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Abstract 
 

This thesis is an ethnographic and gender-sensitive account of the identities 

urban Palestinian youth perform through their self-defined ‘alternative’ scene-

based musical practices in the post-Oslo era. Departing from the problematic 

that Palestinian folkloric identity and/or the classical Palestinian national 

resistance paradigm dominate studies of popular and expressive musics in the 

Palestinian context, I ask instead how scene affiliates’ musical practices do, or 

do not do, political work, and in what way – if even at all – these relate to the 

nation, resistance, and Palestinianness.  

 

My approach is ‘bottom-up’ and qualitative, drawing on thirteen months of 

fieldwork in the interdependent cities of Ramallah (1967/West Bank), Haifa 

(1948/modern-day Israel), and Amman (Jordan). I carried out sixty-four in-depth 

interviews and fifteen focus groups with young musicians, bands, audience 

members, fans, DJs, beat-makers, emcees, producers, party planners, bar and 

club owners, and other related persons in the scene; as well as over eighty 

participant observations at concerts, parties, gigs, raves, and bars scenesters 

frequent. I conclude that their musics perform political work contingently, shifting 

according to the narratives and practices research lenses focus on, as well as 

the institutional and geopolitical backdrops hosting them.  

 

I argue that in a local Palestinian context, musics perform political, anti-colonial 

work beyond, and sometimes even against, the classical national resistance 

paradigm. Given Oslo’s failed ‘peace’ process, scene-affiliates critique the 

Palestinian Authority (PA), its institutionalisation of the national movement, and 

territorially-based two-state solution, re-drawing their community instead on the 

regional lines of bilad al-sham. However, while politicised content is foreground, 

it is not the only issue youth are concerned with. Many are reluctant to narrow 

their aesthetic positionalities to political frames, instead pushing musics’ social 

role as a site of conviviality where new (gendered and other) identities are 

imagined and enacted. Since Palestine’s globalising ‘turn’ in part enabled these 

emerging identities and social contexts, leisure and consumption play central 

roles in their embodiment. Hybrid and translocal in formation, scenesters use 
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localised tropes of Palestinianness (dabke dancing, wedding musics), and 

globalised ‘hip’ fashions (tattoos, androgynous dress), musics (psy-trance, 

electro, reggae, hip-hop), and social practices (clubbing, raving, bar-hopping) to 

perform their imaginaries of alterity. Such translocalisms uncouple 

Palestinianness from Palestinian national identity, upholding Palestinian 

particularity while making room for internal differences.  

 

However, shifting research focus to a transnational context, I contend that when 

musicians are branded to London, their self-representations, or the 

representations their international hosts make of them, often foreground the 

national resistance, and/or folklorising identity paradigms disavowed locally. 

Reducing their complex subjectivities to narrow national-territorial frames, in this 

global circuit of consumption, Palestinian cultural practices perform British 

multicultural tolerance to ‘ethnic’ otherness on international stages. This, I 

argue, highlights that Palestinian musics’ reiteration of the nation, resistance, 

and/or Palestinianness often stems from the operation of geopolitical power, 

more than the musical content itself.  

 

My core argument in the thesis thus is twofold.  

 

Firstly, I make the case that scencesters’ musical practices express and enable 

neither merely resistance, nor solely submisson to the intwertwined status quos 

of settler-colonial occupation and neoliberal hegemony. Their musics are 

instead important sites of modest meaning-making. Moving beyond the 

revolution/co-optation binary reveals scenesters’ everyday and situated 

negotiations with various political and social powers. 

 

Secondly, I argue that since the transnational political economy of images often 

shapes how Palestinian musics travel in international spaces, we need not ask 

what Palestinian musics convey, but rather, why we are invited to take up a 

particular rendering of Palestinian art and culture, and – importantly – what can 

this tell us about the operation of geopolitical power translocally? Adopting 

transnational and translocal lenses to analyse how power shapes and 

normalises conceptualisations of Palestinian musics, my thesis thus calls for the 
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need to see Palestinian cultural production beyond narrow national frames, and 

position it instead in the global contexts that inform, and are informed by, such 

aesthetic practices.  
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NOTE ON TRANSLITERATION 
 
Throughout the thesis, I adopt a simplified version of the Internatonal Journal of 

Middle East Studies’ (IJMES) system of Arabic transliteration. To facilitate 

readership for Arabic and non-Arabic speakers alike, I use common English 

spelling for people and place names (Ramallah, Amman). Equally, for the sake 

of clarity, when refering to the names actors give to musical projects or songs 

they have already transliterated (for example, in the case that bands or artists 

use Arabic names in English script) I reflect those terms, rather than rendering 

my own transliterations from Arabic.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 

There is today no shortage of European, North American, and Middle Eastern 

academic and journalistic writing, as well as documentary films and reportage, 

on Palestinian musical production in general, and hip-hop in particular. 

Galvanised especially by the so-called Arab Spring, such sympathetic scholarly 

and popular accounts generally project their subjects’ engagement in musical 

practices as transmitting Palestinian non-violent resistance and struggle, mainly 

to Israeli-imposed misery, occupation, and settler-colonisation over Palestinian 

lands and bodies. Foregrounding the dialectic relationship with the Israeli state, 

such performative expressive cultures are further taken, in these works, to index 

the Palestinian nation, reflecting and enabling Palestinian nationalism, identity, 

and community, often side-lining other indexes of (especially aesthetic) 

subjectivity in the process. That such interest exists outside Palestine about the 

translocal musical practices young Palestinians are engaging in, sheds 

additional light on the global trajectories of consumption and circulation 

Palestinian cultural production is contemporarily being taken up in. 

 

In 2015, for example, British rapper and grime singer Mike Skinner, released a 

six-part documentary film project titled “Hip-Hop in the Holy Land”, under 

tutelage of the UK centre-leftist and youth-targeted publication, Vice Magazine.1 

Chronicling rap cultures on both sides of the Green Line2, this piece explicitly 

frames and narrates hip-hop through the lens of (what gets packaged as) the 

Israeli/Palestinian ‘conflict’, whereby Palestinians’ cultural output act as sites of 

struggle against the deprivations this ‘conflict’ delivers them. Such tropes are 

also present in Jackie Salloum’s 2008 film “Slingshot Hip-Hop”, which similarly 

traces rap music through the intersecting prisms of nation, nationalism, non-

violent resistance, and ethno-religious Arab-Israeli ‘conflict’. In these framings, 

and their many other academic and journalistic counterparts, the popular 

musical practices considered disproportionately draw on hip-hop and rap 

cultures, which achieve intelligibility because their Palestinian producers are 

deemed to embody the nation, and their cultural practices thought to tell us, as 

their audiences, something about the nature of the Israeli-Palestinian dialectic.  
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This thesis aims to extend such narrow research focuses beyond the 

Palestinian national-resistance and struggle paradigms. It is certainly true that 

cultural production and the national-resistance movement do share a long 

history in the Palestinian case. The realities of over one hundred years of 

Zionist settler-colonial control in the region mean Palestinians have worked 

hard to assert strong collective identities that challenge settler-colonial 

erasures, which cultural practices and artefacts help create and convey. 

‘Traditional’ national and protest musics stressing loss, exile, connection to the 

land, and discourses of return, both expressed and enabled such Palestinian 

national-resistance centred on the archetypes of liberation and survival. Thus, it 

is undeniably the case that musical practices play both historically and 

contemporarily important roles in galvanising social and political identities of 

national Palestinianness, as well as constructing, transmitting, emanating, and 

contesting embodied memories of unitary national belonging and shared pasts, 

presents, and futures.  

