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Dedicated to the Arab and Jewish children






PREFACE

I might never know why I was born at the center of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict, but I know for sure what it takes to get out. Navigating my way out of the spider’s web meant breaking bones. My bones.

Trying to solve the elusive mystery of the Middle East is similar to trying to solve the mystery of life: our minds can see or remember events yet find it hard to perceive the chain of events, their order, and most importantly, how these events originated or the forces that created them. Even those who were born into the conflict lived and died before answering all the questions related to its origins. Cursed are those who fall into its web, for it is easy to get caught up but hard to break free.

There are infinite forces at play when it comes to the Holy Land. Some people think it’s as simple as two people fighting over territory or religion, a clash of civilizations, the ancient conflict of truth and falsehood, colonizers versus natives, east versus west, and the blame goes on and on. Participants tend to take sides, and driven by personal interest, they become vulnerable to the gravity of an extreme force. The fool tries to exploit the situation, only to be dominated by it. I have seen many try—regardless of their “purpose”—but they were destroyed.

The Middle East conflict is nothing but the eternal conflict between vice and virtue, the lower and higher interest of the self. Fear, anger, lust, hatred, jealousy, gluttony, pride, guilt, and shame are the dominating forces in this field, while the forces of compassion, tolerance, forgiveness, and love are harder to notice.

Many fight for freedom without understanding what freedom is! They do not realize that freedom is not attained by the rise and fall of conditioned existence or the bringing down of a system or establishment.

Many others seek an external revolution, shedding blood to create quick change, to replace a system or establishment, but sooner or later, we all end up realizing that real change happens from within, and the reality of the external world is nothing but a giant mirror projecting back at us who we truly are.

The entire world now is drawn into the Middle East tragedy. But it is no longer belongs only to the Middle East. It is our story, our tale, our nature—our tragedy. The Middle East reality our reality. And each one of us is seeing their individualized and unique image.

In order to solve our conflict in relation to the Middle East or any other conflict on Earth, we must first learn how to be truthful and humble, because our own falsehood, denial, lust, and delusion translate in one way or another.

Before we push the wheel of conflict in any direction, we must ask the questions: Why do we identify with the conflict? What are we seeing? Why is it making us angry, hateful, or compassionate? Do we contribute to the continuation of the conflict as groups and as individuals?

But to be truthful, in our pursuit to neutralize our inner conflict, we need to be ready to drop our interest on material and emotional levels.

As you read through the pages of this book, pay attention to the mental traps—the mind’s delusions and inability to see things for what they are because we are blinded by lust or hatred.

Intelligent individuals observe their mental process in relation to the external events of the external world, and once they have learned the lessons, they let go and move on. But others get stuck and are incapable of breaking the vicious cycle of rebirthing and not realizing how reality has been originating.

We are all brought up in a dependent universe where we have to compromise our freedoms in order to compensate for the expectations of family, society, and the rest of our universe. If we don’t navigate our way out of a certain matrix or level of consciousness, we could get stuck for eternity without reaching the light at the end of the tunnel. Awareness of consciousness and its fluctuations is the cure. But this requires integrity, effort, discipline, and most importantly, observation of our mental and emotional patterns. Once I recognized these things, my fight in the external world and against its forces took a new shape. Acting with gentleness or with harshness depended on the situation I was responding to. In my case, the vast majority of those around me agreed on the right to practice violence for political and religious achievements. I disagreed. So how was I to get out? How much I was willing to lose?

How did I manage to escape the destructive current of a rigid culture? The flow of the current was so powerful, there was no way to swim against it. So I learned how to dive. Deep enough to reach the bottom and way below the current where I wouldn’t be affected by it. Diving was no longer figurative for me but became a literal escape. Deep-water diving required learning buoyancy, pressure equalization, and breath retention for long periods. I had to also train my diaphragm against panic.

Even though diving below the dangerous current was challenging and slow, I eventually made it to my desired destination. Those who tried to beat the current and swam on the surface got tired very quickly and gave up.

It wasn’t easy to be born into a death culture, where martyrdom was praised as the ultimate achievement. The perfect escape from human suffering. An ideology enforced by a dominant belief that sees life as suffering and ultimate freedom as found only in the afterlife through death. Instead of fighting the good fight and learning the precious lessons of life and aligning ourselves according to the universal laws of cause and effect, eradicating human suffering through patience, understanding, tolerance, and compassion, many choose to escape through death and suicide. But I believe it takes a lot more courage to live and endure life’s difficulties.

Going against this death culture is my journey.

I hope that as you read about my journey, you will find answers to important questions regarding the Middle East conflict, but more importantly, I hope you find answers to the many questions regarding human nature.



Unlike my first book, Son of Hamas, which focused mainly on my external actions, From Hamas to America is my internal journey in relation to the external world.

Navigating my way out of the death culture didn’t mean escaping a region or culture or crossing political barriers. I wish it were as easy as that. Crossing borders also doesn’t mean transcending conditioning and mental barriers. I may have survived physically when I made it to the United States, but this was just the beginning of the real journey of facing LIFE, which is a lot harder than escaping death.

In this journey, I want to give you an eyewitness account of a person navigating the continuous traps throughout a journey and show you how I managed to break free from those traps, in the face of temptation and intimidation.

My life journey toward absolute freedom never happened, for no such thing in the material realm is absolute freedom, because with freedom comes compromise and responsibility. In fact, I have found just the opposite: the more responsibility and relations we have, the more we compromise our freedom. Therefore, we must attain our freedom from freedom.

Every relationship or attachment is a form of imprisonment; in a realm ruled by change, the lines between freedom and slavery can be very fine. And even though we might not achieve absolute freedom, we can still regain control of our lives, eradicate suffering, and create a meaningful life—regardless of external challenges. It simply depends on how much we are willing to compromise.

Conquering our fear of death is essential to unleashing our divine intelligence and creativity and attaining our higher potential in a realm of opposing forces. It’s part of the process to clash with opposition. But eventually we learn how to pair opposing forces together so we can work toward progress and creation.

