar

The Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement has ignited national 
conversations about the symbolism of  public monuments: What 
does a nation-state display, memorialise and commemorate? What 
do these markers of  national culture communicate about a state’s 
values and self-imaging? How do states construct their narratives 
and project that identity to their citizens and others?

While specificity is important in the American context of 
the state sanctioned murder of  George Floyd, this aspect of 
the movement has offered expression of  not just transnational 
solidarity but a re-examination of  national particularisms. BLM 
is foregrounding national narratives in their state contexts, thus 
presenting an invitation to critically re-examine both ephemeral 
and concrete expressions of  national public cultures. We have 
seen defacements, decapitations, and demolitions of  statues that 
herald this work. In Bristol, a slave trader was rolled into the sea. 
Across the United States, statues of  Confederate military heroes, 
slave traders, and the originary symbol of  America’s colonisation, 
Christopher Columbus, have been dismantled. Meanwhile in 
Sydney, the state deployed police to guard a statue of  Captain 
James Cook in Hyde Park. A police aid proves just how much 
statues matter. As public monuments, they insist on a version of 
history. In their public context, statues make claims about a state’s 
narrative and propound a specific point of  view.
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First Nations people understand the symbolic violence of 
colonial statues and the damaging role of  public memorialization. 
In Australia, what have been memorialized in statues, in place 
names, and in public ceremonies, are many of  the great land 
thieves and genocidal butchers of  the Aboriginal nations. 
Australia’s vociferous memorialization of  its colonial culture is as 
equally as it has been its silence on the subject of  active Aboriginal 
resistance. Indeed, it did not take BLM to create this awareness 
among the colonised. An image of  Captain James Cook’s statue 
at St Kilda beach, covered in pink paint and inscribed with the 
line ‘no pride in genocide’, is a favoured teaching tool of  mine. 
Its is a concise intervention that offers students a clear alternative 
reading of  Australia’s Day and national culture. Yet, politicians 
have called these interventions cowardly or vandalism. On the 
contrary, they should be recognized as essential to determining 
and re-framing public culture. After BLM, it would be deluded to 
claim that monuments are benign, or that they do not perform a 
state-sanctioned violence that institutionalize collective narratives 

Obelisk at Couburg Town Hall. Source: Author, 2020.
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which comprise a national identity. It is precisely in looking at 
what BLM has offered to conversations about public culture that 
we must look at how Israel, over the last decade and a half, has 
sought to hijack the legacy of  the Palestine Campaign, and in so 
doing, to prosecute a claim to indigeneity.

The Palestine Campaign is a crucial battle-front in World 
War I that witnessed great participation by Australian soldiers. It 
was largely overlooked in 20th century commemoration of  the 
Australian and New Zealand Army Corps (ANZACS).1 Several 
theories have been advanced to why it was not recalled as one 
of  the legendary highpoints of  Australian military history in 
public culture. One theory suggests that the Surafend massacre 
of  1918, in which ANZACs executed a village of  Palestinian 
men, accounted for the suppression. But the neglect is more 
systemic and instrumentalized by school curriculums; where for 
decades, it has been mandated that middle-school students study 
the federation of  Australian colonies and the nation’s ‘baptism 
of  fire’. Peter Weir’s stirring film, Gallipoli, featuring a young 
Mel Gibson is essential. Gallipoli has come to be a shorthand 
for many elements of  the national character and Australian 
values. We watched the tragedy of  the Battle of  the Nek unfold, 
wondering how successive waves of  young Australian men 
continued to surge over the trenches to their deaths. The answer 
came to characterize one version of  Australian values, one that 
is associated with the history wars of  the John Howard years. 
Survivors of  this military debacle affirmed they did not want to 
disappoint their mates.

In contrast, the Palestine Campaign offered a more ambivalent 
legacy—a success to be sure—but a titular embarrassment after 
1948. Emblazoned on war memorials around the country, Palestine 
was otherwise little remarked upon as Australia’s Frontier Wars 2. 

1 Australian and New Zealand Army Corps (ANZAC) was first formed in December 1914 during 
World War I in Egypt.
2 The Frontier Wars describe an era of diverse Aboriginal resistance against colonial settlement, land 
expropriation, and violence in Australia. It is conservatively estimated to have lasted from the ‘first 
contact’ in 1788 to the early 20th century. During this period, substantial atrocity was committed by 
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The Shellal mosaic, appropriated by Australian troops as a spoil 
of  war from a trench near Gaza, was once the centerpiece of 
the Australian War Memorial in Canberra. Today, it is structurally 
obscured from view. How was Palestine eradicated from the 
Palestine campaign?

Paradoxically, the recent recuperation of  the Palestine 
Campaign is tethered to a new direction in Israeli national culture. 
This signals two distinct shifts in the 21st century and points to 
mechanisms of  nation building in settler-colonial states, where 
the originary violence of  their founding remains unacknowledged 
and unaddressed. While the 21st century narrative making in 
Israel already drew links between the last great cavalry charge 
of  the Australian Light Horse at the Battle of  Beersheba and 
the birth of  the Israeli state, more recently it has focused on the 
role of  Aboriginal servicemen in the Palestine Campaign. This 
illustrates a new Israeli strategy of  displacing Palestinians from 
the settler-colonial paradigm, rather claiming an Indigenous 
identity for Jewish-Israeli citizens. In celebrating the contribution 
of  Aboriginal soldiers and highlighting their travails on Australian 
shores, Israel has sought to retrofit a connection with Aboriginal 
resistance and pose itself  a champion and ally of  contemporary 
Indigenous struggle. While both modes of  identification are 
historically specious, the second heralds a new and disturbing era 
in the formulation of  an Israeli identity.

In 2017, and for the first time, Aboriginal soldiers led the 
national ANZAC day march in Australia during the centenary 
of  the Battle of  Beersheba and other battles of  the Palestine 
Campaign.3 That year, the Jewish National Fund arranged a 10-day-
long commemorative program in Israel, including 12 descendants 
of  Aboriginal servicemen, as part of  the Rona Tranby Trust 
project to recover their stories.4 As the Times of  Israel reported, 

both official and unofficial bodies and groups of settlers, now widely acknowledged to have amounted 
to genocide against the Aboriginal peoples of Australia.
3 Bridget Brennan, “Anzac Day: Indigenous Soldiers Thought ‘When We Got back We’d be Treated 
Differently’,” abc News, 25/4/2017, accessed on 19/2/2021, at: https://ab.co/3dgLtgR
4 Melanie Lidman, “In Israel, Descendants of Aboriginal ANZAC Soldiers Retrace Forgotten Stories,” 
The Times of Israel, 24/10/2017, accessed on 19/2/2021, at: https://bit.ly/2Osg8NC

https://ab.co/3dgLtgR
https://bit.ly/2Osg8NC
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this sought to “shed light on army’s discrimination at home”.5 
The Rona Tranby Trust also produced a documentary which 
examines questions such as why Indigenous men joined the army 
in the context of  Australian state treatment of  Aboriginal people 
in the early 20th century.6 Yet perhaps the most important work 
of  the documentary is to engage the narrative of  the Frontier 
Wars and make a connection between those wars and the Battle 
of  Beersheba.

On its face, there is scant connection between Indigenous 
resistance and a colonial war executed on foreign soil. However, the 
documentary, which makes no whatsoever reference to the people 
who populated that land in 1917, seeks to advance a connection 
in the idea that Beersheba and the Palestine Campaign of  the 
ANZACs served as battles of  liberation for their future state. To 
this end, Israel now foregrounds the role of  Aboriginal servicemen 
to frame these battles as a mode of  historic Indigenous solidarity 
between Israeli-Jews and Indigenous peoples in Australia.

In September 2019, Jewish-Israeli ties to the Aboriginal 
struggle were celebrated in the unveiling of  a statue entitled ‘The 
Aborigine and His Horse’, It is positioned at an area known as 
Tzemach, although in 1917, it was called Semakh and formed “a 
small Arab village and railway settlement” of  strategic importance.7 
An article in Ha’aretz on the statue’s unveiling notes that this 
is a stage in the “historic correction that Australian society is 
undergoing in relations with Aborigines”.8 It notes that “in light 
of  the institutional racism that continues to plague the Aboriginal 
community” in Australia, the contributions of  Aboriginal people 
and their stories have been downplayed. The author of  the article, 
however, sees no irony in describing an historian working on 

5 Ibid.
6 Erica Glynn (director), Truth Be Told: Lest We Forget, Erica Glynn & Tanith Glynn-Maloney 
(written by) (Alice Springs, NT: Since1788 Productions, 2018), 58 mins, aired on 11/4/2019, at: 
SBSONDEMAND.
7 Ofer Aderet, “Israel Honours WWI Australian Aborigine Fighters at Centre Near Sea of Galilee,” 
Haaretz, 26/9/2019, accessed on 19/2/2021, at: https://bit.ly/3rS2z8A; Ian Jones, The Australian Light 
Horse (Sydney: Time Life Books, 1987), p. 154.
8 Aderet.
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the project as a “specialist in the history of  pre-state Palestine” 
while referring to Giora Goodman.9 The statue must therefore 
be understood within its cynical context, which in aiming to align 
Jewish-Israeli identity with other Indigenous struggles, seeks as 
its implicit goal to negate Palestinian claims by denying the Native 
as native.