 

However, although not uniform, the seismic changes in the mechanisms of 

Israeli settler-colonial control the collapse of the second intifada, the 1993 Oslo 

Accords, and its subsequent ‘peace’ process, state-building era, and neoliberal 

economic ‘reform’ policies created, shifted the contexts in which cultural 

production took place. The arrival of the Palestinian Authority (the PA) to the 

territories more directly institutionalised an already heavily nationalised cultural 

field. As part of their institution-building, the nascent governing body co-opted 

hegemonic national symbols to their nation-state project. Taking up revered 

cultural artefacts such as the Palestinian flag, the kūfīya (the chequered, usually 

black and white, ‘Arab’ scarf), the poetry of Mahmoud Darwish, and popular folk 

songs such as wein ala ramallah (Where To Ramallah), and sponsoring such 

resistant cultures as important facets of state-building, the PA at the same time 

placed severe limits on the scope the actual resistance movement could take in 

their newly constituted West Bank polity. As the pseudo-state becomes 

increasingly illegitimate in the eyes of most Palestinians, for many in the 

younger generations who grew up in the shadow of what is evermore coming to 

be seen as a failed national movement now in crisis, this state-level 

appropriation of such previously hegemonic tropes of Palestinian cultural unity 
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has emptied such icons of political vitality, creating serious ruptures and 

discontinuities in the way they are put to work in some young people’s emerging 

cultural projects. This context of post-Oslo state-level national crisis has been 

further accompanied by the rapid acceleration of already existing neoliberal 

urbanisation and gentrification policies across certain Palestinian enclaves. 

Consolidating a burgeoning middle-class, such reforms proliferated the number 

of socially polarising urban spaces of leisure and consumption-based pleasure 

available to Palestinians, moving neoliberalism to the fore as a central 

subjectivising force vying for ground in contemporary Palestine. 

 

Emerging from these contexts of neoliberal arrival and national crisis, in recent 

years a small but growing number of young, urban, secular, and predominantly 

middle-class Palestinians have formed what they describe as an ‘alternative’ 

music scene in the Levant. This defies rigid categorisation, and yet is distinctive 

enough to create a network drawing together young adults across particular, but 

connected, locales in 1967 Palestine (the Occupied West Bank and Gaza 

Strip)3, 1948 Palestine (modern-day Israel) 4, as well as the broader diaspora in 

the Arab ‘host’ nations and beyond.5 Scenesters narrate such imaginaries of 

alterity through a series of disidentifications, articulated along the lines that their 

musics are not nationalistic, not classically resistant protest songs for Palestine, 

not commercial/pop, and are not religiously-inspired. They instead make, 

perform, play, and listen to hybrid musical sounds that selectively and 

contingently take up and rework a myriad of translocal musical styles – 

combining hip-hop, but also trip-hop, reggae, dub, dance-hall, psy-trance, and 

electronically sampled and synthesised beats, with more localised musical 

tropes, such as wedding musics, dabka dancing6, and spoken-word, poetic 

folkloric practices.  

 

These diverse sonic signifiers are sampled interchangeably, and embodied in a 

series of shared musical, leisure, and consumption-based practices, often 

enabled by neoliberal urban transformations. Such practices constitute 

particularly semi-public spaces. On the one hand, between the so-called 

traditional ‘private’ and ‘public’ zones, and thus shielded from community and 

family-level surveillance; and, on the other, accessible to the public, yet 
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according to unspoken membership norms (predicated on being young, for 

example, or on paying money for the goods and services consumed therein); 

such liminalities (van Gennep, 1909 [1960]); Turner, 1969) enable 

transgression on some hierarchies, as they express and reinforce other social 

cleavages. These young adults meet up to socialise in certain bars and pubs 

they endow with ‘underground’ and ‘subcultural’ performative capitals, for 

example, attend and hold ‘illegal’ raves on both sides of the Green Line, and 

socialise in venues marketing ‘progressive’ experiences to their patrons. 

Alcohol and drugs are consumed widely; left-leaning political views are 

normative; men and women mix freely together; and hipster lifestyles, ‘gender-

being’ dress practices and avant-garde, bohemian worldviews are endorsed. In 

particular, the gender binary is (contingently) less rigidly policed, and gendered 

embodiments and performances that disavow heteronormativity find room to 

manoeuvre.  

 

This thesis provides an ethnographic, ‘bottom-up’, and gender-sensitive 

account of the social, political, and translocal identities, relations, and 

hierarchies these young adults’ musical practices are constituting, performing, 

and negotiating across contemporary post-Oslo Ramallah (West Bank), Haifa 

(present-day Israel), and Amman (Jordan). It attends especially to the shifts 

taking place in national, neoliberal, and gendered subjectivising structures, 

exploring how - as discursive power relations – these are performatively 

embodied and challenged in the music scene that is the subject of this 

research. 

 

On the one hand, I ask how these musics performatively (re)signify and/or 

challenge discourses of the nation in their circulation, paying attention to the 

ways these may (or may not) shift according to audience, geopolitical location, 

and institutional host. My central argument suggests the identity work these 

musics performatively ‘do’ at the local level offers an embodied and 

heterogeneous challenge to state-led, homogenous, and (post-Oslo) 

institutionalised Palestinian nationalism(s), as articulated in the nation-state 

framework local (PA), regional (Israeli and Arab ‘host’ nations), and international 

(North American and Western European) political elites impose. The political 
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cultures these young Palestinians’ musics transmit thus go beyond frameworks 

that collapse the struggle for Palestine into an aspiration to formally declare an 

independent sovereign state within the 1967 borders. 

 

While scene members maintain Palestinian particularity, write politicised lyrics, 

and press the need to engage in anti-colonial struggle against Israeli 

domination and settler-colonialism, these are not the only, and in some cases 

not even the main, issues they are concerned with. Departing from the Israeli-

Palestinian dialectic, they use their cultural practices as terrains to criticise what 

they see as the PA’s capitulation of the Palestinian cause to Zionist hegemony, 

challenging state-centric discourses in the process. Now, in contexts dominated 

by the failure of the Oslo framework and the PA’s state-level appropriation of 

the national-resistance movement, these young adults are reluctant to position 

their artistic works, performances, and practices of reception under 

metanarratives of exclusivist national imaginaries, and their related 

nationalisms.  

 

Articulating their identities within regional frames, they stress they are part of 

bilad al-sham, rather than the territorially-bound nation-state of Palestine. 

Positioning their politics beyond the axis of the national, some emphasise, for 

example, that they are musicians who happen to be from Palestine, rather than 

Palestinian musicians, maintaining Palestinian particularity, while 

simultaneously carving out room to assert new identities and subjectivities 

through their cultural practices, thus creating room for internal differences. They 

stress on these grounds their desire to be recognised as musicians, audiences, 

party-goers, ravers, and so on, in their own rights, rather than having their 

aesthetic and cultural practices considered important because their observers 

interpret them as representatives of ‘the’ (assumedly homogenous) Palestinian 

national polity. 