The most important achievement of my life is what I learned about who I am. I learned about the nature of my mind and how it works. Because of this achievement, I was able to defy time and age.

But I don’t see a point in living in a realm of repetition for eternity. The current state must come to an end, and integration is necessary in a domain of infinite possibilities. The secret is contentment and nonattachment to the fruits of our work, or success. It is very different when we exit at will, because we are satisfied with what we have witnessed, instead of being forced to exist while still craving more and living unsatisfied.

This journey will take you through many extremes. Try to view this journey through the lens of no condemnation. Don’t waste your energy judging the extremes of the journey; instead, pay attention to how the extremes have been managed, balanced, and naturalized. Although this is not a self-help book, think of it as a mirror, where you are capable only of seeing yourself.

There is no knowledge higher than self-knowledge. If we know who we are, we have decoded most of life’s secrets. Our knowledge of the external is worthless without the internal connection.



Despite my unfortunate beginning as a rape victim, and experiencing the disadvantages of a child-abusive culture, political violence, and rigid conditioning, I learned how to be a resilient survivor. The traumas and the pains of my journey have been my greatest teachers. Conquering my hatred, lust, and delusions is what has made me who I am today. By conquering the self, the false identities, and my sense of loss and gain, I have found power and clarity.

This book is not about healing. Healing is a great achievement, but eradicating the origins of suffering is what really matters. Everyone has this potential, no matter how difficult it can be to tap into it. If I was able to overcome rape, systematic abuse, torture, sleep deprivation, and beatings, everyone can. This journey is my gift to all those who went through the hell of human cruelty. We can fight, and we can eventually rise above both pleasure and pain.

In a journey into the unknown, I didn’t know what to expect next, but this uncertainty taught me the art of walking alone, the art of defying death, and most importantly, the art of contentment. I now have the ability to adapt quickly to any circumstance, any situation. Wealth or poverty, fame or shame, honor or blame, loss or gain—it doesn’t matter.

Many of us prefer to live in a zoo, where things are safe and orderly. But few choose to live in the jungle, with no plan or security. Those in the zoo have do have more security, but they also have less freedom. Those who live in the jungle have little security but lots of freedom. I have found that a balance between the two is best, for freedom without discipline can be dangerous; it can bring about our highest potentials or it can destroy us. Rebelling against the source of our security and reclaiming our individuality and independence may sound like a good thing, but without having the power over our senses, it becomes a negative. So developing the skill of withdrawing from the senses is a powerful tool.

Not everyone is supposed to rebel. Some of us are fortunate to be born in a friendly environment. Of course, some people are less fortunate. But all of us have the power to carry on, no matter where we begin.

Life’s hardships can be blessings for those who have the power to fight the good fight.

As you read, pay attention to the disciplines I have developed. My disciplines don’t always have an order to them, and you might not need all of them. But use what you can and ignore the rest. What worked for me might not be a good fit for you, so choose what is best for you.

Most importantly, learn the lessons that I learned from my mistakes so you don’t have to repeat them.



The consistent practice of observation, moderation, patience, faith, discipline, physical and mental purity, and breath regulation can get any individual out of any mental or physical captivity, no matter how complicated it may be.

Help might come from the outside, but what is better and more effective than waiting for a savior is taking the initiative and creating the desirable change. Success is great, but what is greater is to overcome failure. In the end, it all comes down to the power of letting go of both success and failure. Those who don’t accept defeat will not attain victory.






PROLOGUE I Am Not Who You Think I Am


As a young Palestinian male living on the West Bank, you never know, when the sun wakes you in the morning, if you’ll live to see that sun go down. At no time would that be more true than today, March 29, 2002. Grabbing my M16 and dressed in camo, I mentally put on my persona: a Palestinian freedom fighter wanted by the Israeli authorities as a terrorist. I have to admit that I fit the part. My identity is complicated by anyone’s standard. I was born a Palestinian Muslim, the oldest son of Hassan Yousef, a leading Palestinian political and religious leader and one of the founders of Hamas, the Palestinian Islamist resistance organization that governs much of Israeli-occupied Palestine. But the reason I am pretending to be a Palestinian freedom fighter is because I am now serving as a spy for the Israeli domestic intelligence agency, Shin Bet. Like I said, it is complicated.

I head for Al Manara, the center of Ramallah, where fighters from the two main Palestinian militias, Fatah and Hamas, are gathering. Ramallah serves as the major city of the West Bank, about six miles north of Jerusalem. There is a high state of tension after Palestinian terrorists bombed a Passover dinner, killing thirty Israelis. My purpose for going to the center is to gather intelligence on any imminent suicide attacks, which I am desperately seeking to stop. Hanging out with these militias can often produce useful information. Too many militia members are young men ready to become “martyrs” by strapping on a suicide belt, thus guaranteeing a ticket to Paradise and financial security and prestige for their families.

So that is how I find myself on the second floor of an office building overlooking Al Manara Square. Mistake. Big mistake. Little do I know that the Israelis have decided enough is enough, and so the Israel Defense Forces (IDF) have launched a major invasion of the West Bank, assaulting two main targets in Ramallah: Yasir Arafat’s presidential compound, Mukataa, and Al Manara Square, where I sit.

Outside the window, flames and flashes of explosions light up the square with tracers like lasers slicing through the smoke and dust from collapsing buildings. The noise is worse: the constant machine-gun fire plus small arms, the roar of 105 mm cannons from the Israeli Merkava battle tanks, the Apache helicopter gunships thumping overhead and firing, with explosion after explosion rattling everything and everyone. It is the scene I’ve most feared and have done what I could to prevent. My ears ring as I gasp for breath from the smoke and dust and the acrid stench of battle. The building takes a direct hit, knocking me down. I realize I’m in a building that housed Palestinian resistance offices—a prime target.