The depopulated Arab village of  Semakh was renamed, as has 
been Israeli practice, to both naturalise Jewish-Israeli relationships 
to place and to bury the traces of  Palestinian lives—whether by 
slaughter, displacement or denial—in their uneasy state.10 The 
statue registers just the newest strategy in Israel’s project to 
eradicate its Palestinian ghosts who haunt the legitimacy of  their 
state, proclaiming strengthened relations between Jewish-Israelis 
and Australian Aboriginals, while unselfconsciously foregrounding 
and sympathising with Aboriginal struggle and the injustices of 
the Australian settler-state. Yet we must be aware that this is an 
institutional answer to the paradigm of  settler-colonialism in 
Israel, a characterization it attempts to subvert by re-positioning 
the Jewish-Israeli community as Indigenous. This re-positioning is 
enforced, paradoxically and unmistakably hypocritically, through 
the institutional power of  the Israeli settler state.

There are words for this turn in Israeli state culture. J. Kehaulani 
Kauanui has coined it “Red Washing” in the Native American 
context. In its Aboriginal iteration, “Black Washing” fits the bill. 
With my Palestinian pen, I throw paint on Israel’s hijacking of  the 
Palestine Campaign, because paint is better than erasure. Paint 
draws attention to those symbols that populate our public spaces 
and insists on a contestation of  their meaning. The project should 
be one of  contestation rather than erasure, lest we forget.

9 Ibid.
10 Ilan Pappe, The Ethnic Cleansing of Palestine (Oxford: Oneworld Publications, 2006), pp. 225 - 226.
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Part Two

Refugee, oil on canvas, 60x50 cm (2020).

Testimonies and Reflections on 
Solidarity and Decolonization
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VI

Truth, Freedom and Solidarity 
A Reflection on Solidarity between Indigenous Peoples 
and Settler Refugees of  Colour

Sylvia McAdam (Saysewahum) & Sujith Xavier

Sylvia McAdam (Saysewahum)
My name is Sylvia McAdam (Saysewahum) and I’m a Cree 

woman (nêhiyaw iskwew) from the Treaty 6 lands, which is 
located in what is now referred to as Saskatchewan province in 
Canada. We call our great continent Turtle Island. Our tribe’s 
name is Nêhiyawak, and in the colonizer’s language, we are called 
the Crees. Long ago, we numbered in the millions, sprawled over 
the prairies far into the United States. However, the intentional 
and purposeful annihilation owing to the Indian Act, Indian 
Residential Schools, Pass and Permit System, diseases, and many 
other genocidal methods, have decimated our numbers, leaving 
my people a mere shadow of  our existence.

I grew up on an Indian Act reservation called Whitefish Lake 
#118, currently referred to as Big River First Nation. I am a 
registered Indian under the Indian Act and I carry a card with an 
identifying number. I have to follow regulations under the Indian 
Act, which dictates every aspect of  my life. The Indian Act is in 
complete violation of  Treaty 6, which is a Peace and Friendship 
Treaty, rather than a cede and surrender one as stated by the 
British Crown. The British Empire and its Crown system of 
imperialism created “possessions” and “provinces” on the Great 
Turtle Island, dividing up my people’s lands like pieces of  meat 
and tossing it away to be destroyed.
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In an act of  resistance and survival, parents hid away some of 
their children in our hunting lands, and nourished secretly to carry 
our knowledges, languages and culture. Our lands became silent 
of  children’s voices and laughter. My family and peoples’ lands 
are marked by the bones of  my relatives and ancestors, while 
colonizers build campgrounds over and on top of  them. I am a 
product of  my family’s resistance to an ongoing genocide on the 
Turtle Island. I carry the memory of  our freedom and liberation. 
Canada continues to occupy our lands. Canada continues to 
plunder and pillage our lands, waters, and animals.

Sujith Xavier
My name is Sujith Xavier. I was born in a tiny village 45 minutes 

away from Jaffna town in the Northern province of  Sri Lanka. 
My mother and I fled our home when I was nine because of  the 
protracted war between my people, the Tamils and the majority 
supported Sinhala Government.

Once Western colonizers had granted independence to our 
small Island nation, the Tamils of  Sri Lanka faced harassment, 
discrimination, and death. With the arrival of  the colonizers (first 
the Portuguese, then the Dutch, and followed by the British), my 
peoples’ lives and history changed forever. When the first wave 
of  colonizers arrived on our shores, they found multiple distinct 
nations with their respective cultures, traditions, and languages. 
With the tide of  colonial history of  the Island and the eventual 
push for independence, we saw the creation of  the unitary 
nation-state in 1948, which later witnessed multiple communities 
vying for power. Thus, the Tamils became the target and were 
often marginalized. This form of  discrimination would lead to 
the creation of  a self-determination movement in the North 
and East of  the country. To achieve freedom, these movements 
eventually turned to violence.

This struggle for power manifested itself  in the daily shelling 
executed by the Sri Lankan military in the North and East. It is 
really hard to forget the first bunker that my father built in front 
of  our house under the mango trees. My grandfather planted 
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these trees with care years ago. I cannot forget the free-flowing 
bullets from the black, grey, and sometimes green helicopters, and 
the loud thud of  the shells landing somewhere in the middle of 
our village. As the fighting intensified, my mother and I first fled 
to Colombo, the country’s capital. As the repression of  political 
dissent intensified, our family could no longer stay in the capital 
and so we left. We landed in what is now known as Montreal, 
Quebec, in 1988, twenty years before the genocide in 2009 in 
the Northern Province of  Sri Lanka. We claimed asylum and 
settled as refugee settlers in Canada, first in Montreal and later 
in Toronto. I would eventually make my way to the traditional 
territories of  the Three Fires Confederacy, where I now live, love, 
and work as a refugee queer settler of  colour teaching law at the 
Faculty of  Law in the University of  Windsor.1

The violent conflict between the Tamil Tigers, the main 
militant group that sought independence from the unitary 
state, and the Sri Lankan state, would rage on for 27 years, with 
countless deaths on both sides. The conflict ended in May 2009 
with the Tigers defeated by the Sri Lankan state. At this point, 
the military of  the Sri Lankan state, with the help of  foreign 
governments, had managed to corner the civilians on a strip of 
land in the Northern province. By the last stages of  the war, 
almost three hundred thousand Tamil people were crowded over 
a strip of  sand along the beach in Mullivaikkal as they sought 
refuge from the fighting. As the fighting increased, the Sri Lankan 
state knowingly and deliberately commenced its genocide against 
the Tamils by indiscriminately bombing the makeshift hospitals, 
tents, and other dwellings put up by the refugees. Many of  us, 
who had fled the conflict before the genocide, watched in horror 
as our people were slaughtered by the racist Sri Lankan state, in 
its zeal to get rid of  the dreaded “terrorists”. I watched as my 
people died, while I survived and thrived on stolen lands.

Truth, Freedom, and Solidarity on Occupied Lands

1 Sujith Xavier, “Loving, Working, and Living on Stolen Land: People of Colour, Settler Colonialism 
& White Supremacy,” Reconciliation syllabus, 8/12/2018, accessed at: https://bit.ly/3qo95Un

https://bit.ly/3qo95Un
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The Palestinian-American scholar, Steven Salaita, suggests that 
solidarity for Palestine liberation in settler colonial states such as 
Canada and the US first requires an action to decolonize Turtle 
Island.2 Taking our cue from Salaita, we reflect on our solidarity 
work and the contingency of  our freedom on Turtle Island based 
on our own lived experiences.

Freedom, we are told, is part of  the founding fabric of  Canada. 
The preamble of  the 1982 Constitution, along with the various 
rights guaranteed in the Canadian Charter of  Rights and Freedoms, 
are meant to protect those within Canada’s borders. These alleged 
freedoms range from basic protection of  life, liberty, and security 
of  the person to other forms of  democratic participation rights. 
These freedoms, largely civil and political in nature, are the fabric 
of  Canadian democracy that was founded on the recognition of 
the “the supremacy of  God and the rule of  law”.

But for both of  us, as a nêhiyaw (Cree) woman from Treaty 
Six and as a Tamil queer refugee settler from northern Sri Lanka, 
these are the founding myths of  settler colonial Canada. For 
us, our freedom does not lie within a Westphalian nation-state. 
The state’s promises of  civil and political rights are a distraction. 
Our freedom is bound together as we forge a path forward in 
dismantling White supremacy and reconfiguring the political 
process that continues to marginalize Black, Indigenous People, 
and other settlers of  colour. In thinking about our respective 
freedom, we are struck by the various measures that were put in 
place to invite reconciliation for the ongoing genocide on Turtle 
Island.3 Largely based on the rule of  law, these measures focus 
on how to move past the ongoing genocide that is so central 
to our daily lived experiences. The invitation to reconcile and 
move beyond the ongoing harms and the past atrocities by settler 

2 Steven Salaita, “American Indian Studies and Palestine Solidarity: The Importance of Impetuous 
Definitions,” Decolonization: Indigeneity, Education & Society, vol. 6, no. 1 (2017).
3 See for example: “Reclaiming Power and Place: The Final Report of the National Inquiry into 
Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls,” MMIWG (June 2019); Final Report of the 
Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada: Summary: Honouring the Truth, Reconciling for 
the Future (Winnipeg: Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015); Office of the Missing 
Persons ACT in Sri Lanka, accessed on 19/2/2021, at: https://bit.ly/3ue7OBy

https://bit.ly/3ue7OBy
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colonial Canada ignores a central ingredient in any justice seeking 
measure: Truth.