 

Troubling national performatives in some contexts, I ask on the other hand how 

their disidentifications also reiterate emerging neoliberal subjectivising 

structures in Palestine. Many of the youthful music-making activities presented 

in this thesis centre on the production of a series of social distinctions. Often, 
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these take shape and are embodied in the urban consumption spaces 

neoliberal shifts make available to Palestinian actors. It is at such sites that the 

self-titled ‘alternative’ identities, and transgressions on normative gendered 

(and other) subjectivities their music scene thrives on, can be cultivated and 

performed. While the young people presented in the thesis are generally 

political despairing about the way neoliberal transformations are reordering 

social, political, and economic spaces across Palestine, it remains that their 

consumption and lifestyle practices are enabled out of, and thus form part of, 

these same neoliberal shifts. These young people’s cultural practices cannot, 

therefore, be read as acts of wholesale resistance to neoliberal hegemonies, 

yet neither can they be conceptualised as all-out co-optation to the market 

forces that enable them. On the one hand performatively reiterating neoliberal 

shifts, they also push back and resignify these in interesting ways. Contra-

neoliberal atomisation and community breakdown, scenesters’ acts of youthful 

party-going do offer - albeit fleeting - sites for performative engagement in 

communal togetherness in the semi-public spatialities they produce, which is 

nonetheless occurring through the capitalist exchange of goods and services.  

 

Across the thesis, I argue that this youthful music scene both performatively 

constitutes, as well as challenges, shifts occurring at the level of the national 

movement, and also in the rise of neoliberalism as a force of subjectivising 

power across Palestine. My central premise is that while the musical practices 

of the youth actors who are the subject of this research can neither be ennobled 

as acts of resistance to Zionist, Israeli, PA, and the late-modern capitalist 

controls these function through; nor are they readily reducible to the status of 

meaningless apoliticality because they engage with the market. The semi-public 

spaces these young people’s music-going activities constitute do enable for 

certain gendered identity regimes to be productively transgressed, even as 

other hierarchies are re-constituted. Neither all-out revolution, nor docile 

submission, to the status quo of settler-colonialism, occupation, and 

neoliberalism, I argue it is exactly because their practices can be read as both 

that they are meaningful. In this thesis, I therefore trace how, and maintain that, 

these particular youthful, translocal musics offer modest sites of meaning-

making for those who use them (see also Kelly, 2008; Khalili, 2015).  
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In the rest of this introductory chapter, I situate the relevance of this research 

proposal within the existing literature, and draw out the gaps to which it speaks. 

 

1) Cultural Studies and the Palestinian Case: Research Points of 
Departure, Rationale, & Significance  
 

Until relatively recently, scholarship about Palestine tended to focus on formal 

politics and avenues of participation, overlooking the cultural dimensions of the 

political, and the political aspects of the cultural. Mirroring much orthodox 

literature on the Middle East more broadly, these international relations and 

political science-based approaches generally privileged elite decision-making, 

political parties and factionalism, NGO’s, and state and/or nation-building, as 

their units of analysis.7 Narrowing research lenses to such ‘high end’ sites of 

struggle and power, these perspectives generally neglect informal, quotidian 

social and political processes and avenues of identity formations, thus 

productively framing performative and expressive artistic, cultural, and musical 

practices; popular cultural meanings and performances, especially of recreation 

and consumption; and the mass media, as epiphenomenal to questions and 

negotiations of power and resistance, subjectivity, and social relations and their 

hierarchies.  

 

Although anthropological work on the Middle East has a longstanding 

commitment to understanding and interpreting the ‘culture’ of kinship 

arrangements, rituals, religious beliefs, social structures, and more recently 

some popular cultures, this has largely – although with notable exception – 

done so without consideration of the culture/politics nexus.8 In short, cultural 

studies – by which I mean a body of literature and interdisciplinary outlook 

geared toward uncovering and interrogating the intimate links between 

(popular/sub)cultural practices and wider systems of (gendered, classed, raced, 

ethicised, nationalised, sexed) political power – has been relatively slow to 

permeate Middle East Studies as a whole, and Palestine studies more 

specifically.  
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In what became a paradigm shifting multi-authored volume “Palestine, Israel, & 

the Politics of Popular Culture”, editors Ted Swedenburg and Rebecca Stein 

(2005: 1-2) offer some provisions as to why this was hitherto the case. Tracing 

how scholarship on the Middle East historically upheld frameworks of Marxist-

based political economy, and/or the nation-state, when considering regional 

political dynamics, the authors highlight on the truncated occasions cultural 

practices were given serious scholarly attention in the Israeli/Palestinian 

context, they were positioned through these disciplinary blinkers. These contain 

two very distinctive attitudes to power, resistance, and the role of cultural 

practice therein. On the one hand, maintenance of the political economy 

approach narrates power as predominantly economic in nature, and resistance 

against its imposition largely based on class struggle; while on the other, the 

nation-state framework maintains interest in how the state and its bureaucracy 

enforce power through rule over territory, asserted through its various 

mechanisms of governance (the military, police, judiciary and so on). Cultural 

processes are in such perspectives positioned as either directly determined by, 

or entirely unrelated to, the ‘weightier’ realms of national-level politics, and/or 

the economy. Analysing songs, dances, musics, poetry, and other circuits of 

performative and expressive cultures beyond their instrumentality is thus 

foreclosed, considered relevant only insofar as they mobilise class struggle and 

call the masses to action, and/or work as tools building the nation-state units of 

Palestine and/or Israel. 

 

Popular cultures (translocal and popular musics, cinema, television, cartoons, 

jokes, graphic design) have, the authors assert, been deemed even less 

significant than their ‘high’-brow cultural counterparts (secular-nationalist, 

Islamist, and other elite cultures). On the one hand, Stein & Swedenburg (2005: 

6) speculate this is due to certain hangovers from the Frankfurt School’s 

contributions to cultural studies (e.g. Adorno, 1972, 1976, 1981/1991), which 

posits that consuming mass-produced cultural forms lull social actors into 

accepting the terms of oppression capitalism deals to them, encouraging them 

to forget their subjugation by increasing their commercialised, immediately 

gratifying pleasures. While on the other hand, the authors extend that in the 

Palestinian context, this charge of pacification carries with it even greater 
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gravitas. Given the protracted settler-colonisation in, and dispossession of, 

Palestine and its (non-Jewish) inhabitants, devoting scholarly energy to 

Palestinian fitness centres, Israeli punk bands, or Palestinian villagers’ 

consumption of television soap operas - while the violence on the ground rages 

on - may seem at best frivolous, and at worse morally and/or politically 

reprehensible (Stein & Swedenburg, 2005: 7).  

 

The authors reveal, then, that the marginalisation of popular cultural practices in 

political analysis has been deemed necessary, because it has been disciplinary 

normative to consider such forms as other to, or by-product of, the ‘proper’ 

fields of economic, social, and political struggle. Their volume thus began a 

conversation that enabled a wider ‘cultural turn’ in the literature on Palestine. 

This emerging field has challenged such disciplinary biases, and allowed 

Palestinian popular cultures to be situated as contingent social and political 

sites and processes in and of themselves. These insights from Stein & 

Swedenburg (2005) inform the most fundamental premise on which this thesis 

is based. Throughout, I foreground the immanent, co-constitutional relationship 

between the cultural, political, economic, and social spheres, and challenge the 

notion that each operate in bounded enclaves, or as collapsed into the other. 