With me in the same dark room is Hussein al-Sheikh, an important figure in the Palestinian administration charged with coordinating with the Israeli authorities. He pops up, fires a few rounds with his M16, and ducks back. If he happens to hit the steel armor of a tank, I doubt those inside even hear this pathetic retort. He has a satchel full of ammunition and offers me some.

IDF troops and tanks have taken up positions two hundred meters from the square, blocking each of the seven streets that lead into it. There is no escape from this trap. When they spring the trap shut, it’s going to be a massacre. The IDF is out for Arab blood.

What a stupid way to die! I’ll be one more expendable Palestinian body stacked among militia corpses.

My only chance of escape lies with Shin Bet, and they have no idea where I am. I’d have to call my handler on my special phone. It isn’t just the IDF I fear, but my “comrades in arms”; if anyone overhears me, just suspicion will be enough to condemn me to a quick bullet to the head. From my angle looking out into the square, I can see the lifeless body of a collaborator hanging upside down from a pole. The swaying corpse is lit as though by a strobe light with the flashes from explosions. Only Allah knows now if he was innocent.

I have to find a safe place to call from, and so I move into a dark hallway and feel my way toward another room. Light from a flashlight probes the corridor and settles on my back. I hold my breath. IDF? Suddenly the sound of running steps erupts from behind me. Five militia members file by me as I hug the wall. In a moment the light is gone, and in the darkness I hear the clatter of footsteps charging down a flight of stairs. My heart pounds in my chest. I’m scared. Really scared. I smell the odor of sweat and fear that their passage left like a panicked breeze. I know damn well that those militiamen who strut about town like peacocks with their rifles casually slung over their shoulders now realize that today is the day they die. We all die.

I make it into a room with enough light from the window to assure me I’m alone. I take my phone out. But what if someone comes in as I’m talking? I open a door; it’s a maintenance closet. If I’m found in there, they’ll execute me for cowardice! Now or never; call. The door smashes open and three figures rush in—a CBS news crew with helmets and flak jackets emblazoned with a large “PRESS.” Their interest is to position the camera at the window to get the overhead shot. Even in the faint light, I recognize their Palestinian fixer/translator from my father’s endless press conferences. He’s Fatah, reporting everything to them. Our eyes meet. I’m not sure he recognizes me, but this is not good, and I slip back into the corridor.

I move into the last room. Empty. I can see figures below running the gauntlet between buildings in search of better cover or maybe a miracle. A film crew hustles across this no-man’s-land, only for the last one to be hit and go down. The other two go back and pick him up, at the same time futilely waving at whoever was shooting at them. “Press. Noncombatants.” I put my phone to my ear; it’s immediately picked up at the other end by my handler, whom I know as Loai.

“Help! I’m trapped at Al Manara Square. Get me out of here!”

I hold the phone out so he can hear the explosions.

“What the hell are you doing there?”

“My job; you didn’t warn me—”

“We told you to stay put. All right, all right, I’ll see what I can do.” He clicks off. What now?

After ten long, long minutes, the phone beeps.

“All right, they’ll open up a passage just for a brief moment. You go after the tank has moved.”

“Where?”

“Falusteen Street. It will take an hour, two hours; I’ll tell you when to go.” He clicks off.

Oh my God, two hours. The building shakes like an exclamation point on that prospect. I know those Merkava behemoths take fifteen to twenty minutes to warm up their engines to move. That street, it’s narrow; I know it well, but it’s on the other side of the square. I’ll have to run the gauntlet. Go now or wait here until the last moment?

My patience only lasts about ten minutes before I find myself in the doorway of the building looking across a hundred yards of no-man’s-land to make it to Falusteen Street. Billows of smoke from explosions and fires offer momentary cover. My gun? Drop it here? The IDF was shooting at anything that moved, but if I run into militias, it’s my identity card. Black smoke obscures more than half the route.

I take a deep breath, ready to sprint, only to set off a coughing jag. Once calm, I take off running as though my life depends on it. Well… out of the smoke, I hit a clear patch; bullets tattoo the paving stones behind me. I make it to a building on the other side, out of their line of fire. Phew. I spot a ramp down to an underground parking garage and quickly move down into its darkness. I smell tobacco smoke, and as my eyes adjust to the darkness, I realize I’m not alone. The noise of battle echoes in this cavern, but despite that, I can hear a nearby voice reciting a verse from the Koran. Shit.

It’s the longest hour and a half of my life, as I expect the IDF to come charging in, guns blazing. But I’m encouraged when after an hour I hear a Merkava engine revving up; they make more noise than a jet plane taking off. Minutes later, my phone vibrates.

“Go now!”

“Now?”

“Now!”

I hustle up the ramp. In the darkness, I don’t see a tank blocking the way. The order had been given to the tank to move, but do the soldiers on the ground know? They are still firing. I can make out what looks like a clear passage ahead. I hesitate. My gun? I drop it. I’m certainly not going to shoot at anyone, and it is not going to dissuade anyone from shooting me. As someone whose commitment is to save lives, not take lives, this makes sense to me. Though I often wonder, if it came down to a him-or-me confrontation, what would I do?

I walk briskly down the street and realize a few militia from the parking garage are following me. After a minute walking bent down alongside parked cars, I come to the point where the Merkova has taken up position. All the cars on the narrow street ahead have been crushed into the pavement by this monster. I imagine the tank crew enjoying the destruction like kids, which many of them still are. Making my way through twisted metal and shattered glass and the sharp smell of gasoline, I see no one. I take off jogging into the dark night, with dawn just sneaking in on the horizon.

I make it out.

Once safely back in my hideaway, I shed my sweat-drenched outfit. I’ve survived. Now my only thought is whether or not my father has survived. Of course, my father, this man I most admire in the world, is not at home. As a top leader in Hamas, Sheik Hassan Yousef has spent some twenty-five years of his adult life in prison or in hiding, where I hope he safely is now. As I am the person he trusts most in a brutal world of deceit and betrayal, I took on the role of his assistant, confidant, advisor, in effect his right hand at the time he became the leading public spokesman for the Palestinian cause on the West Bank. Many of my father’s colleagues of the same high-profile status have been assassinated.