We raise the importance of  truth because of  our own lived 
experience; because one of  us is confronted by the daily injustices 
that form the narrative of  settlement and conquest. One of  our 
communities continues to rely on the goodwill of  the settler state 
for our daily survival, then the settlerstate would actively work 
to prevent the achievement of  the nationhood of  one of  our 
communities.4 Meanwhile the settler state is using the labour 
of  settlers, including settlers of  colour, to occupy stolen lands 
and to extract its resources. More importantly, the settler state 
uses settlers of  colour to violently commit genocide against the 
First Nations, Métis and Inuit Peoples of  what is now known 
as Canada, by policing their lands and stealing their children. 
Settler complicity in this process is an important truth that needs 
to be set out. Of  course, complicity is a loaded term and many 
of  those grouped into the category of  settlers of  colour do not 
carry the same responsibilities.5 We are particularly and painfully 
aware of  the different lived experiences of  the descendants of 
enslaved peoples who were brought to Turtle Island by force of 
European settlers.

This truth is an essential aspect of  moving forward, as we 
seek a better life where both of  our peoples can live with their 
respective freedoms.

Truth: Building Solidarity, Building Relations
As two survivors, and now privileged educators (albeit in 

different ways), we are on this journey of  teaching together in 
one of  the most notorious colonial institutions, indeed a higher 
educational institution that trains future lawyers. Given our own 
lived experiences, we are painfully aware that lawyers have inflicted 
harm through the various laws and legal institutions they helped 

4 Sylvia McAdam (Saysewahum), Nationhood Interrupted: Revitalizing nêhiyaw Legal Systems 
(Saskatoon: Purich, 2015).
5 For a robust examination, see: Tapji Garba & Sara-Maria Sorentino, ‘Slavery is a Metaphor: A 
Critical Commentary on Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang’s “Decolonization is Not a Metaphor”’, 
Antipode, vol. 52, no. 3 (2020), pp. 765 - 782.
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to create. These laws and institutions allow for the continuation of 
white supremacy. Lawyers educated by our institution (amongst 
others) have gone on to work in government, represent civil 
society, and so on. They would, of  course, use their knowledge 
of  the Canadian Constitution, which too was drafted by lawyers 
trained by laws schools. The Constitution, as we noted earlier, is 
predicated on the founding myth that the law and the Christian 
“God” are supreme. However, while we can quickly problematize 
the reference to god, the reference to the rule of  law is not so easy.

The rule of  law serves as means to regulate everyday actions of 
those who are bound within the borders of  Canada. The rule of 
law includes the Indian Act and the Natural Resources Transfer Act. 
In this context, the rule of  law centers European settler notions 
of  legality as the legitimate and essential organizing feature of 
the national order. By doing so, the settler colonial state then 
facilitates the monopoly of  western law, thus guaranteeing rule 
by law. Yet this rule by law, so powerfully written into the settler 
state’s constitution and etched into our minds, works to maintain 
white supremacy on these settled and occupied lands that we 
both now call home. How do we work towards dismantling the 
white supremacy that is maintained through the rule by law? How 
do we do this while in solidarity with each other?

Our central point that we want to articulate builds on the 
words of  Steven Salaita that we cited at the outset of  this paper. 
Anti-colonial and anti-imperial efforts taking place on stolen 
Indigenous lands must first and foremost acknowledge the theft 
of  the land and the dispossession of  Indigenous Peoples. This is 
the truth.

Indigenous people’s lives were taken. Lands were also taken 
and continue to be destroyed through clearcutting, resource 
extraction, and other extractive activities, despite supposedly 
being protected by treaties, specifically Treaty 6.6 These measures 
affect current and future generations. Indigenous lands located 

6 Steven Newcomb, “Reconciliation and Sylvia McAdam’s Efforts to Protect the Land,” Indian 
Country Today, 27/10/2016, accessed on 19/2/2021, at: https://bit.ly/3s0NdPa

https://bit.ly/3s0NdPa
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in what is now called “Canada” are being pillaged and plundered 
with devastating results. Elders ruefully lament the fact that the 
once fertile boreal forests now stand empty of  trees, medicines, 
and water.

In many instances, Indigenous peoples were tortured before 
they were killed. Many children lives were taken in Indian 
Residential schools and Indian Industrial Schools, while others 
were killed through disease and daily encounters with the White 
supremacist nation-state. By acknowledging this truth, sitting 
with this truth, and reflecting on this truth, we believe we can 
move forward by taking action in our search for justice.

As we witness the recent calls for reconciliation, we urge for a 
different starting point. It is one that recognizes settler complicity 
in the ongoing genocide of  Indigenous People. Settlers continue 
to be beneficiaries of  the White supremacist nation-state. In 
particular, settlers of  colour are deeply implicated in this process. 
This is a hard fact to accept, especially when they were forced to 

Clearcutting. Source: Sylvia McAdam (Saysewahum), Treaty Six Territory (2016).
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flee, to leave everything behind and become disconnected from 
their land and ancestors.

Analogous to the violence embedded within the above image of 
the seared and left behind backpack on the shore of  Mullivaikkal, 
one of  us carries the violence of  fleeing and of  having to claim 
asylum by providing evidence of  persecution to a white official 
within the settler colonial nation-state, while being forced to 
learn how to perform whiteness to survive in a white supremacist 
space. Notwithstanding these episodes of  violence, one of  us 
continues to love, live and work on a stolen land while the other 
continues to reel from the ongoing violence of  settlement and 
conquest . The recognition of  the continued presence of  settlers 
on Indigenous lands is part and parcel with the ongoing genocide. 
It is the starting point, we believe, of  our solidarity. It is the truth 
that binds us into solidarity across our shared pain. If  we are 
to build a better world, for both of  us with our respective lived 
experiences, then we must reconcile and accept this basic and 
intrinsic fact. Settlers are complicit, and their complicity must be 
acknowledged if  we are to move ahead in search of  justice; in 
search of  a better day.

Photo credit: Sujith Xavier, Mullivaikkal, Northern Province Sri Lanka (August 2018) 
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VII

Aboriginal Peoples’ Authority 
and Decolonization
Irene Watson

I belong to the Tanganekald, Meintangk, and Bunganditj 
Peoples of  the Coorong and South-East of  South Australia. 
Acknowledging my belonging has not always been easy. Growing 
as a young person, my belonging was normalized by a series of 
categories. For instance, the South Australian education system 
referred to my mother as half-caste. Therefore, in the 1960s 
while I was at school, I was called “Half-caste Casey”. As a very 
young child, whenever I looked at the colour of  my hands, I had 
to ask my mother: “Who are we?”. I was told: “You are who 
you are. You belong to Tangalun, that is, the place at the end of 
the Tangane Peoples’ territory, and the boundary place of  the 
Meintangk People”. My mother’s grandmother was born before 
the colonial state came to occupy our lands, and these are the 
stories that were held onto across a violent colonial frontier.

When, as a child, I looked at the map, I couldn’t find any of 
those names I was told. I only read names like Kingston; named 
after the Premier of  South Australia, or Robe; named after the 
Governor of  South Australia, as well as Mt Gambier, after the 
Admiral Gambier of  the Royal Navy. These names dominated 
the map. For me it was an early learning of  colonial mapping. 
When I look at the Aboriginal maps of  Australia today, I see 
our ancient names still marginal or not even there. In 1840, the 
killing of  several white settlers was attributed to the Milmendjeri 
of  the Tanganekald. The British military responded. There are 
few records of  what happened to the Milmendjeri/Tanganekald 
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People, but at that time, our identity was buried, as were the 
bodies of  the ancestors who were murdered in retribution.

Even native title claims, which have appropriated my old 
people as the apical ancestors for their claimant group, call our 
territories by another name. But the truth is that I belong to the 
Tanganekald, Meintangk and Bunganditj, always have, and always 
will. This is quietly the truth. So, it is across the colonial history 
of  this continent that we now call Australia by this name. It is 
through this history that the normalization of  colonial identities 
occurred and the struggle for the First Nations People intensified. 
It is the struggle to hold onto and remember ancient identities to 
whom we belong.

What does it matter? It matters a lot, because the colonial 
naming of  our lands and identities was, and still is, a part of  a 
process of  normalizing colonization, while imposing colonial 
power. In more recent colonial history, a major highway through 
our traditional territories was named the Princes Highway after 
Edward VIII — the British monarch who abdicated in 1936. 
Do questions of  authority matter? That is: What is named after 
whom, and when? I believe they do, because authority is the thing 
which can harden or counter power. However, a power that is 
used to impose, legitimize, and normalize unlawful occupation 
can be countered by Indigenous authority.

I acknowledge the authority of  First Nations Peoples across 
the continent that we now call “Australia”.

From a Standpoint of  Law: Whose Law?
I studied law in the late 1970s and 1980s to understand the 

colonial logic, language, and tools, which were used to “normalise” 
the unlawful occupation of  First Nations’ territories. Upon this 
continent, a colonial foundation was based on the fiction of  terra 
nullius, which means that there were no inhabitants until the 
British. “Australia” remains based on that same fiction, regardless 
of  the High Court Aboriginal title decision.1 The colonial logic of 

1 Mabo v Queensland [No 2] (1992) 175 CLR 1.
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terra nullius retains de-jure power while Aboriginal Peoples’ centre 
and authority is derived from our laws, cultures, language, and 
relationships to the natural world. That’s our authority. In more 
than two centuries, the colonial occupation still fails to answer 
our question: By what lawful authority do you occupy our lands?

Australian legal history reveals an occupation by force. An 
occupation by force is unlawful in international law, but in 
practice, international law mechanisms are difficult for the nations 
to access under colonial occupation, and thus provide no remedy 
for its unlawfulness. Where they are accessible, arguments situated 
in international law are ignored by the Australian government, 
as we have seen in some recent determinations made by the 
UN Committee for the Elimination of  Racial Discrimination.2 
Aboriginal laws hold an ancient authority which persists, but 
the military power of  a self-proclaimed legitimate state opposes, 
annihilates, and ignores them.