Taking this charge seriously means making room to highlight the dialectic 

between culture and politics, exploring how musical practices performatively 

create, transform, and perform political identities, social relations, hierarchies, 

and power. This task has been taken up in the proliferated body of literature 

dealing with the burgeoning field of Palestinian cultural studies, and the 

contribution I make here is necessarily intended to add to this rich emerging 

field.9  

 

At the same time, however, while the studies this cultural ‘turn’ produced offer 

important and interesting insights into the culture/politics nexus in the 

Palestinian case, they also birthed new disciplinary trends regarding how this 

consolidating canon deals with Palestinian cultural production and reception in 

general, and musics in particular. In the realm of ‘classical’ musical cultures, for 

example, studies tend to focus on folkloric practices and traditional aspects of 

music-making, such as dabka dancing (McDonald, 2006; Rowe, 2010), songs, 
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and poems (Abu Ghazaleh, 1998; Kanaaneh, 1998; Kanaaneh et al 2013; 

McDonald, 2013a;); on music as a means to forge Israeli-Palestinian ‘co-

existence’ (Brinner, 2009); or on practices and institutions rooted in European 

contexts, such as music conservatories (Beckles-Wilson, 2009), and orchestras 

(Belkind, 2014). Where popular musical cultures are included, hip-hop often is 

given primacy (Eqeiq, 2010; Greenberg, 2012; Kahf, 2012; Maria, 2008a, 2013; 

Maria & Shihade, 2012; Massad, 2005; McDonald, 2009, 2013a, 2013b; Tawil-

Souri, 2012) rather than other musical genres, despite their widespread 

prevalence among Palestinian youth. Consumption and leisure practices, and 

the commercialised relations they are enabled through, receive even less 

sustained engagement in this literature. Frequently taken to index Palestinians’ 

normalisation with both Israeli occupation and neoliberalism, such studies 

generally consider consumption practices as evidence of Palestine’s 

depoliticisation, and therefore as unsuitable sites for ‘proper’ political analysis 

(Abourahme, 2009; Grandinetti, 2015; Taraki, 2008).  

 

Indeed, due to the protracted Zionist settler-colonial control of Palestine, and 

the pressing need to dismantle these power structures, studies on Palestinian 

cultural production instead often privilege national-resistance paradigms, 

positioning the cultural forms around which they resonate as automatically 

indexing Palestinian nationalistic-resistance to Israeli hegemony, and/or as 

concerned with the maintenance and transmission of the Palestinian nation, 

which the observing scholar is then tasked to convey to their audiences. In an 

interesting overview of the status of Palestinian cultural studies, Helga Tawil-

Souri (2012), for example, charts that writing about cultural production (she 

surveys rap music, film, and communications media) in Palestine is necessarily 

a politically resistant act (ibid: 139), because the Israeli state, Zionist narratives, 

Arab ‘host’ governments, Orientalist and Islamophobic international discourses, 

and the corrupt PA, continue to erase Palestinian collective identities and 

presences (ibid: 141). Academic archival documentation of Palestinian cultural 

practices is - she pushes - part and parcel of the Palestinian struggle to assert 

“national self-expression, self-representation and self-realisation” continuing 

that “Until the political ‘problem’ of Palestinians is resolved, their culture, and 

their cultural studies will continue to be a culture of active resistance” (ibid, 155). 
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Her stance is, of course, an important one – the material realities of Israeli 

settler-colonialism and occupation, as well the myriad hegemonies it intersects 

with, are serious forces of multi-layered political oppressions that have indeed 

constituted complex cultures of resistant responses.  

  

However, the deterministic and romanticised view that all Palestinian musics 

have at their core a unified commitment to challenging the order of things, 

which is articulated via a particularly nationalised construction of collective and 

resistant Palestinianness, risks lapsing into essentialism. This stance is 

particularly echoed across much of the aforementioned disproportionally 

inflated literature on Palestinian hip-hop and rap, offering something by way of 

an explanation as to why this form of popular music has received such attention 

in the activist and scholarly Palestine-centred press. Given the genre’s 

generally essentialised framing as the youth protest form par excellence, it is 

often positioned in global circuits as a cultural form that gives voice to the 

always already ‘racially’ marginalised to speak back to their forces of 

oppression, perhaps explaining why it has been fetishized as a celebrated form 

of (intrinsically non-violent) resistance like no other in the Palestinian case. 

 

As Ted Swedenburg remarks (2013: 18), there is a tendency in such studies to 

select for analysis only rap works that overtly comment on the struggle for 

Palestinian liberation, occluding other hip-hop musics (and indeed other genres 

more broadly) that do not foreground the resistance paradigm in their 

arrangement. By extension, then, the Palestinian subjects who are the agents 

of such actions are framed as monolithically subaltern, and thus their cultural 

output as inherently counter-hegemonic. In her study of hip-hop in Palestine, for 

example, Sunaina Maira (2013: 14) observes “Palestinian rap is a poetics of 

displacement and protest, which simultaneously unsettles and recreates 

national cultural imaginaries” (my emphasis); while Usama Kahf (2012: 119) on 

the same context writes “The Palestinian hip hop subgenre represents 

resistance to the norms of both Palestinian and Israeli society” (my emphasis). 

While offering interesting insights into cultural scenes in the Palestinian case, 

by foregrounding the nation and/or resistance, and thus polarising the operation 

of power, such studies reduce politically complex situations to a simple 
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protest/submission binary, which is often woefully inadequate at capturing the 

much messier and fragmented frameworks subjects are unequally and 

polyvalently positioned into. There is thus sparse space available in such 

analysis for consideration of the way intra-Palestinian gendered, classed, 

sexed, nationalised (and so on) hierarchies and struggles may be shaping the 

cultural terrain on an internal level.  

 

Upholding above all else the national-resistance paradigm, and offering an 

understanding of the politics of musical practice and performance primarily 

through these lenses, demands and normalises an unproblematised discourse 

of ‘authentic’ cultural production in denial of difference within sameness. This 

forecloses that for things to be considered political, they must necessarily be 

explicitly resistant – which Tawil-Souri makes clear when she boldly asserts “on 

the whole, contemporary studies of culture are often void of larger political 

discussions” (2012: 140). While there has certainly been a necessary and 

timely reworking of the way that notions of ‘the political’ were so often 

axiomatically collapsed into ‘resistance’ in cultural studies broadly speaking, this 

does not – in my reading - mean that the political dimensions of musical praxis 

have been rendered mute. Acts do not have to be about all-out resistance for 

them to be politically meaningful (see Armbrust, 1999 [2003]; Deeb & Mona, 

2013; Kelly, 2008; Khalili, 2015). Asserting that Palestinian cultural production 

can only be considered part of the canon of Palestinian cultural studies when it 

performatively cites the national-resistance paradigm is, I contend, reductive of 

the complexity of Palestinian cultural subjectivities, and the practices in which 

they are embodied, accommodated, transmitted, challenged, and/or resignified.  