My deal with Shin Bet was I would have no blood on my hands; my father would be protected. At the moment he is hiding in the basement of a house in a residential neighborhood populated mainly by foreigners. Shin Bet, knowing where he is, had given the order to the IDF not to go into this house. But you could never be sure. Steadying my already jangled nerves, I call my father. Ring. Ring. Finally, his thick voice comes on.

“Son, you will never believe it; the soldiers searched every house on the block except for this one! Our prayers were answered, Allah protected us, a miracle.”

Indeed. His life has had few happy moments, moments that confirmed his Muslim faith, but this is one. You’re welcome. My getting out of Al Manara alive is what I consider a real-life miracle.

His frequent absence over the years has been unbearably hard on my mother, who has struggled just to put food on the table for her nine children. We live under occupation with daily killings in the streets, the IDF bursting into our home at all hours of the night, and the West Bank becoming a lawless jungle. Growing up, we children were deprived of our father’s steady presence with his love and example of self-discipline and humility, a man who doesn’t give up fighting even for something impossible. We received no support from our extended family nor from Hamas; in fact, we were shunned, a bitter and unexpected reality for me. People are hypocrites. They claim to be freedom fighters, or at least nationalists committed to defending the higher interests of the Palestinian nation. The fact is, fear rules their lives—the opposite of freedom. Fear of the Israelis that helping us would be “helping terrorists.”

Whenever my father was let out of prison, he’d be greeted as a great hero and we would no longer be pariahs. But sometimes when he was released and would come home through the front door to be greeted with tears and hugs, at the back door was the Israeli army, arresting him once again and dragging him off to yet another prison.






PART I






1 The Question


How could I—the eldest son of this top Hamas leader and arrested by the Israelis at age seventeen and brutally tortured, like all arrested and then imprisoned terrorist suspects—possibly be working with our most hated and feared enemy, Shin Bet, Israel’s intelligence service? What possibly could have motivated me to make such a fateful choice? Even given that it was made in the extreme situation of war, such a choice appears both incomprehensible and deranged.

I have had many diverse labels describing me in my life: terrorist, spy, traitor, hero, Muslim, Christian, yogi, Buddhist, stateless, refugee, deportee, citizen. Most of these served someone else’s agenda, not mine. My journey is the same as that of all of us who choose to live consciously: to discover who we truly are and what is our truth.

To even begin to understand the impossible, suicidal choices confronting me, it’s crucial to know the world I grew up in.



A TOXIC BREW

My parents produced nine children, and, like everyone else on the planet, we were conditioned by our parents and their beliefs and behaviors. We were also conditioned by the particular environment we grew up in, all of which gave us our identity and sense of belonging. The culture established what we should think, how we should behave, and what rules we should obey. Considering this Palestinian culture was located in occupied territory controlled by Israel, these rules we learned would be the bars of my first prison.

My father was a Muslim imam, just as his father was: a man of great devotion and dedication who set an inspiring example for us children. The fact that my father was a respected religious leader, a popular politician, and a founder of Hamas created for me, his oldest son, both expectations from society and possibilities in society. If I was beaten twice as hard in school by the teacher, and then by my father following up at home, for my shortcomings, it was due to the expectations laid on me because I was my important father’s son. If Israeli intelligence mobilized great resources to protect me, it was because I was my important father’s son. My father, whom I loved and respected during my childhood, was the major shaper of my early life.

This was not a culture that valued individualism as the West does. A person’s worth was determined by their place in the social hierarchy and what other people said about them. The family was the most important social unit, and the rights and duties of each member were well defined. The dysfunctional system held together because enough people believed in and followed its tenets. Of all the factors that shaped us growing up in Ramallah—the endemic violence, sexual repression, extreme politics, even Hollywood’s influence—the most significant determinant in our lives was religion.

Religion for us was a particular denomination of Islam espoused by my imam father. From the moment we were born, our goal was to please Allah, to be a dutiful servant of Allah. The faith set the standards for a correct life and the boundaries within which we had to live. These were ethical boundaries, sexual and gender boundaries, social boundaries, even political boundaries, as Hamas is grounded in Islam. Our brand of Islam was not the most joyful of practices, as the list of what was forbidden seemed much longer than what was permitted: no alcohol, no drugs, no music, no dancing, no singing. And there were only two religious holidays to “celebrate”—understood more as earnest devotion rather than permission to go wild for a day. Still, growing up with so much forbidden fruit meant there was much I had to explore on my journey through life’s orchards.

The reward for good spiritual grades, so to speak, was to go to Paradise. The punishment for failing grades meant burning in the fires of Hell. No chance to make up your grades here; these consequences were eternal. Sadly, it meant that all the humans on the planet who didn’t follow Allah and maybe had never even heard of him were relegated to Hell. I must say that this was something that did worry me quite early on as a child. It didn’t seem fair. I took comfort in the fact that Islam sought to convert others and thus save them from a fiery fate. Hell is one heck of a concept in that it has had a lasting shelf life in some of the world’s major religions.

Some early experiences as a child made me fully trust only what I perceived directly. I was at a funeral in the cemetery next door to our home when the imam gave a fiery speech as the corpse was laid in the ground. He said that after we all left, two angels would come for the man’s soul and interrogate him. Who is your god? If he didn’t know the name of his god, they would torture him horribly and evil monsters would set upon him as he screamed in the worst pain. As a ten-year-old, I was so scared, but so were the fifty-year-olds, so effective was this man of God at instilling fear of his god in us all. All this would happen inside the grave when we left, which was a strong incentive to get out of there. Back home I couldn’t help it, but I wanted to go back to hear the torture, even though it was so scary. I asked all my friends to come with me that night, but none of them would. So I gathered my courage and headed for the cemetery. I grew more fearful with each step as I approached the fresh grave, listening for the cries of anguish and pain. But no voices came; it was quiet and very peaceful. I went down on my knees, putting my ear on the ground to hear something from the torture interrogation. Only silence. After that, the cemetery became my playground, as we didn’t have playgrounds, and I was no longer scared. This was where I came face-to-face with the reality and truth of death.