Solutions and Remedies
Where are the remedies and a future peace which would 

enable us to be what we are, to name and claim whom we are, 
to live beyond the welfare doled out by the occupation with 
our own food, shelter, and water security? The space of  the 
settler-colonial state power names and claims whom we are and 
determines whether, and how, we live. We live our lives in a space 
of  token gestures of  recognition, while the state is the only entity 
to determine the processes and outcomes.

The United Nations developed the UN Declaration of  Rights 
of  Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP). The visionary minimum 

2 A Request for Urgent Action was made by a group of First Nations Peoples living under the effects of 
the Northern Territory Intervention to the UN Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination 
in February 2009. The Request for Urgent Action argued that the suspension by the Commonwealth of 
Australia of the Racial Discrimination Act of 1975 and the Australian Government’s failure to consult 
adequately with affected Aboriginal communities, violates articles 2, 5, 6, and 7 of the Convention on 
the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination, opened for signature on December 21, 1965, 
UNTS 660 (entered force January 4, 1969). The Request for Urgent Action resulted in a request by 
the Chairperson of the Committee for the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination that the 
Australian government lift its suspension of the Racial Discrimination Act. The government was also 
requested to redesign the measures of the ‘emergency response’ in consultation with the Aboriginal 
communities affected by the legislation.
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standards developed initially to prevent the genocides of 
Indigenous Peoples, which are ongoing globally. However, they 
can only be rhetorical in the context of  Article 46 of  UNDRIP 
which enables the colonial state to determine how or if  Indigenous 
concerns might be addressed. The Declaration establishes 
standards for engagement, but they are standards kept within the 
confines of  state power to determine whose interests will prevail.

Our ancient laws have remedies and solutions to promote 
and enhance life in terms of  shelter, food, and water security, for 
all people as minimum standards to life. The Australian settler-
colonial state laws daily breach those same Aboriginal laws which 
have ensured survival in the land for millennia. For example, 
the state mandates laws which support land clearing, the over-
allocation of  water for irrigated agriculture, the destruction of 
our water ways, fracking and mining, and the rural dumping of 
toxic and dangerous wastes. If  we are the solution, then how do 
we continue to hold an Aboriginal centre under the duress of 
colonial power?

Thinking through solutions and remedies requires unpacking 
our thinking on “recognition”, and how “recognition” 
programs, as we have seen them come and go, are translations 
from a neoliberal paradigm. From that paradigm, what are the 
possibilities of  moving beyond the colonial matrix of  power? 
Particularly, it is when colonial power determines and defines 
what “recognition” is.

Decolonization
Beyond the conundrum of  colonial power is decolonization. 

How might decolonization occur? How might we begin to 
decolonize and, in that journey, go beyond the risk of  slippage 
back into neoliberal frameworks of  recognition? Natsu Saito 
writes that “most importantly, the way in which decolonization 
occurs must be freely chosen by the colonized; it’s not a choice 
for the colonizing power to make.”3 But do First Nations 

3 Natsu Saito, “Asserting Plenary Power Over the ‘Other’: Indians, Immigrants, Colonial Subjects, 
and Why the U.S Jurisprudence Needs to Incorporate International Law,” Yale L. & Policy Review, 
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have the privilege of  choice beyond a neoliberal future, and 
submersion within a colonial state? Can we afford not to have a 
plan to decolonize?

So, when we speak of  decolonization, how might it become 
more than words? As a process, how might it go further than the 
chat shows and band wagons of  recognition that we have seen 
run and mandated by state? How might we share the things we 
know and map the road towards decolonization and freedom? 
In considering future possibilities, one starting point is to 
understand the complexities of  colonialism and how it constitutes 
itself  as a matrix of  a power intended to be unbreakable. In 
proposing a dialogue, we should also understand how players 
within the colonial matrix contribute to the ongoing project of 
colonialism. Is there another way of  being, or a horizon beyond 
the colonial matrix?

Indeed, it is an illusion to believe that there is not. Aboriginal 
peoples have been managing their lives in relationship with 
the natural world since the first sunrise. This is not illusory, 
but fact. We have always been here as Nations of  Peoples. We 
are in contradiction to terra nullius. Another horizon predates 
colonialism and continues to exist under the lies of  terra nullius. 
What we mean of  decolonization is the aim of  bringing about 
the restitution of  Aboriginal country and life in such a way that 
it is not a metaphor for the things we want to do to improve 
Aboriginal lives and ways of  being.

Decolonization is concrete and real to the lives of  Aboriginal 
Peoples. It is not just another decade-long chat show. It is not 
locked into talking about “rights” in a future time to come, and 
it doesn’t disappear into the neoliberal agenda of  the colonial 
states. It is beyond the agenda which reproduce a rights discourse 
that has no connection to or reflection in self-determined 
Aboriginality. The decolonization project for the First Nations is 
more than a civil and political quest for the human image but is 
inclusive of  all life. The human is part of  the whole.

vol. 20, no. 2 (2002), p. 479.
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First Nations have obligations to sustain the country for the 
benefit of  future generations. This is a responsibility that we still 
carry. Now it must often be carried out under duress and in difficult 
circumstances. The Australian state continues to determine 
the future and balance Aboriginal interests against corporate 
developments and industry. These often threaten the futures 
we stand to uphold and protect. Non-sustainable agricultural 
practices, unconventional gas extraction, fracking for natural gas, 
uranium mining, and coal mining, all pose wide-scale threats to 
the territories of  First Nations across Australia.4 In Southern and 
Western Australia, there are populations which have been living 
on mined ground water for a century. Now, the basins are being 
sucked dry, and the only alternative is desalinated seawater.

First Nations have a deep understanding of  whom they are 
in the world, not limited by what it means to be human, but 
whom you are in respect of  where you come from, who your 
relations are, and what it means to be a Tanganekald, Meintangk, 
and Bunganditj, or a member of  any other First Nation. Within 
the colonial matrix there has always been pressure to perform 
constructed and imposed colonial identities. The process of 
colonialism has produced a range of  terra nullius identities: 
“natives”, “British subjects”, “Australian citizens”, and “native-
titled persona”, all performed within the colonial hierarchy.

What does it mean to be Aboriginal? How do we be whom we 
are? How do we carry the Aboriginal knowledges which we still 
do, even though for many, they are fragments and remnant pieces 

4 The largest uranium mine in the world is at Roxby Downs in South Australia. The mine and 
processing plant have degraded the surrounding natural environment and rely upon the Great Artesian 
Basin underground waters around Lake Eyre, the land of the Arabunna People. While the state advises 
that they have obtained consent, Arabunna elder Kevin Buzzacott has protested the development since 
the 1980s, insisting that no consent to the destruction around the mine could ever be given from an 
Aboriginal standpoint. The processing plant uses 50 million litres of water per day. The water is drawn 
from ancient underground water reserves which connect us all in our future needs and dependencies, 
and thus should not be squandered on concentrating heavy metal ores. A new mine is being proposed 
on the lands of the Martu Peoples in Western Australia by the Canadian company Cameco. Many of 
the Martu First Nation claim they have not agreed to the process. In June 2016, the Martu continued 
their protest against the mine being developed: Angus Sargent, “Martu People Leave on 110km March 
in Protest Against Pilbara Uranium Mine,” ABC News, 4/6/2016, accessed on 20/2/2021 at: https://
ab.co/2NDJPe7

https://ab.co/2NDJPe7
https://ab.co/2NDJPe7
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after the genocidal centuries of  colonial invasion? How might 
we advance discussions and knowledges of  colonialism to better 
enable decolonization? How can we have truthful discussions 
that won’t be sabotaged by neoliberal agents? How might we be 
and stand our ground in our Aboriginality? To do this we need 
to exit the matrix of  colonialism and realise the horizon and the 
space of  our own Aboriginal being.

The Conundrum of  Recognition: Why is an Aboriginal 
Framework Essential to Aboriginal Futures?
What do we mean by recognition, and from whose perspective 

are we interpreting and translating “rights”? Who determines 
what Aboriginal rights are? Should an Aboriginal framework 
apply in the construction of  Aboriginal Rights? If  our rights 
accrue because of  our Aboriginality, then we need to remain 
Aboriginal peoples, as we have always been, and as we will always 
be into the future. From this standpoint, it should become clear 
that the effect of  any consent to cession, extinguishment, or 
assimilation, would be counterproductive to our ongoing right to 
be Aboriginal, and to hold Aboriginal rights.

The Exclusion of  Aboriginal Ways of  Being Underpins 
the Foundation of  Empire
To advance this view, we should consider Australian legal 

history in more depth: How was “Australia” founded upon 
the places of  our ancestors, and on whose ontological and 
epistemological ways of  knowing? Our ancient knowledges and 
laws were excluded upon the imposition of  empire, colonies, and 
the creation of  Australian law. Aboriginal world views are framed 
by an obligational and relational way of  being, more importantly 
than individual rights-based approaches. For example, I belong 
to the country because of  my connections and relationship, and 
not because I have a title of  ownership. An individual ownership 
approach makes collective belonging and caring for country 
vulnerable to the power of  whatever goes within the “business-
as-usual” paradigm of  “progress”.
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The Australian Constitution is the result of  a process of 
constructing, establishing, and constituting a legal foundation for 
what was (and remains) a colonizing mission. It was and still is 
a process of  making legal and independent colonial states into 
a commonwealth structure. The Australian Constitution was 
and still is about the British Empire obtaining constitutional 
status and legitimacy for its invasion of  the continent that we 
now call “Australia”, and throughout the process of  constituting 
and legitimizing the colonial, Aboriginal peoples have been 
deemed non-existent of  the past, and have been considered a 
local problem. We were constructed as uncivilized, “savage”, and 
“backward” peoples. This construction is both derived from and 
reflected in the foundation of  the Australian legal system.