 
2) An Anti-Essentialist Critique of the National-Resistance Paradigm 
 

The contribution I make in this thesis is structured around these gaps. While we 

know a great deal about the ways that music, and especially folkloric and hip-

hop cultures, can perform national-resistance work, we know less about the 

roles different musical, leisure, and consumption practices may or may not be 

playing in Palestine today. Furthermore, we are even less equipped to 

understand, on the one hand, how gendered discourses and embodiments 
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shape the identity works musics do on an intra-Palestinian basis, and, on the 

other, how such cultural performances are permitted to travel and take up 

space in wider global consumption circuits. Particularly now, when the 

Palestinian context is being subject to destabilising neoliberal changes, as well 

as incorporated into global solidarity projects, we need new research lenses to 

consider how novel macro-forces of political subjection are manoeuvred and 

made sense of by those subject to them on micro-levels. Informed by Stein & 

Swedenburg’s (2005) concern that the nation-state paradigm has been both 

foundational and prohibitive in the study of popular cultures in Palestine, the 

contribution I make here is cognizant of, yet importantly positioned beyond, the 

exclusivist logic of the interlinked nation-state, and national-resistance, 

perspectives. By this, I do not mean that I am advocating on behalf of the 

liberalist-globalisation camp, whereby the nation-state system is assumed to 

have been globalised out of significance: clearly, in Palestine this is quite simply 

not the case (it remains that there is no state, and struggle for it continues to 

form a central axis of political action for some actors, especially those in the PA 

and capitalist classes).  

 

Instead, what I do mean is that I use different units of analysis to approach the 

themes of power, and social and identity formations, other than those already 

taken up in nation-state and resistant-centric analysis of Palestinian musical 

cultures. I therefore use the interrelated concepts of fun, enjoyment, play, and 

the pursuit(s) of pleasure to find new ways for thinking through how young 

Palestinians’ consumption of a range of popular music-based and leisure 

practices play inexplicitly political, although not necessary resistant, roles in 

contemporary Palestine. By way of definition, I borrow from Asef Bayat’s (2010: 

138) work on youth cultures in the Middle East, who defines the scale of such 

activities by stating:  

 

By fun I mean an array of ad hoc, nonroutine, and joyful pursuits – 
ranging from playing games, joking, dancing, and social drinking, to 
involvement in playful art, music, sex, and sport, to particular ways of 
speaking, laughing, appearing, or carrying oneself – where individuals 
break free temporarily from the disciplined constraints of daily life, 
normative obligations, and organized power. Fun is a metaphor for the 
expression of individuality, spontaneity, and lightness, in which joy is the 
central element (emphasis in original). 
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Fun therefore evokes a break from the mundane, the humdrum of the everyday, 

and the temporary release from institutional obligations that inhere in power 

centres like the family and the capitalist working week. In modern, capitalist 

societies, pleasures tend to be institutionalised into distinctive and organised 

forms of ‘leisure’ and ‘free’ time (ibid: 38). Neoliberal reforms across Palestine 

have indeed (re)located young Palestinians’ musical practices into such semi-

publics and institutionalised backdrops. These have redrawn public space, and 

shifted youth sites of sociality away from ‘traditional’ coffee shops towards 

instead the globalised notion of the young person’s club or bar. Thus, as well as 

the actual music itself, the cultural scene that is the subject of this research is 

productive of social spaces in particular pubs, hipster joints, dive bars, and 

other local urban centres that are complicit with neoliberal shifts, yet also 

importantly provide further momentum for the scene to develop, acting as sites 

where young people can meet up and sustain face-to-face contact; share music 

and art; pursue particular dress-fashions, hold concerts, gigs and parties; and 

engage in playful activities like dancing, premarital and antimarital relations, as 

well as recreational drug and alcohol use. My research project therefore 

unravels how the middle-class identities such shifts have created are lived as 

meaningful categories of subjectivity, albeit as they are consolidated out of 

wider shifts in capitalist market relations.  

 

The primary research question this study is based on therefore asks what 

political works these musics do, or do not do, in Palestine today, and how - if 

indeed they do - these imagine the nation, resistance, and Palestinianness. If 

the nation is in crisis, and thus perhaps no longer plays a central role in the 

production of individual and collective identities for some Palestinians, a further 

series of research questions are prompted about the alternative frameworks 

that may be filling the void the declining national paradigm has left open. On the 

one hand, given Palestine’s post-Oslo neoliberal ‘turn’, I probe the urban 

enclaves these shifts are creating. In particular, I consider how such emerging 

sites are productive of new contexts of commercial consumption, leisure, play, 

and fun; asking especially what new social identities, distinctions, and 

relationships are constituted therein. On the other hand, deploying a specifically 
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gendered lens, I additionally ask if there are any differences in the way young 

men and young women find they are able to take up space inside such 

consolidating recreational spheres. Considering the femininities and 

masculinities constituted in such semi-public youth spaces, I question how, and 

to what extent, these accommodate, unsettle, transgress, and/or re-signify 

gendered norms in operation across more orthodox publics. Finally, extending 

my research focus away from the local and toward the global, I ask what 

happens when these musics travel, exploring which musics are permitted 

access to transnational consumption trajectories, and why. My research thus 

focuses on the identities musics perform, which I unravel using a quadripartite 

approach. This hones in on, and asks how, the interrelated performatives of 

nation, neoliberalism, gender, and the global, co-constitutively take shape, 

and/or are challenged, in this urban Palestinian youth music scene. 

 

3) Structure of Thesis 
 

I divide my contribution in this thesis into seven chapters, with chapters four to 

seven presenting and analysing the main empirical data gathered across Haifa, 

Amman, Ramallah, and London between 2012 and 2015. The concluding 

chapter summarises my research findings. The material presented and 

theorised throughout the thesis is interdisciplinary, drawing on insights offered 

in (post-sub)cultural studies, theories of (gendered) performativity and 

embodiment, youth studies, as well as Middle East politics and Palestine 

studies. 

 

In the first chapter, I outline the theoretical and conceptual framework I use to 

ground the contribution offered in this thesis. Since my project locates gaps in 

configurations of collective national identities, I demonstrate here that I use the 

concept of ‘youth’ to attend to, and analyse, such slippages. As various 

institutions (the nation, state, wage-labour market, prison complex, schooling 

systems, family, and so on) across the globe often treat young people as 

liminalities awaiting socialisation into the norms of wider public society, young 

adults’ cultural practices offer particularly rich grounds for exploring how such 

normative values and their associated identity codes are accommodated, 
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rejected, flouted, and/or re-signified in new identity projects. In this chapter, I 

thus lay the anti-essentialist analytic foundations about how I use the notion of 

‘youth’ to tackle questions of national rupture, and locate intra-Palestinian 

difference within sameness, in the thesis subsequently. 

 

Chapter two moves from research theory to praxis, outlining the methodological 

assumptions, and feminist methods of data collection, I deployed to gather the 

ethnographic material analysed and presented in the thesis. This chapter also 

addresses what is at stake in conducting an ethnography on the already over-

researched Palestinian community.  

 

Chapter three offers the background information necessary to ground the 

subsequent four analytic chapters of the thesis. In the first section I introduce 

the music scene. In the second, I present and contextualise the three particular, 

but connected, locales of Haifa, Amman, and Ramallah at which this scene is 

based. 

 

From this background analysis, I move into the first of the four analytic chapters 

in the thesis. Chapter four explores the narratives young adults affiliated to the 

informal and self-defined ‘alternative’ music scene use to trouble the national-

resistance paradigm. Relying on interview data with bands, musicians, party-

goers, and fans across Ramallah, Haifa, and Amman; participant observations 

at concerts and gigs; and some textual analysis of song lyrics, I sketch the 

political imaginaries of national alterity these actors use to draw boundaries 

around themselves and their community.  