Prayer (salat) is one of the five pillars of the Muslim faith. Of the five required daily prayers, the first prayer, the dawn prayer (Fajr), takes place in the last hour before sunrise. My father would roust us out of our warm beds, then have us wash to ritually purify our bodies. Of course, devoted Muslims like my father and me (from the age of five) would make it to the mosque because praying in a group, as everybody knows, pleases Allah more.

We would walk or drive to the mosque, depending on where my father’s job would take him, whether to a refugee camp, a nearby village, or one of the many city mosques. His job as an imam was to lead the prayer, so we had to be there on time. If I was lazy, he would go without me, and my mother would wake me up after he’d left. Ashamed for my laziness and disobedience, I would walk to the nearest mosque to participate in the prayer; sometimes he would be there, other times he’d be somewhere else. When my father was in jail, I tried to keep the morning routine. Going alone took considerable fortitude to get out of a warm bed on a cold morning, to dare to walk alone down an unlit street past the overpopulated graveyard inhabited by jinns (evil spirits and monsters) and real-life predators. The first few times were terrifying.

Hamas leaders and members used to meet before or after the early morning prayers. Everyone would think they were gathering for prayer, yet the fact that so few people were around gave them the chance to conduct political business. As few Muslims made it to the mosque between 4:00 and 6:00 a.m. besides the regulars, it would immediately be known if a stranger sent by Israel suddenly showed up. Attending morning prayers was an adventure for me as a kid. Not many kids showed up. I felt important hanging out with older folks, some real badass Hamas operatives. When I proposed to my friend Samir that we go to pray in the mosque, his response was, “Do you get chocolate there if you go?”




KAROWAN THE BEGGAR

It was a rare person in Ramallah who dared defy these religious and cultural norms, as it was not just the rebel who would pay the price of ostracism. It would be better for Israelis to demolish the family house of a rebel than for a family to have its reputation demolished by its own society. The fear of going beyond the prescribed boundaries maintained the social order. You did not see beggars in Ramallah, despite charitable giving being an important tenet of the Prophet’s teaching. Anyone “begging” brought shame on themself, and, by extension, their family members were considered the lowest of the low.

There was one individual who was the exception to this rule. In his ragged clothes, Karowan occupied his spot on the street in the center of Ramallah early every morning until dusk. There was no law to stop him. I felt sorry for him, and whenever I passed him, I’d leave something. Most of his donations were from out-of-towners who felt relief that at least they were not among the lowest of the low. We didn’t know if he was deaf and/or blind; he never said a word. Every once in a while, he would emit this otherworldly screech that would stop everyone in the streets. It was never clear what prompted it nor what it meant.

Only later did I learn that Karowan was neither deaf nor blind nor demented. He was an entrepreneur. Finding a niche market, he spent the day “at the office,” but he went home at night to a nice area of town and had dinner with the family. It turns out Karowan had joined the 1 percent, becoming a rich man by sitting stoically in the street rather than sitting at an office desk. He built and owned a four-story apartment building. Maybe we could call this a form of enlightenment in that he didn’t care at all what people thought of him.




MONEY AND ETHICS

I don’t want to give the impression that I was a front-runner for the best-behaved boy of the year award. No, I was a troublemaker. Religions, of course, propagate specific beliefs and sets of rules generally designed to curb human nature and are thus hard to follow, which generates guilt and shame. Religion in that sense held no appeal for me; there was no rule I didn’t break. In fact, I did not play by their rules; instead, I played the rules.

I worked hard at the mosque, taking care of the three-hundred-square-meter carpet, shouting through the speakers the call to morning prayer (the Azan), and even leading the prayer sometimes. Others were paid to do this, but not me.

After every Friday prayer, people donated cash to the mosque; now and then the imam gave me the task of collecting it. Worshippers donated thousands of shekels; even US dollars were placed on a rug that bore the picture of Mecca. The money was a donation to the house of God. The imam and the mosque-keepers were paid from this money, and the rest was supposed to go to maintain the mosque and renovate and expand it to meet the growing number of mosque-goers. But this was also a venue for Hamas.

The imam there was a Hamas member. In fact, it was rare to find an imam who wasn’t affiliated with Hamas. The donors didn’t care what the imam or the mosque committee would do with the cash; they just wanted to be seen by others to be giving after Friday prayer. The money was collected in a solid safe, and I had no clue who had the key. At home, my mother barely managed to feed the family, since my father was in prison most of the time.

I thought I deserved a little cash, considering all the hard work I was doing. I needed to buy some new clothes, some new shoes, and possibly the new PlayStation. When the imam gave me the task of collecting donations, I slipped a few hundred shekels into my pocket, giving myself a “gift.” And I got away with it, under the eyes of the all-seeing God. Who dares to steal from God? I did.

I even stole from my own mother. She had a women’s gathering every Tuesday, a social and religious event. She gave them a little message; they ate sweets; and at the end, they donated.

My mother kept the cash on the upper level in her closet. Even though we didn’t have much, she never touched that cash, and the sum grew every Tuesday. I didn’t know what my mother wanted to do with the money exactly. Give it to the Hamas women’s division? Maybe to Hamas operatives? What was she waiting for?

The money had been sitting in her closet for months. Shekels, dollars, and dinars. We needed money badly. Our asshole Palestinian landlord would wake us up at five o’clock in the morning and demand, in his ugly and angry voice, that we pay the rent, and then he cursed my father, Palestine, and Allah. Well, I thought it was quite okay to take a little bit of that cash. I was aware Mom’s stash was donation money, and that by taking it I would be betraying many people’s trust and my mother’s trust! But I also thought, A little cash won’t hurt.

Again, I got away with it. Still, there’s no escape from karma. My mother would beat me up for any silly reason to release her frustration and anger for the circumstances of her life.