Terra nullius meant Aboriginal peoples did not exist as subjects 
in law, which means that they shared the same status as flora 
and fauna. In my view this is not altogether a bad thing, as in 
Aboriginal legal systems of  obligation and relationality, we are 
all related—human, land, animal, and plant. That is the law. 
But from 1788 onwards, that is; after the time of  invasion, the 
colonisers did not have the knowledge or the understanding of 
any other way of  being in law. To this day, acknowledgement of 
whom we are as First Nations has not developed into any degree 
of  respectful understanding and engagement on the half  of  the 
Australian state. From within the colonial matrix, Aboriginal 
peoples were never intended to survive the invasion, genocide, 
and occupation of  our lands. Instead, the expectation was that we 
would all be dead, absorbed, or assimilated, and never considered 
to be sovereign peoples on our terms. Yet we did survive, we are 
still here today, we have never ceded our Aboriginality.

So, First Nations survive colonialism, and for the time being, 
life goes on.
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VIII

First Peoples and
Diasporic Communities 
Implications for Transnational Solidarity

Eugenia Flynn

My involvement in solidarity work across several intersecting 
communities is a natural extension of  my identity. As a racialized 
person, I have been profoundly impacted by how racism operates 
in so-called “Australia”. First and foremost, I am an Aboriginal 
woman who is dispossessed of  her land through the deployment 
of  racism. Second, I am a Chinese-Malaysian woman whose 
mother was able to pass through Australia’s constructed borders 
in the late 1960s, and is therefore viewed as a threat to White 
Australia. Third, I am a Muslim convert, automatically racialized 
as a foreigner threatening to “take over” White Australia’s “way 
of  life”, despite my ties to the country through thousands of 
generations. My understanding of  how race operates within 
Australia to maintain a White nation through dispossession and 
racialized border enforcement is foundational to how I have 
positioned my work in anti-racism activism. It has also led to 
a natural inclination in bringing various racialized diasporic 
communities together to work in solidarity with First Peoples. 
This short piece is a reflection on this last decade of  engaging in 
solidarity work.

I want to start by reflecting on the solidarity work of  RISE 
Refugees, Survivors and Ex-Detainees (RISE). As solidarity 
becomes increasingly important to how activists work against 
racism in Australia, RISE has maintained an uncompromising 
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and inward-focused position with the motto of  “nothing about 
us without us”. Often, their non-engagement with government, 
as well as their rejection of  the popularity politics of  social media, 
has led RISE to be wrongfully unremembered, but their work in 
solidarity has been some of  the most pivotal and foundational 
to the solidarity work of  today, ten years on. As a collective of 
refugees, asylum seekers, and ex-detainees, who seek safety on 
unceded Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander lands, RISE has 
taken the onus upon themselves and reached out to First Peoples 
to actively work in solidarity with them. Since at least 2009, RISE 
have articulated an understanding of  issues related to how notions 
of  sovereignty and borders interact with one another and then 
manifest within Australian politics and society. Critically, RISE 
has been clear that racialized policies and practices of  policing 
and detention see both First Peoples and those seeking asylum 
incarcerated in prisons and detention centres at alarmingly 
high rates.

This extended hand of  solidarity has certainly been 
reciprocated. As an individual, I work with RISE regularly on 
their self-determined aspirations. Grassroots organizations such 
as First Nations Liberation (FNL) and Warriors of  the Aboriginal 
Resistance (WAR), have also worked with RISE, with years of 
slow and steady solidarity-building culminating in key events 
on the recent timeline of  solidarity work. Importantly, in July 
2016, RISE, FNL, and WAR came together for “Sovereignty and 
Sanctuary”, an event where the Aboriginal activist, Uncle Robbie 
Thorpe presented Aboriginal passports to refugees, asylum 
seekers, and ex-detainees. Ex-detainee and founder of  RISE, 
Ramesh Fernandez stated of  the action: “On this day RISE, on 
behalf  of  the refugee community, will acknowledge Aboriginal 
Sovereignty over this nation and stand in solidarity with the 
dispossessed First Nations of  this country. We commit to fighting 
for justice on the terms set by Aboriginal people and nothing 
else”. Meriki Onus of  WAR responded in-kind: “Warriors of  the 
Aboriginal Resistance welcome this historical event with RISE 
and First Nations Liberation. RISE’s commitment to accepting 
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Aboriginal passports, Aboriginal law, and customary law is 
refreshing, and paves the way for all newcomers to this country”.1 

Of  course, the issuing of  passports is not new or exceptional to 
RISE, WAR, and FNL. Uncle Robbie Thorpe and the late Uncle 
Ray Jackson have both been involved in the issuing of  passports 
since at least 2012. The Aboriginal activist, Michael Mansell first 
introduced the Aboriginal passport in 1988, when they were 
issued to an Aboriginal delegation travelling to Libya 2. As a work 
of  solidarity, the issuing of  passports from Aboriginal Peoples to 
refugees and asylum seekers is an important action that is at once 
both symbolic and practical.

RISE has carefully and slowly built solidarity through hard 
work and—most importantly—through deep thinking related 
to various issues of  racism, sovereignty, and borders. However, 
solidarity from diasporic communities toward First Peoples has 
not always been as robust as exemplified through the work of 
RISE. From my standpoint as an Aboriginal, Chinese, and Muslim 
woman, I know that solidarity between migrants to the so-called 
Australia (specifically non-European non-white migrants) and 
First Peoples has not always been as strong as it is today. For 
example, in 2009, I wrote about a rally I attended in Adelaide 
around the time of  the Gaza War:

A politician got up to speak to the 1800-strong crowd. 
He started off  by acknowledging that the rally was 
on Kaurna land (the traditional Aboriginal people of 
the area) and how fitting it was to have a rally against 
illegal invasion, occupation, and dispossession on 
Aboriginal land, as Indigenous Australians know all 
too well what invasion, occupation and dispossession 
mean. Unfortunately, the clapping was nowhere near 
as loud or widespread for this statement – the majority 
of  Muslims and Arabs in the crowd looked confused 

1 “Sovereignty + Sanctuary: A First Nations/ Refugee Solidarity Event,” RISE, 13/7/2016, 
accessed on 21/2/2021, at: https://bit.ly/3pqAKTs
2 “More than 200 Migrants to Receive Aboriginal Passports,” Green Left, 6/8/2012, accessed 
on 21/2/2021, at: https://bit.ly/2N3tdwL

https://bit.ly/3pqAKTs
https://bit.ly/2N3tdwL
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as to why this politician had started speaking about 
Aboriginal Land Rights issues. As I looked around, 
I noticed that there were a number of  non-Muslim 
Aboriginal people in the crowd, whom I assume 
were there in solidarity for justice. Seeing those other 
Aboriginal people in the crowd triggered something 
inside of  me; and it left me wondering if  this incident 
is symptomatic of  the relationship between the 
two communities?3

Thankfully, I was not the only one who had begun to 
question the apathy and racism found within diasporic Muslim 
communities in Australia at this time. It was only a year later that 
I began working with long-time collaborator, Aamer Rahman on 
anti-black racism within the Australian Muslim community. As 
someone involved in direct action on issues of  refugee detention, 
the war on terror, and Palestine, Rahman understood the racism 
impacting First Peoples and non-white non-European diasporic 
communities as both connected and as a site for solidarity action. 
In this period, Australia was just emerging from a decade of 
dogged conservatism led by then-Prime Minister John Howard. 
This era saw the rise of  anti-Asian and anti-Aboriginal politics, 
the post-911 war on terror, invasion of  Iraq, the rise of  anti-
Muslim sentiment in the media, and Howard’s repeated attacks 
on Aboriginal people culminating in the neo-paternalistic and 
land-grabbing Northern Territory Intervention.

Against this backdrop of  global and local politics, and as a 
non-Black South Asian Muslim, Rahman’s solidarity toward First 
Peoples has not only consisted of  supporting First Peoples in our 
struggle, but also in challenging manifestations of  anti-blackness 
within the Muslim community. Some of  Rahman’s early solidarity 
work involved bringing non-Black Muslims, Black Muslims, and 
First Peoples (Muslim and non-Muslim) together to talk through 
issues of  race and racism. In 2010, a panel discussion on “Race 

3 Eugenia Flynn, “The Hard Questions,” Eugenia Flynn, February 2, 2010, accessed at: https://
bit.ly/3b7wsLs

https://bit.ly/3b7wsLs
https://bit.ly/3b7wsLs
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and Identity in the Muslim Community” was held where I spoke 
alongside prominent thinkers in the global Muslim diaspora. Later 
that same year an “Indigenous Muslim Solidarity Conference” 
was organized primarily by Rahman to address issues of  apathy 
and ignorance in the Australian Muslim community. As stated on 
the flyer for the conference: “This is a special one-day conference 
for Muslims to be introduced to issues of  social justice affecting 
the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community in Australia, 
including Land Rights and the Northern Territory Intervention”.4

Rahman’s ongoing solidarity work within the Muslim 
community was effective in changing the attitudes and beliefs 
of  Muslim diasporic communities in Australia. In the years 
immediately after these solidarity actions, I felt the Australian 
Muslim community largely shift in their understanding of 
Australia’s oppressive and violent relationship with First Peoples. 
Simultaneously, American race politics was increasingly exported 
to the rest of  the world via the internet, through blogging, digital 
publishing, and social media. Rahman’s early anti-racism work with 
the Muslim community, coupled with this global phenomenon, 
has impacted the way Australian Muslim diasporic communities 
have engaged with First Peoples and facilitated solidarity between 
the two groups. It is now common to see Muslim blocs at rallies 
for justice for First Peoples, and Muslim organizations have begun 
to educate their communities on issues related to First Peoples.