 

Chapter five builds on this conversation, to ask if the music scene is not doing 

explicitly national-resistant work, what social, cultural, and political work then is 

it doing. Using data from participant observations at pubs and clubs 

consolidated in Ramallah after Oslo - and to a lesser extent Amman - as well as 

interview material with musicians, DJs, bar owners and their patrons across all 

three sites, I unravel the way neoliberal shifts have proliferated urban sites of 

leisure and commercialised consumption for Palestinian youth. Drawing on the 

various ways scene-affiliated youth use, and criticise, these spaces to 
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congregate and stage their collective scene identities, the contribution I make in 

this chapter contrasts the narratives presented in chapter four with their at times 

fractious translation into embodied practice on the ground. 

 

Chapter six further deepens the argument of chapter five. Adopting an explicitly 

gendered lens, it uses data gathered during participant observations in live 

music dance and rave parties, mainly from the Haifa context, as well as 

interviews with party-planners, ‘ravers’, and musicians across all three cities, to 

analyse the sexual division of labour in the scene. In particular, I probe the 

gendered identities and relations constituted and reconstituted in the emerging, 

post-Oslo social contexts outlined in chapter five.  

 

Chapter seven is the final analytical chapter. Expanding my research focus 

outwards, it uses participant observations from concerts and festivals featuring 

Palestinian musicians in the UK (mainly London), as well as interview material 

with artists whose musical works circulate transnationally, to move away from 

the local. Considering instead what happens to these cultural works when they 

enter wider, global and transnational circuits of performance and consumption, 

it explores how bands are branded to London. I ask how musicians’ self-

representations, and the representations their international institutional hosts 

make of them, may shift according to geopolitical location, host, and audience.  

 

My concluding chapter synthesises this material, offering broader thoughts 

about what the arguments put forwards in my thesis mean for academics and 

activists involved in ethically engaged knowledge production about performative 

and expressive musical practices in Palestine today.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

THEORETICAL AND CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 
 

In the previous introductory chapter, I clarified the foundational premise I base 

this thesis on, arguing that Palestinian performative and expressive popular 

musical practices (songs, dances, playing instruments, reciting poetry, humour, 

parody, fashion-styles) are intimately and co-constitutively tied to social, 

economic, and political negotiations of power and resistance, identity formation, 

and social relations and hierarchies. In this chapter, I ground in greater depth 

the theoretical and conceptual frame I use to hang this on. It is split into two 

parts. In the first, I expand on the theoretical standpoint I am working with in the 

thesis. This deploys an anti-essentialist critique of homogenous and top-down 

subjectivity discourses, to suggest that musical practices perform and transmit – 

rather than simply reflect - social and political identities, relations, and 

hierarchies. Here, I clarify my understanding that identities (national, 

generational, gendered, classed) expressed and enabled in musics are 

constituted performatively, created in the embodied acts of ‘live’ cultural 

performances and practice.  

 

In the second part of the chapter, I illustrate the conceptual model I employ to 

approach (what I label) the youth music network in Palestine. The discussion 

here provides a genealogy of the category ‘youth’, drawing out its emergence in 

the west as a significant identity marker, as well as how Middle Eastern and 

Palestinian youth have been represented by a host of institutional figures (both 

Middle Eastern and Western diplomats, policy markers, academics, journalists 

and so on). I then additionally explore how the literature has traced the way 

young people performatively live and embody their youthfulness. Here, I 

critically use the notion of the “music scene”, from the post-subcultural studies 

literature, as my springboard for analysing the way young, urban, largely 

middle-class, secular, and globalising Palestinians make their translocal musical 

practices meaningful, which I explore in subsequent parts of this thesis. 

 

1) Theoretical Framework 
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1.1 Cultural Studies – Some Starting Premises 
 

Running throughout this thesis is a commitment to contesting the (potential) 

essentialism lurking within conceptualisations of unified (national) identities 

expressed and enabled in cultural production. In the Palestinian case, given the 

protracted nature of Israeli settler-colonialism, and the vibrant anti-colonial 

resistant movement against it, the construction and dissemination of unified 

Palestinian cultural imaginaries has been a necessary part of struggles against 

Zionist dispossession, and efforts to legitimate Palestinian self-determination 

(see Tawil-Souri, 2012). The national movement in Palestine thus relies on a 

series of unspoken myths that “revived, invented or preserved various cultural 

arts in the assertion of a strategically engineered national identity” (McDonald, 

2013a: 28). In order to avoid rendering Palestinian identity timeless, in this 

thesis I am concerned to ask where the gaps, silences, omissions, and 

heterogeneities on culturally hegemonic (national and other) identities are 

achieved, imagined, represented, and governed under myriad circumstances.  

 

This anti-essentialist critique of Palestinian national identity has been taken up 

and expanded over the past two decades by a wealth of Palestinian, Middle 

Eastern, and Anglo-American gender-based, feminist scholarship.10 Producing 

a rich repertoire, this literature deftly elaborates on how epistemically privileged 

positions within totalising conceptualisations of Palestinian national identities 

are achieved, not given.11 However, this work has focused most heavily on 

questions and sites of the explicitly and formally political. As developed in the 

previous chapter, when questions of cultural production and the nation are 

considered in the Palestinian case, these tend to focus on the resistance 

paradigm. 

 

Theoretically, I therefore turn further afield, and borrow from cultural studies 

flagship figure, Stuart Hall. In order to think through the silences that premise 

the production of culturally cohesive identities, I lean on his work about the 

ways that cultural identities are not only expressed - but also constituted - within 

the process of cultural production itself (Hall, 1990). Writing in the context of the 

postcolonial Caribbean and its diaspora, Hall was particularly concerned to 

explore how ‘new’ homogenising cultural expressions of previously colonised 
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identities took up space and asserted themselves across multiple publics (he 

focuses especially on cinema) hitherto denied to them. Hall’s contention was 

that these ‘new’ representations of a meta-cultural Caribbean identity produced 

imaginaries of an untouched historical ‘essence’ for a people bound together by 

a shared past across a diverse geography, in order to produce a postcolonial: 

“sort of collective ‘one true self’, hiding inside the many other, more superficial 

or artificially imposed 'selves', which people with a shared history and ancestry 

hold in common” (ibid: 223).  

 

Such representations thus produce powerful ideas about the singular ‘authentic’ 

self that necessarily repudiates identarian complexity – indeed such denials are 

foundational to all projects seeking to create coherent collectives of ‘a people’. 

While such conceptions of cultural unity-in-identity play crucial roles in anti-

colonial struggles globally, speaking to the shared experiences of colonial 

oppression(s), such mythologising meta-constructions of the ‘one true self’, Hall 

(ibid: 228) suggests, are less forthcoming about the play of difference within the 

seemingly unitary conceptualisation of the cultural identity they create.  