Sexual and gender repression ruled nearly every aspect of our lives. In this patriarchal society, women and men were to be separate; you rarely saw men and women together. A man could not be alone with a woman in the same room, unless there was a strong reason or they were close relatives. Even in God’s house, men and women were to be in separate rooms. Weddings were celebrated separately. And weddings were more often political rallies, with the men claiming, How can we celebrate joyfully when we’re oppressed under the occupation?

My father’s denomination considered itself open-minded, as it did not require women to wear burkas to cover their faces. It did require the hair to be covered, and clothing should in no way reveal the form of a woman’s body, particularly the breasts. When my sisters reached puberty, I was not to see any of their flesh from the neck to the knees, aside from their hands. This also applied to my mother. The purpose of women covering themselves was to curtail the lust of men.

When I was eight, my mother and I visited a female friend of hers. She shook my mother’s hand and then she smiled and shook my hand. This distressed my mother, who made it clear to me that a Muslim man did not shake a woman’s hand. That kind of conditioning is very rigid and can’t help but distort one’s view of the opposite sex. One learns to look at women as though they’re from another universe.

At the same time, teen testosterone flows regardless of race, religion, politics, or, as we say today, sexual preference. I’d have crushes on girls I’d see in the street, but we boys didn’t have the skills or permission to interact. When in this repressive culture would we ever learn how to flirt, to gently charm a girl? A sex-ed class would have caused the mosque to shake on its foundations. My knowledge of the “facts of life” came from my equally ignorant peers and their “girlie magazines,” which were hidden from parents with the same care a militant would hide a weapon from the Israel Defense Forces.

Fear ruled our behaviors regarding gender and sexual relations. Sex was shrouded in shame. If a girl was seen as outgoing, the gossip mill could label her a prostitute. You didn’t see prostitutes anywhere in Ramallah, though I’m sure prostitution existed discreetly somewhere. We did notice when the Palestinian Authority (PA) returned and brought their foreign “sex workers” with them.

These repressive and distorting values were enforced through shame and fear, the main tools of the politicians and the priests to maintain social control and power. By going against human sexual nature, they contributed to the violent side of human behavior. Based on my experience, this distorted behavior included rape, honor killing, and suicide bombing.




A RAPE CULTURE

When I was an eight-year-old child, one memorable day my family accompanied other families going to the olive groves for the olive harvest. It was a joyful occasion where we had a delicious picnic. As it became late afternoon, one of the families suggested their twenty-two-year-old son escort me home before it grew dark. Fine. The others had to stay to collect the picked olives so they wouldn’t be stolen.

As we made our way down the path, my escort moved behind me. I felt a menace and started to run, but he caught me, forcibly assaulting me. I struggled and screamed, but to no avail. He anally raped me. Violently. I told no one, as I knew not only would I not be believed, but my accusation would bring shame on my whole family, and the predator would continue on with what by almost any standard was violent criminal behavior. I was a visible wreck, but no one picked up on it or asked me if I was all right. If they did sense it, perhaps they figured it was better not to open that Pandora’s box. As I write this, it still haunts me, seared into my cells, and I struggle to purge myself of an event that has both trashed me physically and, I now realize, has probably determined, albeit unconsciously, certain life choices I have made. I’m still healing.

Rape, of course, is a major issue in every society, not just the one where I grew up. For a woman in my birth culture, being raped not only left her deeply traumatized but, if made public, could ruin her life. Also, under tribal traditions, it could set off a cycle of vendetta. This ties in with “honor killings”—in these cases, the murder of the woman by family members for having sex out of wedlock. I don’t have direct experience with an honor killing where I knew someone personally, but they were common knowledge.

I did, however, have direct knowledge of a killing that reflected this mentality. My best friend Ibrahim’s newly married cousin was shot at a concrete construction site on his way to work. Everyone rushed to the crime scene, and a few men from the mosque managed to take him to the hospital.

Wanting to leave a message, the killer had shot him in the testicles. I saw the fresh, dark blood painting a path where my friend’s cousin had managed to crawl across the dusty floor. A handsome man, he’d just married a divorced woman, a beautiful, outgoing, elegant lady. She wasn’t satisfied with her first marriage to a rich and powerful man. Women don’t divorce men in that culture. The fact that she left him and married another man hurt her ex’s ego. He didn’t want to kill her, because then she wouldn’t feel anything. Killing her love would torture her and make her suffer worse than her own death. This is how love issues were settled in our neighborhood.

The investigation of this murder was still open when I left the territories. A man is willing to kill another man for his reputation, his public image. A brother kills his sister for the sake of family honor. A father kills his daughter out of shame. Honor and shame are the constitution of that land.

Most of the Palestinians I knew believed—and still do—that anyone who leaves Islam should be executed. That is not very encouraging for advocates of religious freedom. According to the world I grew up in, apostate has become one more of my labels, this one qualifying me for assassination or execution.

I’d be remiss if I didn’t mention that before the horror of my rape, I was introduced to sex. Yes, I was an innocent eight-year-old boy, but an eighteen-year-old girl exposed herself to me! When alone, she spread open her gown like drawing a theater curtain open on a holy stage, and she invited me to play on this stage, negotiating the uncharted topography like an awkward though intrepid junior explorer. Part of me realized this must be what I’d been taught was a sin, even worse maybe than a woman shaking my hand. But why was I enjoying this? She seemed to be having fun as well, perfectly happy to offer some coaching from her bemused, older status. There was no violence here. No pain. Yes, pleasure. Maybe this is why people sinned. It could be fun.




SUICIDE BOMBERS

The world I grew up in also revealed its dysfunction by creating a new kind of combatant. A suicide bomber in the contemporary Middle East is the very definition of a terrorist, deliberately seeking to kill as many innocents among “the other” as they can for a political purpose. This act disrupts our notion that every human being has the basic instinct to live. And yet throughout history, humans have been willing to sacrifice their lives for what they consider a greater good.