Of  course, there is considerable overlap between the Palestinian 
diaspora in Australia and the Australian Muslim community. In 
relation to solidarity, much has changed since the rally for Gaza 
that I attended in 2009. Australian-based Palestinians and First 
Peoples have held solidarity conferences, panel conversations, 
written joint statements, and more. In relation to transnational 
solidarity, I now see many Palestinians re-affirming old ties 
between global Black consciousness and the Palestinian struggle. 
Within this, there is resonance and solidarity with First Peoples 

4 “Indigenous Muslim Solidarity Conference,” Whenua Fenua Enua Vanua, 11/11/2010, accessed on 
21/2/2021, at: https://bit.ly/3jVsDx5

https://bit.ly/3jVsDx5
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as both groups recognize their parallel oppression under settler 
colonial occupation. Most importantly, this resonance and 
solidarity is undertaken with an increasing understanding that 
blackness and indigeneity are found together in the First Peoples 
of  so-called Australia.

It is here that the implications for transnational solidarity can 
be found in the relationship between First Peoples and diasporic 
communities. The nuance related to how race is operationalized 
in Australia, and for what purpose, is often difficult for non-
Aboriginal people to understand. Currently, American race 
politics dominates Australian discourse on race, transmitted via 
social media and the internet. Without nuanced understandings 
of  local contexts transnational solidarity is rendered impotent 
(in the case of  Australia, these nuanced understandings include 
the way in which race operates to first dispossess First Peoples 
as Black, and then manifests as anti-Muslim, anti-refugee, and 
anti-Arab racism in order to keep borders closed to non-white 
immigrants). It is here that diasporic communities, such as those 
of  the Palestinian diaspora, can effectively contribute to global 
struggles against injustice. As seen in the solidarity work of  Ramesh 
Fernandez, RISE and Aamer Rahman, deep thinking about issues 
of  race and racism are important to diasporic communities, 
their understandings of  local struggles, and how they feed those 
understandings into global diasporas, with positive implications 
for transnational solidarity.
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IX

Knowledge, Culture and Method 
Thoughts on Colonialism and Decolonization 1

Sary Zananiri

Much had happened since the Indigenous-Palestinian Solidarity 
Conference in November 2019. From a global pandemic that has 
highlighted the vastly discriminatory nature of  state allocations of 
resources, to the impacts of  who and how different populations 
are policed. At a time of  unprecedented global stress, the death 
of  George Floyd in May 2020 reinvigorated the Black Lives 
Matter movement and spurred comparisons to both Black deaths 
in custody in Australia, and the killing of  Iyad Hallaq in Jerusalem 
a week later.

Perhaps what is indeed obvious is the power of  culture to 
both bolster the state as well as to contest it. The current debates 
around colonial statues and memorials best exemplifies the 
power of  culture and the ways in which public consciousness is 
being mobilised both for and against the state. In fact, the braided 
relationship between projects of  modernity and the ongoing 
interconnected and active structures of  settler colonialism, is 
often overlooked in our understanding of  the contemporary 
political context.

The legacies of  the Enlightenment quest to understand the 
world led to new modes of  colonial knowledge production. It 
is no coincidence that Joseph Banks – who went on to have a 

1 I would like to thank Chrisoula Lionis for her valuable contributions and feedback to this paper. I also 
like to thank Suzannah Henty and Gary Foley for inviting me to participate in the Black/Palestinian 
Solidarity Conference.
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significant scientific career as a botanist—travelled aboard the 
Endeavour on Captain James Cook’s first scientific voyage (1768-
1771), where the east coast of  what has since been called Australia 
was charted. Likewise, Napoleon’s Egyptian campaign (1798-
1801), marked the beginning of  a renewed European colonial 
interest in the Middle East. He took 167 scholars and scientists 
as part of  his efforts. The production of  knowledge created 
new paradigms for European understandings of  the world. The 
narrative of  “discovery” applied as much to territory as it did 
to knowledge.

In considering the ramifications of  both Banks’ botanical 
work and Napoleon’s league of  scientists, both ultimately 
produced multiple forms of  knowledge. Scholarly knowledge of 
the new discoveries permeated academic circles that were vested 
in the Enlightenment narrative, thus creating much debate. Such 
knowledge was also of  value to the states that had commissioned 
these expeditions, whether for trade (in early attempts to build 
the Suez Canal), or for the development of  penal colonies 
(that provided solutions to the domestic problems within the 
United Kingdom (UK), arising from industrialisation, enclosure, 
domestic dissidence, and the loss of  colonial territory in North 
America). Such knowledge also had broader implication for the 
public in Europe, as it created a culture of  popular imaginaries of 
those in “far-off ” places.

This matrix of  knowledge is in many ways highlighted in fields 
like photography in and of  Palestine that often encompassed a 
confluence of  scholarly discourse, state information gathering, 
and popular imaginaries, a repeated pattern in the working 
life of  photographers like Charles Wilson of  the British Royal 
Engineers, Antonin Jaussen of  École Biblique, or John Whiting 
of  the American Colony. This shows the multiple levels in which 
culture operates, but also on inspecting the close and long-term 
relations to Arab communities of  the latter two examples, the 
ways in which even sympathetic western knowledge production 
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might ultimately be to the detriment of  indigenous communities 
to whom such knowledge was supposed to contribute.

Particularly valent here is the concept of  “biblification”, which 
is a process that has been defined in relation to the photography 
in Palestine, where imaging focused on ancient biblical history 
while erasing Palestinian modernity. While this has typically 
been applied to Palestine, it also had significant broader 
transnational implications.

One example is the supposed discovery of  the site of  biblical 
Sodom by the French archaeologist Louis Felicien Caignart de 
Saulcy in 1851. Though the discovery would later prove to be false, 
the impact was indeed significant. John Frost—Chartist who had 
been transported to the penal colony of  Van Dieman’s Land 
for his part in the working-class emancipationist movement’s 
Newport uprising in 1839—returned to Britain with new gusto. 
By 1856, his speeches across the North of  England were each 
attended by up to 20,000 people. His aim became to abolish 
the transportation of  convicts, arguing that a new Sodom had 
been built in virgin lands. The couching of  political criticism 
in biblical terms once again underscores questions of  culture, 
effectively legitimising class critique within the dominant British 
cultural paradigm. The effective marriage of  scholarly knowledge 
and western-Christian morality had significant ramifications for 
the ways in which colonial peripheries would be remediated in 
cultural terms to the colonial centres of  Europe.

Another pertinent example is the specificity of  the term virgin 
lands. It hints at a particular perspective of  culture, that is; the 
destruction of  a primal vision of  Eden. Such terminology, even 
in its context of  political contestation, shows a fundamental lack 
of  cultural understanding at the crux of  colonialism. In evoking 
Eden, Indigenous Nations were presumed to be populated 
by those who lived in a state of  naïve ignorance similar to the 
world before Adam and Eve ate from the Tree of  Knowledge, 
albeit counterposed against industrial Britain with its colonial 
knowledge that had produced this new Sodom.
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For a new generation, the Indigenous-Palestinian Solidarity 
conference was the first time that a forum formally linked the 
two separate, but parallel struggles for indigenous sovereignty. 
Frameworks of  British imperial networks and the impacts of 
British colonialism very concretely link contemporary Australia 
to Historical Palestine. A shared experience of  settler-colonialism 
has created similar losses of  land, knowledge, and culture, thereby 
creating a conference space of  much empathy and solidarity. 
However, for academics, methodology is a fundamental question. 
It governs how we conduct research, collect and analyse data, and 
ultimately how and for who we produce knowledge, thereby putting 
aside what questions of  what knowledge is produced in. Given 
the academic nature of  conferences and the problems associated 
with academic culture outlined above, one of  the strengths of  the 
conference was its interdisciplinary methodology and the forum 
it had created for academics, artists, and activists. In considering 
rubrics of  culture, such a methodology created a space for 
multiple modes of  knowledge to be shared.

In an era where discussion about culture wars and rubrics 
of  decolonisation dominate public debate, the importance 
of  addressing different aspects of  culture is fundamental. The 
international debate around colonial statues and memorials, for 
instance, is underscored by vital questions including colonial 
repatriation, subaltern histories, revitalisation and legitimisation 
of  indigenous knowledge, and questions of  colonial reparation. 
This requires a fundamental and broad-based shift in the popular 
imaginary to trigger processes of  decolonisation. The symbiotic 
processes of  biblification, modernity, and settler colonialism, 
have normalised colonial knowledge production. Therefore, we 
require intersectional and syncretic methodologies to address the 
enormous process of  decolonisation.

The structure of  BPS allowed for a novel triangulation of 
art, activism, and academia, that represented a cross-section of 
industries that bear the burden of  dealing with culture from its 
production, across its contestation, and towards its interpretation. 
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This combination is necessary to counter histories of  colonial 
knowledge production through academia, state information 
gathering, or popular imaging. The BPS model gave an equal 
footing to these triangulated fields that effectively legitimised 
different voices and modes of  knowledge.