 

Hall’s contemporary, Paul Gilroy, makes similar points in much of his 

contribution to cultural studies. In both “The Black Atlantic” (1993) and “Against 

Race: Imagining Culture Beyond the Color Line” (2000), Gilroy goes to great 

length to critique how the academy in general, and the discipline of cultural 

studies specifically, promulgated bodies of knowledge that treated ‘race’ and 

so-called ‘racial identity’ as monolithic ‘essences’ that were to be located in an 

uncritically utilised notion of the nation-state. For Gilroy, this conflation of the 

pre-discursive nation with unambiguous identity is problematic because it 

makes a series of assumptions about national identities based on the 

constructed – yet deeply disciplinary – borders of the imagined community of 

the nation. Indeed, as Hall highlights “cultural identities come from somewhere, 

have histories. But, like everything which is historical, they undergo constant 

transformation. Far from being eternally fixed in some essentialised past, they 

are subject to the continuous 'play' of history, culture and power” (Hall, 1990: 

225).  
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In short, identity has a history – in that it is based on a memory or a myth of a 

collective past – yet it is mediated by the present, which subjects its imagined 

‘originary’ form to endless transformation and hybridisation. This intermingling of 

the constructed memory of cultural heritages with the embodied context means 

that cultural products do not transmit identarian essences, but rather, they act 

as culturally signifying, productive practices (Hall, 1997). I extend Hall’s 

argument to stress that this is inescapably about power. The ideas that get ‘set’ 

and projected outward as a people’s cultural, or national, identity in the 

expressive forms that community use to represent themselves and their shared 

imaginaries, involve a whole series of discursive omissions and silences of 

other, non-conformist identity configurations that trouble coherence. In the 

hegemonic social structures such processes of normativisation enact, these 

indices are relegated to the margins, and constituted ‘deviant’ to the order of 

things.  

 

For Hall, it does not make sense to speak of (post)colonised cultural identities 

as ‘pure’ essences of the past to be retrieved and re-lived in the present. 

Rather, identity is always in a constant state of becoming. Representation 

(through cultural forms) is a process that both represents the identity it 

embodies, yet as it does so, it simultaneously constitutes that which it 

represents. The moment of enunciation is, therefore, also a moment of 

production. Cultural and national identities must be framed as arbitrary and 

strategic positionings, not essences (Hall, 1990: 226), in which actors position 

themselves, and are positioned by, the narratives of the past. In my case study, 

then, I stress that identities are not epiphenomenal to the forms through which 

they are expressed. They are rather moulded through the process of expression 

itself. I thus use such insights to ask how seemingly unitary conceptualisation of 

Palestinian national identity, and of Palestinian identity (Palestinianness), are 

constituted in cultural production, as well as where (if at all) they are being 

undone and resignified.12  

 

1.2. De-Essentialising the Text: From Objects to Performances  
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Hall’s (1990) proposal offers robust lenses for deconstructing how hegemonies 

of cultural identity get set in the processes of cultural production and 

representation. The emphasis here, as with much of the cultural studies 

literature, is, however, on textual practices and material cultural objects. 

Thinking about how social and political identities are performed in musical 

practices, as well as productively represented in cultural artefacts, I extend on 

Hall’s insights to ask in this thesis how musical performances (of consumption, 

leisure, dancing, singing, reciting poetry, playing musical instruments, DJing, 

dress and fashion practices, and so forth) communicate, embody, and affect 

identities on and through the body, rather than only in static archival 

documentations of them. Distinguishing between the written (song lyrics, rules 

about a certain dance’s choreography, items of clothing, for example), and the 

non-verbal (how songs are sung, dances set in motion, clothing and fashion 

items assembled on the body in real time), intends to build on Hall and probe 

the role embodiment plays in the construction and transmission of cultural (and 

other) identities, relations, and hierarchies.  

 

On one level, my position here is heavily indebted to the theoretical application 

of, and critical extension on, the notion of performativity. My use derives from 

Judith Butler’s (1990, 1993) seminal work in gender studies, where she 

exposes how the appearance of a fixed and coherent gendered self is a 

regulated fiction, the product of hegemonic discourse. Responding especially to 

the then normative hallmark of feminist theory that gender was socially 

constructed, but sex biologically determined, Butler sought to expose how both 

gendered subjectivity, and the pre-discursively sexed body it is mapped on to, 

are the products of discursive power. In a similar vein to Hall’s (1990) anti-

essentialist critique of collective identities expressed in textual cultural practices, 

Butler’s work on performativity responded to universalist accounts of essentialist 

constructions of the category ‘woman’, in circulation in much ‘second-wave’ 

feminist theorising of the 1980’s. Crossing further paths with Hall’s (1990) 

argument on representation, Butler’s work proposes that subjectivities are 

produced as they are enacted, yet – importantly – such performances conceal 

that the moment of enunciation is the catalyst for such subjugation.  
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This, she does by tracing the making and normalisation of the myths of ‘one 

true womanhood’, using - among others - Foucault’s (1977) expansion on the 

essentially productive and disciplinary operation of modern power relations as 

point of departure, whereby modern methods of societal control establish micro-

level networks of discursive power that inscribe (rather than internalise) judicial 

law on and through the body. Picking up where the infamous French thinker left 

off, she pushes his account forward and genders it, problematising his framing 

of bodies as foreclosed facts, objects outside of discourse, and sites upon 

which culturally consolidated codes are etched (see Foucault, 1977: 175-193; 

and also McNay, 1992). Bringing the body back into the zone of academic 

enquiry, and probing the discourses through which it achieves materiality as 

always already sexed, Butler asks what the links between bodies and the 

supposedly natural identities they give rise to amount to, and why they appear 

so durable they fall beyond the realm of the questionable. This demands 

deconstructing why, how, in which ways, and by whom (institutionally) the body 

itself is made intelligible, and normative identities (of, for example, binary 

gender) disciplinary. 

 

The theory of performativity frames the body as both object and subject of such 

constitutive acts, whereby actors play central roles in their own subjugation to 

the discursive power of norms (Butler, 1990 [2008]: 185-193; 1993: XXI-XXX). 

Butler suggests it is not the gendered body that gives the appearance of 

gendered sex. Rather, the process of repeating the culturally normalised gender 

roles, into which we are all contextually socialised, forms us as gendered 

subjects, and disciplines our sexual desire accordingly. Gendered identities are 

thus particular processes without definitive origin or end. Instead, in constant 

states of becoming (ibid: 45), they function as productive and regulated fictions, 

made material as subjects reproduce the discursive systems and related signs 

of gender that saturate the social-symbolic order of things. In other words, 

mundane ways of moving, speaking, dressing, styling one’s hair and more 

generally enacting and using one’s body, all work to create the illusion of an 

abiding, internally motivated gendered self (Butler, 2004: 187).  
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These acts performatively constitute the identities they appear to be the shadow 

of, rendering invisible the source of their genesis in the process. The gendered 

self thus comes into being through the normative and “repeated stylization of 

the body, a set of repeated acts within a highly rigid regulatory frame that 

congeals over time to produce the appearance of substance, of a natural sort of 

being…” (Butler, 1990 [2008]: 33). Performatives of identity therefore do not 

reflect primordial bodily essences, but rather, they give materiality to the selves 

and the belongings they purport to describe through reiterative citation of the 

norms that enable them (ibid: 2). To speak is, in this way, to occupy a subject-

position within a discourse, effectively subjugating the speaker to the power and 

regulation of such norms. Enunciation is itself an act of disciplining (Butler, 

2004: 189).  

 

As an interface between the cultural and the political, the body functions as 

space on which political and social relations are both embodied, and also 

subject to transformation. As Butler (1997: 404) suggests, “One is not simply a 

body, but, in some very key sense, one does one’s body differently from one’s 

contemporaries and from one’s embodied predecessors and successors as 

well”. In other words, although prohibitions and repetitions of normative 

categories establish the social-symbolic order, the survival of that order 

depends on its reproduction in people’s practices. Subjects can, therefore, 

assert agency through their iterative practices, and reshape regulatory norms 

with new parodies and performances of identities previously constituted 

unintelligible. Making visual ‘deviant’ identities by repudiating normative identity 

codes and performing ‘failed’ gendered identities (for example, drag 

performances that reiterate the normative relationally between masculinity, 

femininity, and the body ‘wrongly’), offers, Butler suggests (1990 [2008]: 187) 

the potentiality to iterate norms transgressively, leading to a gradual shifting of 

the structures they impose on people’s agencies.   