Recent historical cases are the Japanese kamikaze pilots who flew off to hit American warships and the Iranian child soldiers sent out to clear the barbed wire and mines for their Iranian tanks to cross the Iraqi minefields. As a protection, these Iranian youngsters were given cotton headbands with the inscription Sar Allah—that is, “Warriors of God.” They were also given a small metal key that Iran’s ruler, the ayatollah, said was their ticket to Paradise if they were martyred on their mission. Both cases are a mix of nationalist and religious fervor with volunteers reported to far outnumber the demand. Those heroes who give their lives to the holy causes of the emperor or the ayatollah are celebrated as martyrs.

But that story has some holes in it. It turns out that some of the Japanese pilots, despite “having attained a high level of spiritual training,” had to be shoved forcibly into the cockpits. And the Iranian children were roped together to prevent desertion. Both of these examples were in wartime, with the Japanese and the Iranians facing defeat from a better-armed enemy. The suicide bombers in the Middle East see themselves in a war against a better-equipped enemy, thus resorting to “asymmetrical warfare.” However, the Iranians and the Japanese were attacking enemy combatants. The suicide bombers attack innocent civilians to sow terror.

As a point man for screening Hamas suicide candidates, I was sometimes sent to prepare them for their missions. My real job was to stop them. Which I did. Why am I mentioning suicide bombers after discussing sexual repression in the world I grew up in? Because getting to know these volunteers, I could see a direct connection between a sick culture and a young person willing to blow themself up. In our Palestinian society, males have to provide a bride price to get married. What young man of twenty-one or twenty-two, brought up and living in poverty, could afford to pay a bride price in gold along with a house (which is what tradition dictated)? The bride’s father has to sell off the young daughters to raise the money for the sons to marry. Most sons feel despair over ever being able to marry.

This is not a great deal for the daughters either. Bought as a commodity, the women have no rights. The purchase grants the right for the property owners (husbands) to beat their wives and commit marital rape. Some countries recognize the bride price and unmarried, frustrated young men as a national security issue. There is an incentive to join a terrorist organization to fund themselves and their brothers to be able to afford marriage. In fact, most societies that produce terrorists are bride-price societies. The Saudi government now provides financial assistance for marriage, recognizing that men being married is an effective strategy to stabilize the country and preserve national security. At the same time, Saudi Arabia’s Wahhabi fundamentalist Islam encourages suicide bombing against infidels, when the bombing is exported outside Saudi Arabia. The September 11 attack on the United States, led by radical Islamists, was the most disastrous suicide bombing in history, after all.

My land of Palestine has been the crossroads of empires over millennia: Romans, Persians, Byzantines, Arabs, Ottomans, Britons. All have left their mark. America, as today’s preeminent world power, is not only militarily the strongest, but culturally its movies, its music, its social media have spread everywhere, which I call “the Hollywood factor,” showcasing the lifestyles of the rich and famous. That is seen as the ultimate way to live the good life. Yet these young men know that for them, it’s impossible. Add to this that these men have access to internet pornography, which has a pernicious impact and a widespread audience in the Middle East, inflaming the dreaded lust for which they have no acceptable outlet outside the unreachable goal of marriage.

Adding to these issues, too, is that young men are encouraged to become martyrs through Islam’s promise that seventy-two virgins await each man in Paradise. Virgins are idealized in the culture. To these sexually starved young men, virgins are like seventy-two brand new cars, not secondhand used cars. Paradise certainly beats the fetid stench of the refugee camp with ten to a small room. And those who don the suicide belt will be celebrated as heroes, bringing honor to their families and a “martyr payment,” which might enable their brothers to marry and avoid the same suicidal fate.

The mix of sexual repression, religion, nationalism, economics with poverty and the bride price, and society’s applause (postmortem) is a toxic brew that leads to senseless dead-end tragedies. Within the small part I played in halting this madness, I felt equally satisfied by saving untold innocents as well as the prospective suicide bombers who might spend years—alive—in an Israeli prison. They would survive that desperate period of their lives and hopefully, on reflection, reject a death wish for a life wish. I understood them because I also had to go through a suicidal stage fueled by hatred.








2 Torture and Prison


The innocence I came into the world with and the sense of security I enjoyed at my mother’s breast was short-lived. I, along with my generation, grew up in a world of violence and bloodshed that indelibly shaped our lives. During the periods of intense conflict, we often wondered if we would survive the day. We saw so much death—people we knew. Our world was a minefield. We began each day standing at the edge of the minefield, and we had to get to the other side safely by the end of the day.

This was a war, a hot and cold war, between Israelis and Palestinians. But there was war at multiple levels, with potential danger and violence from every direction. It’s hard to think of a day in my childhood that I didn’t get beaten up by someone: father, teacher, IDF soldiers, settlers, classmates, Fatah rivals, Palestinian militias, Shin Bet torturers, street thugs. I’ve probably forgotten some of the denizens of our jungle, but the point is, if I got home that night without any bruises, it was a good day.

Those physical bruises heal in time. To this day I still work on clearing the psychic wounds from body and soul. Witnessing the horror of what our species, Homo sapiens, can wreak on each other has scarred my soul. As an adult, when I bring my childhood back to memory, it’s as though I’m watching it from a height and it all looks like madness. It is ridiculous what people will believe. Call it the human condition; call it insanity; there’s no escaping that violence is part of who we are.

As children witnessing all this bloodshed, we could blame those strange soldiers dressed in khaki uniforms, carrying M16s. They didn’t speak our language, they looked different from us, and they were angry. We were throwing stones at them, and they were shooting at us. As a young boy, it made perfect sense that they were the oppressors, the aggressors. We were the good guys, and they were the bad guys who would storm into our homes in the middle of the night, take fathers and brothers away, and kill us.