This non-hierarchical attitude towards cultural production 
allowed activists, artists, and academics to inhabit the same space, 
but also to operate within their respectively fields of  cultural 
production. For the culturally marginalised, this environment 
(much like Frost’s fusing of  academic knowledge and religion), 
also had a side effect in the use of  one form of  knowledge to 
legitimise another.
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X

Reflections on the Indigenous- 
Palestinian Solidarity Conference
Spandana Pillarisetty

As someone who is not Indigenous or Palestinian, 
coming to the Indigenous-Palestinian Solidarity conference 
helped me counter the dismemory 1 surrounding histories of  the 
settler-colonial state. It also provided me a space to remember the 
anti-colonial heroes that encourage us to take our anti-colonial 
politics and actions in the present and trace them to the past, 
thus enabling us to begin decolonizing through transnational 
solidarity. The following reflective piece brings together some of 
my notes from the conference.

This conference revealed the “irresistible future vision”2 that 
was dreamed up by freedom fighters and revolutionaries before 
us. In fact, creating a future that is irresistible to ourselves first 
requires us to connect our anti-colonial past with our decolonizing 
futures.3 We must move past our “atrophied imaginations”4 which 
struggle to see a world without borders, prisons, detention of 
refugees, and violence inflicted on the human body, non-human 
species and the land.5 We must make links between how colonial 

1 A word I first heard Nadia Ben-Youssef use that made me reflect on and question the way discourse 
is created and the ways in which it affects collective memories associated with place.
2 Nadia Ben-Youssef, “Slouching Towards Bandung: Rooting our Decolonised Future in our Anti-
Colonial Past,” paper presented at the Indigenous-Palestinian Solidarity Conference, University of 
Melbourne, Melbourne, 6-8/11/2019.
3 Ibid.
4 Ibid.
5 Tony Birch, “Inside the Conflict Zone: Global Colonialism and the Destruction of Country,” paper 
presented at the Indigenous-Palestinian Solidarity Conference, University of Melbourne, Melbourne, 
6-8/11/2019.



95

empires treat Indigenous peoples and their lands across the 
globe by examining how the settler nations control Indigenous 
communities through access to waterways, sky, sea, and land, as 
well as the resources they provide.6

Nadia Ben-Youssef ’s talk on the Bandung conference (April 
18-24, 1955) reinforced the idea that decolonising our future is 
about slow and deliberate relationships.7 Knowing each other’s 
histories and heroes creates possibilities for transnational 
solidarity. It uplifts anti-colonial voices and resistances that exists 
on all colonised lands. Nadia’s discussion on the historic gathering 
at the Bandung conference situated me in the moment when 29 
newly independent countries gathered together and engaged 
in anti-colonial discussions that “posed an existential threat to 
the empire”8. There were also those with ongoing liberation 
struggles that came to the gathering to demand solidarity from 
the newly independent countries. The demands and possibilities 
for solidarity that came out of  this conference represented a 
“rejection of  the idea that you need to demand your rights from 
the powerful”9 through preferencing solidarity from those within 
the resistance as a strategy to dismantle the empire.10

I was born in independent India 47 years after the 1947 
independence which followed hundreds of  years of  a long, 
fiery, but fragmented anti-colonial uprising in South Asia. I was 
born into a post-colonising world that was rich with remnants 
and reminders of  the British empire, which extended itself 
to surveillance, containment, criminalisation, dismemory, 
fragmentation, and genocide of  Indigenous peoples.11 India’s 
freedom fighters and warriors that became beacons of  the 
anti-British sentimentbarely seeped through textbooks that 

6 Ibid.
7 Léopold Lambert, “Spreading the Decolonial Spirit of Bandung from Tunisia to Turtle Island: 
Recorded in Naarm (Melbourne) with Nadia Ben Youssef on November 8, 2019,” The Funambulist, 
no.131, accessed on 23/2/2021, at: http://bit.ly/37FPckc
8 Ibid.
9 Ibid.
10 Ibid.
11 Ben-Youssef.

http://bit.ly/37FPckc
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triumphed and memorialised colonial histories. These histories 
of  resistance were found occasionally if  you watched Rang De 
Basanti or questioned the curriculum. The ways in which Bhagat 
Singh was cinematically celebrated in this 2006 film re-ignited 
anti-British sentiment in a mostly middle-class youth, without 
greatly disturbing the collective memories like a “petulant nation 
just shaking off  the hangover of  colonisation”.12

I currently live and write on Wurundjeri and Boonwurrung 
lands of  the Kulin Nations, where I see Indigenous solidarity 
as central to dismantling the colonial nation-state’s insidious 
systems. These systems control and create inequities, while 
effectively whitewashing the genocide upon which this nation-
state was founded. The 232 years of  denying this history of 
ongoing colonisation on these lands means that we need to insist 
on liberation and do work that we actively situate ourselves in, 
while imagining transnational solidarity across the oceans.

Nadia described this work of  decolonial action in Australia as 
interconnected, stating that “our struggles are etched onto each 
other. What you do here for Indigenous struggles is a victory for 
us. Do your work here. Tell our stories so we recognise each other 
and see how numerous we are”13. This also made me reflect on 
my anti-colonial thoughts and actions in understanding that there 
have been “slow and deliberate relationships, across struggles”14 
that have existed, continue to exist, and continue to be forged in 
order to demand liberation, not only from the traditional power 
structures that the empire has established, but also from the 
numerous struggles for justice.

How can we begin to imagine an irresistible future vision 
without first looking back to understand where our anti-colonial 
existence was first imagined? How can we situate ourselves 
in moments when this existence was a future vision of  past 
revolutionaries? The methods of  violence that underpin the 

12 Sunil Khilnani, “Forgotten Heroes: the True Story of India,” The Guardian, February 19, 2016, 
accessed at: https://bit.ly/3dc231g
13 Ben-Youssef.
14 Lambert.

https://bit.ly/3dc231g
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Empire were threatened, and at times dismantled in moments 
of  anti-colonial resistance, and by the ways in which we keep the 
collective memories of  this alive. Learning about and carrying 
these moments in our understanding grounds the anti-colonial 
work that we do and still have to do. It also creates spaces for 
us to slowly and deliberately learn each other’s anti-colonial 
heroes and nurture these collective memories so we are able to 
effectively counter settler-colonial dismemory across borders and 
in our imagined futures.

The empire’s methods of  containment, criminalisation, 
surveillance, dismemory, fragmentation, and genocide, remain as 
part of  our collective resistance through remembering struggles 
for liberation 15. The anti-colonial heroes imagined a future where 
we could insist on liberation in one place and feel the victories 
across the globe 16. Transnational solidarity networks and strategies 
of  resistance indeed reflect how numerous we are 17.

This conference unsettled my settler-migrant position on 
unceded Wurundjeri and Boonwurrung lands and extended 
this transnational solidarity that made my anti-colonial position 
possible. It reinforced the need to continue this solidarity through 
insisting on learning each other’s radical histories, while continuing 
to insist on liberation. It also made me acknowledge, remember, 
and pay my respects to Velu Nachiyar, Lakshmi Bai, and so many 
more anti-British revolutionaries that have struggled to enter 
our collective memories, as well as the ancestors and elders on 
the stolen Indigenous lands, to the anti-colonial activists on the 
lands whose campaigns I have and will continue to intersect with, 
through my solidarity work across struggles.

I am still attempting to move past this dismemory in our 
discourse, gathering anti-colonial histories and heroes, and 
reimagining what solidarity work looks like on this land. As Nadia’s 
discussions weave in and out of  my reflection, her words that 
“decolonization needs to happen everywhere, solidarity needs to 

15 Ben-Youssef.
16 Ibid.
17 Lambert.



98

be transnational”18 reminds me that solidarity is a praxis, that the 
work that has been done must be remembered and of  the work 
that is still needed in imagining and actioning a new world order.

18 Ibid.
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Part Three

Women in Cage, oil on canvas, 180x120 cm (2021).

Reflections on the homeland
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XI

Hey, Ancestor!
Alexis Wright

Hey ancestor, you talking to me?
Country time everyday.
I know, I know, but wouldn’t you know it, it’s the 26th of  January 
again, old Whitefella Day.
Party time for some, sad day for others.
Listen! Can’t you hear country keeping its peoples’ memories 
beating strongly, everybody heard? It’s the pulse of  all our broken 
hearts crying for families lost in the war we keep having, the 
children we keeps losing.
Those are big memories, far too strong, where spirits cry deep 
down knowledge of  the real title of  country. What’s to celebrate? 
Country ripped? Country broken? You looking at all that type of 
thing? Tens of  thousands of  years it took for learning that kind 
of  knowledge for managing land right way, waters, the skies, and 
the stars.
Me! Not bothering too much because I am country.
Country time everyday.
Anyway, call it what you like. Australia Day or whatnot? Mouthing 
off  day. Bugger all day mean nothing to me.
You tell me what’s good about nothing? A bit of  split second 
in the space of  time. One day! What for? That’s nothing in the 
scheme of  time that my mob been sitting here, looking after all 
this traditionally inter-woven law country, keeping it strong, every 
day. You want to beat that first?
That’s real sovereignty kind of  thinking. True ownership. Comes 
with responsibility. Caring. Respect. Stuff  like that for instance. 
Permanence – ties unbroken, can’t be broken.
Deep roots. Core roots.