It happened that in the First Intifada (the Palestinian uprising in 1989) when I was nine, all those who were killed in our city, as well as in the neighboring city and in refugee camps, were buried in the city cemetery next door to our home. I think no child in that First Intifada witnessed as much as I did. I participated in every funeral, was there for every mother’s tears, and cried with them. I saw what was happening. But I also sensed that one could not blame it only on those IDF soldiers; they were obeying orders. And with people throwing stones at them, they could be trapped where it looked like they wouldn’t get out alive unless they killed someone. Do you know how you would act in that situation? Even now, I don’t know how I would act today if I had an M16 and a mob was throwing rocks at me. Even as a child I had questions.


TORTURE BY ALL, FOR ALL

On the far side of the Israeli violence spectrum was the practice of torture. This was the “scientific,” “doctor-supervised” application of pain—physical and mental—to extract information and confession and to punish. While publicly denying the practice, Israelis made sure it was known in order to instill fear in the population who might be tempted to harm the state by word or deed. In my experience, Shin Bet were expert at the classic methods that left no physical marks. Simple techniques like sleep deprivation can be devastating. Some years later my father and I shared our experiences in the notorious Moscobiyeh Detention Center. Part of the goal of the torturer is to break the will of the prisoner, but my father, even after months, never broke.

On the Hamas side of the spectrum, they were paranoid about collaborators in their ranks. Hamas prisoners in Israeli prisons carried out horrific torture sessions against their fellows they suspected of collaborating with the Israelis. After many years, this practice was finally stopped when it became apparent that horrific torture was more effective in producing false confessions.

On the Fatah side, as a young child, I accompanied my father to a nearby refugee camp that Fatah controlled. I had heard the horrific stories of Fatah torturing those they suspected of collaboration. Accompanying him, often five times a day, allowed me to see what life was like in a refugee camp. Few of us city dwellers had the chance to see, hear, and smell the atrocious conditions our fellow Palestinians were living under. There had been no planning, no infrastructure. What began as tents turned into concrete hovels, often housing ten to a room on narrow, sewage-filled streets. I was able to develop relationships with some of the kids, and I even lived there for a time, which gave me a sense of their lifestyle, if we can even call it a life. When the monster Israeli Merkava tanks periodically invaded the camp, they were too wide for the narrow alleys and simply crushed the homes.

In a situation like this, it inevitably becomes a battle over who controls the streets. It was Fatah that controlled the camp through a person called the Black Panther. This character, a wanted man, had killed some dozen alleged collaborators. The story that was circulating in the West Bank, which really shook me, was when he strung one of his victims up on a tree and cut his throat. All the passersby could see the victim struggling and his blood gushing out. No one went to help him.

So along came my father, who used the mosque as his platform. Within two months, through his eloquence and his message, the once near-empty mosque was overflowing; people were praying in the street. Refugees loved my father and his message, but this did not sit well with the Black Panther. How could this Hamas religious propagandist from outside come and occupy his domain?

He warned my father not to come back, but it was my father’s job. So in the blackness of early morning, we would go to the camp for the first prayer. As these were early days for Hamas, my father had no security and was unarmed. We never knew if there, in the darkness, the Black Panther would be waiting, sword in hand. As a child, this introduced me to the internal conflict between Fatah and Hamas. It would become much worse later. In this case the Black Panther never carried out his threat, and my father continued to serve that refugee community.




HAMAS VS. FATAH

As teenage students, this conflict between the two political organizations played out between the two rival student groups. We were organized and engaged in graffiti wars to “control the streets” with our slogans. We kept our painting equipment and tools hidden away in mosques and buried out of town. At midnight we would rapidly strike, erasing all the Fatah slogans and slapping up ours on the city walls. The next night, Fatah graffiti brigades would be out there effacing our graffiti and putting the “correct” messages up. Wash, rinse, and repeat. Somehow we all thought this was part of the resistance to the occupation!

Sometimes the two student groups would engage in pitched battles in the streets, real brawls that could get violent. Not just fisticuffs; we’re talking knives, axes, stones, anything at hand to do damage and cause blood to flow. I don’t remember anyone in my group getting killed, but I know in other towns there were fatalities. I suppose Ramallah was rather more “civilized.”

This wasn’t a game where the two teams shake hands at the end of the contest. In the “duty-to-get-even” culture, if someone, say, from Hamas was killed or injured or even humiliated, there was thought to be a bill to be paid by the Fatah perpetrator. This bill could remain outstanding for years. In these clashes we knew the families on the other side, we knew who did it, we knew where they lived, and we had the right to respond at any time. Just as they did. This was the culture, the Sharia-like thinking of “an eye for an eye.”

The Israelis, who knew pretty much everything that was going on, regarded this no doubt with a certain bemusement. Though one night, when my paint brigade leader couldn’t make it and I was in charge, an Israeli special forces unit was in the area acting on intelligence that a major operation was going down. They observed us coming in and out of the mosque and finally swooped in and arrested those of us who couldn’t escape in time. That, at age fourteen, was my first arrest, my rite of passage. We were held without any rough stuff for four days. The rough stuff would come later, when I’d reached a more torturable age and I’d given up the paintbrush for a pistol.

The two major parties competing in elections on the West Bank were Hamas and Fatah. These political parties were not comparable to the Republicans and Democrats in the US or to Labour and Conservatives in the UK. First of all, both parties have armed wings. One metric that highlights the difference would be body count. Character assassination in US politics is standard operating procedure (SOP), but real assassination in Palestinian politics is SOP. In one system it’s “Follow the money;” in the other it’s “Show me the body count.” While we in the partisan youth brigades were pretty violent, the adult version of party politics was in a different league altogether.

Islam itself was born in violence, despite the Prophet’s desire to avoid violence. But Muhammad never designated an heir, which led to competing claims. Of the first four of Muhammad’s companions to take the reins of power, three were assassinated. The main split claiming to be the rightful heirs became known as Shia and Sunni. Over the centuries tens of thousands died in the wars between these two. And the killing goes on to this day. This is hardly unique to Islam, as history records religions keen to go to war against another religion or eager to stamp out the heretics within the “true faith.”
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