101

Country time everyday.
I am talking about time immemorial experience – how to grow 

roots like that. Not like scrap of  paper made yesterday—a second 
ago, flimsy, impermanence, that type of  thing saying you got the 
title over blackfella country, you are on top. That’s nothing. You 
are not owner. Scrap of  paper only painful in the heart, only 
cover the surface with poison. It can’t get inside proper deep 
law in my head. Lies type of  thing like that fall apart eventually, 
eroding unfortunately, like sickly wind vapouring out of  any 
little whitefella powerhouse thing called government. That’s only 
tiny. Big deal. Paper gets blown away. Paper only good for that. 
You want to know who’s speaking? Me! I got no problem because 
I am country. I got no paper. Just old man talking about a fact, 
that’s all. Elder of  country. A spirit man who manages law 
stories from time immemorial living in the back of  your mind. 
Live in a wheelie bin now. Squashed amongst the rubbish, in piles 
of  waste stuff, in ugly thoughts, in mad sweat crawling all over 
the place like lice. No worry. Any filth like that just dries on my 
skin, sticks like hot glue in my mind, but I can wait for eternity. 
Someone will come along and collect the rubbish eventually, and 
it will be sorted out in one big pile up down at the tip.

Hey ancestor, while I am talking, I noticed how you have put 
on a bit of  vitriolic weight this year. You look awesome twisting 
in the sky at sunset. I have been thinking about whether I am 
dreaming I am you, or are the storm clouds just getting heavier 
in my mind while sitting around on my spirit country that is 
being turned into a wheelie bin of  rubbish that whitefella say 
is not mine anymore. What you look like? My spirit brain and 
yours! How am I going to describe ancestral dreaming inside 
the old song man spirit, the old song woman, the little kid’s 
static freaking up and down across white nylon billowing over 
the land – suffocating the life out of  country, the kid’s target 
indiscriminate, their mind lost to the incessant barking of  dogs. 
I watch how you loom wide across the horizon; see how you are 
thinking as you charge through memory of  all my thoughts.
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I see that you have come to the celebratory party this year 
wearing something different, impersonating a super-cell storm 
body, and in your heart’s heat, your aura throwing flames across 
the landscape. Pretty big look that. Bloody good actor, roaring 
rapid-fire across the surface of  country in such awesomeness, 
being all visible, all thunder and roaring. Maybe you are 
searching for a reckoning, maybe payback, maybe retribution, 
maybe searching for where your story is being hidden, if  it is 
being kept properly, secretly inside the brain of  elders – the 
caretakers, or from where it was stolen from country, if  it 
lies in the graves of  family robbed from their potentiality of 
caring for country, or are you looking for the lies hidden on a 
piece of  paper somewhere, locked in somebody’s cupboard. 
You seem all radical, in a hurry. The environmental science 
people said that the freak storms coming more frequently are a 
consequence of  climate change, but I think that your appearance 
is the result of  those little pieces of  paper telling lies about land 
ownership by people who don’t know your power. I suppose 
the ancestral story should look the way you have decided to 
show yourself, your powerful story of  millenniums revealed in 
full swing.

But you are becoming more enormous and looming right out 
of  control across the land, and controlling my mind. The more 
you push, the more I can’t find the answer for what should be 
kept under control. Where are all the proper story keepers? Who’s 
going to sing all the sacred story so you won’t feel lonely anymore, 
is there anyone left? Anyone there? Anyone at the birthday party? 
Ancestor, you are exploding the wheelie bin. The plastic crap 
stuff  is all over the place and flying with the seagulls in the storm, 
slapped amongst filthy kimbies, the polystyrene meat trays and 
empty beer cans, thousands spinning in the atmosphere. The 
poisonous fumes and acid unleashed. A wild wind is screwing 
off  the tops of  trees for kilometres around, and bashing the 
tree trunks into the ground. Ash clouds preceded a wall of  mud 
water rushing over country, carrying cattle and sheep with trucks 
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and cars past flooded houses. I am only an old man with poor 
eyesight, but I get the picture. Bloody oath. Country time everyday.

You know, and I may be wrong here, but I think you are starting 
to shake a bit of  sense into the heart of  what’s going on around 
here, the way you talk about real sovereignty when you show the 
language of  country, the way you broadcast a few fast new stories 
from the ancestral realm.

There are skinny old hungry foxes having Macca’s with the lot 
for early Australia Day breakfast. And there are ants out there 
labouring in the dirt under the wings of  a dead butterfly, taking 
it on a journey that seems to take forever, a journey as great as 
travelling around the world to the butterflies cemetery.
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XII

We Are 1

Aja Monet

Years of  a sun loving us, solitude is
in the wrist of  a magnolia tree, hung or lynched 
in a rose-throated croon of  liberty and justice for all
except blues people live in the smoke 
at a crossroad, what really happened that day
robert johnson brought his guitar 
to meet an evil of  all hues
play with magic
and be ready for it 
to play with you
some folks fear death
others know better 
fear the devil
don’t sell no soul
to spite dying 
we all have to go 
someday or another 
death is a family member 
you hear of  but never met 
until y’all meet 
some thing is meant for tellin 
other things just is what they was. 

1 Inspired by Mahmoud Darwish.
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I have faced worse things than being forgotten 
tho you call me woman whom you do not know 
i am a daughter of  sisters 
of  pillaged offerings 
an afterlife of  secrets 
scores of  lustering light 
i summon you bravely beside me 
marching onward 
move not for reason 
but love 
any law that deviates from this is as cruel 
as it is ancient 
let your words be soothing terrors 
never mind what was written
we will rewrite it 
an idea of  freedom is all we know. 

Our inheritance is to lift one another 
we shift into a gust 
or bristles between strands of  hair 
ashes of  breath raging in quiet 
what land is ours to toss and turn over 
if  not our bodies, the dunes across chests 
the legs on all roads,
arms in a meadow of  marigolds. 

We survive and regret surviving 
we are descendants of  the end 
we see the end
fences, barbed wire, stone walls and iron gates
do not impede the truth. 
nations can not forsee our being.

Here in this vessel of  marrow and sweat 
having made it across 
the bayous of  a dark mother’s womb 
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and all that tried her 
pushing through treacherous attempts at our lives 
fear not what of  me resides in you 
a shawl of  waiting hankering to be felt 
what ails is what ails. 

Wild visions leave doors unlocked 
dazed veterans returned from combat,
injured arms slung close to chest,
loyal to a beat or nub. 
i am a country within a country 
retire rest a while 
woke and whirring, my beloved 
we take to the streets as a sort of  rain 
descending atop roofs of  all those who make 
laws to define the absence between us 
peculiar spirit who aspires for such things, to posses a people 
what sin hunts hearts? 
the birds, the fish, the cattle 
the islands of  what is kept sacred. 
to nurture is to resist. in all forms we heal.  
we must work the land before we make claims to it
what endures the body is the body 
when we left our mother’s belly 
we did not take any land 
only thing we took was the weapon of  her smile and the elixir of 
her love. 
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XIII

Straw Widow
Sara M. Saleh

We a land without a people. We skeletal
olive trees, oranges with sunken
cheeks, we, mundane and metal
netting prostrating the streets, we ancestral
deeds and keys welded shut, we car honks when 			 
they pass their tests, for the brides, for
the births, for the funerals. they set 2am 			 
fires for us to lick, and drive away with
blindfolded fathers.

They cannot be fathers anyway.

We, biblical, we descendants
of  Galil, we, mouth full of  half-languages
and sumac gaps, we pilgrimage with
more holy than any of  us ever wanted.
We nothing but other sides, and truth finds
another way to sterilise us. We wait for hours
in our underwear. They make bets
on who will be the difficult ones.

This is the sidewalk where they 
shot her, insides clapped out like hot
coals and our confessions, coaxing us to
watch, to film their Sunday
entertainment, before
we are archived again.
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The official story is a shiv crowned
her palm like rosary beads, there will be
no burial rites, our daughters and sons
are often the shape of  beasts, we
turpentine and turbulent grief.

The world hails it a peace plan.

Today, that 21-year-old conscript
brings a different God to each obscenity.
There is a God for obscenities
like this. The occupiers decide
not to convict, they say they are pleased,
“Soldier was doing his job. Your videos
show this, too”

W-Allahi 1, the neighbours swear they
heard her cry, “I am growing,
a new Arab body”.
Let’s drag her body through five
decades of  colonial scaffolding, they need us
to remember, we spectacle, we quiet
the dead and marinate
the Street of  Martyrs
with its namesake. This is how
to keep it ours. What are we
but a eulogy for our children.

I, chequered black and white cloth
cradling my eyelids, they spearlike
spines, angle their guns when
they see me, they hiss
“whore” and spit, we fingers
pulled off  and split. On garbage

1 To “swear by God”. It is widely used as a cultural and religious expression in the Middle East.
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day, their trash and piss
staccato over us. Mama says,
“This is the only way they 
want to know Arabs”.

There is no good reason
to end apartheid, we won’t
let them in our buses, our souks, our
schools, our factories, our
theatres, our sermons.

Who else built everything in this country.

Baba is a pulpit of  rage, his legs
pretzeled tight from
the state’s constant anal raping, soon
we will beat them
senseless, eat at their rind.

We loss and loss.
We metastasizing over this
city like an infection.
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XIV

A Matter of  Lives
Tony Birch

Murder reduced 
to counting bodies
naming names 
dates and days
processioning through 
plagued streets.

Grief  - a spectacle 
feeding news.

Your life – no life – what
life – which and whose fucking life matters?

Blank headlines 
do not shed tears
or hear the ending 
of  a living heart.

A black woman asleep on a train
is no news is good news
until the day arrives 
and she becomes 
a fact of  death.

While the shadow of  youth
on an ever-narrowing Strip
between the sea and tyranny
is blinded by sun moomlight
a martyr for our distant pleasure.



This book includes a collection of  reflections that resists 
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architecture, environmental destruction, borders, 
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we repair? How can we resist these oppressive forces? 
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to better articulate our struggles, organise our resistance, 
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