 

Clearly, Butler’s work remains rooted on how normative discourses of gender 

and sexuality achieve corporeality. Nonetheless, her insights into how structural 

patterns emerge through people’s practices, can be applied to multiple sites 

where the reiterative citation of power produces agential subjection to norms – 
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of nation, consumption, class, age, ethnicity, ‘race’, and so on. My interest in 

this thesis, then, is to show how live and embodied cultural performances 

produce and regulate the identities they situate themselves as conveying, as 

well as how (if at all) they tread on and transform different norms (of, especially, 

normative national identity). Since I deal with an urban, translocal music scene 

comprised of young people who define themselves as ‘alternative’, this means I 

trace how such identities – of alterity, of youth, of urbanity, of musical 

translocality, and of consumption – are constituted as they are performatively 

iterated, in embodied musical acts (such as performing in concerts, deploying 

certain dress practices, ‘hanging out’ in certain urban youth spaces and not 

others, and so on).  

 

At the same time, however, it remains that the norm of which performance is a 

citation is what is powerful in Butler’s analysis, rather than the agency of the 

identity performance itself. Indeed, the notion of performativity is for Butler 

crucially distinct to theatrical performance, whereby: “gender is always a doing, 

though not by a doer who might be said to pre-exist the deed” (ibid: 34). 

Subjectivity and agency are in this manner subsumed into normative discursive 

practice, whereby everything of the social world is the product of the discursive 

regime and its fields of power. This commitment to western logocentrism means 

that although some room is made to account for the power of embodied 

practice, this is secondary to – and indeed arises out of – the speech acts, the 

verbal, and the discursive of which it is a citation. Performance studies scholar 

Dianne Taylor (2003) takes up this premise in her book “The Archive and the 

Repertoire”, where she makes a rich case for re-locating the non-verbal and the 

performing body as central sites in the production and dissemination of cultural 

knowledges and identities. I draw on her two interrelated tropes of performatic 

space (ibid: 6) and the repertoire (ibid: 20) to flesh out what I mean here.  

 

Taylor’s conceptualisation of the performatic speaks directly to Butler’s 

performative, which Taylor argues is less a quality of performance than of 

discourse (ibid: 6). Translating instead from the Spanish word performatico 

(performatic) to denote the nondiscursive realm of performance, she displaces 

discourse as the primary site through which meanings and identities are 
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constituted and/or modified. Performances – songs, stories, dances, cooking, 

for example - and their spaces function as vital “acts of transfer” that convey 

“social knowledge, memory and a sense of identity though reiterated… ‘twice-

behaved’ behaviour” (ibid: 3). These sites have, however, been neglected and 

overlooked because dominant west-centric and modernist centres of knowledge 

production favour “archival” objects (texts, maps, records, books, letters) (ibid: 

19) that epistemically privilege written over spoken and performed language. 

These archival documents are themselves engaged in the maintenance of 

historical power (ibid: 19), since they preserve a tight hold over who or what can 

be considered intelligible (the literate over the non-literate, the written over the 

embodied, the ‘modern’ over the ‘traditional’).  

 

Expanding focus away from these areas to draw instead on how practices in 

“the repertoire” (ibid: 20) intersect with archival knowledges, enables the 

mapping of alternative perspectives omitted when speech acts remain 

privileged. The repertoire “enacts embodied memory: performances, gestures, 

orality, movement, dance, singing” and plots “all those acts usually thought of 

as ephemeral, nonreproducible knowledge” (ibid). Such performances 

communicate and preserve ways of being that signify an order of things that is 

different (but nonetheless inheres traces in) the archive. Moreover, the 

repertoire: 

 

…requires presence: people participate in the production and 
reproduction of knowledge by “being there,” being part of the 
transmission. As opposed to the supposedly stable objects of the 
archive, the actions that are the repertoire do not remain the same. The 
repertoire both keeps and transforms choreographies of meaning (ibid: 
20).  

 

This focus on collective and contested experiences of real-world, live events 

centres the body in the storage and transmission of nonverbal knowledge and 

power. While Taylor’s (ibid) focus leans towards the (re)production of cultural 

continuity through transmission, in this thesis I am less concerned with 

embodied transfer per say. Instead, I take interest in how the nonverbal and 

embodied form and maintain fringe groups on the margins of culturally 

normative collectives. In particular, Taylor’s emphasis on “being there” 
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importantly makes the spectator complicit in the temporal-spatial production and 

performance of embodied social and political identities, relations, and 

hierarchies. Foregrounding the role reception, as well as production, plays in 

creating individual and collective meanings thus opens the grounds on which 

we build analysis of expressive culture.  

 

Rendering these complexities meaningful in the study of cultural processes is to 

draw out how musical enunciations and corporeal practices act as sources of 

discursive and embodied identity construction, which both produce and regulate 

different constellations of subjectivity. The central point is, for me, that identities 

are constructed and transmitted as they are embodied in performance. These 

can do so performatively, out of discursive norms they cite, or performatically, 

through nonverbal and embodied registers of knowledge and identity. 

Performances can transfer embodied knowledges that offer heterogeneous 

critique of homogenous discourses, or they can do the reverse, reinforcing and 

resignifying the normative. This makes performance spaces into interesting 

sites of multi-centred and insecure signification, especially given the enhanced 

role Taylor (2003) delivers to the spectator who ‘is there’, and thus actively 

shapes how knowledge transmission is enabled in performances.  

 

Framing identities of urbanity, youthfulness, translocality, and indeed 

Palestinianness or Palestinian identities, as coming into being through 

embodied acts that have either discourse or something else at the heart of their 

transmission, is to highlight their liminality and their instability, as well as the 

practices that try to contain these elements and give vehicle to their materiality. 

Attributing agency to the capacity of performances, as well as discourse, to act 

as central sites of identity formation and struggle, is thus the second part of my 

theoretical framework. This extends on Hall’s (1990) anti-essentialist critique to 

stress that performance, not just representation, produces cultural identities; 

and – importantly – that these are rooted not only in speech acts, but moreover 

in nonverbal, nonlinguistic registers of embodied praxis. My focus in this thesis 

is thus on bodies, and not just cultural texts; and additionally, on the embodied 

and spoken, rather than the performance of norms.  
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2) Conceptual Model: Youth and (Post-Sub)Cultural Studies 
 

I take up and make determinate these theoretical standpoints by following Stein 

& Swedenburg’s (2005) path, drawing critically on the (sub)cultural studies 

literature Hall (1975) and others produced at the Birmingham School during the 

1960’s and 70’s. It is my contention in this thesis that youths’ translocal popular 

musical practices in Palestine performatively enable young adults’ social and 

political identities, which are necessarily embedded in wider and contextual 

relations of power. The ethnographic case study I draw from is based on a 

specific group of youthful people across Palestine and the diaspora, who define 

themselves in terms of alterity to a series of imagined and real hegemonies, 

most notably those of hegemonic conceptualisations of Palestinian national 

identity, and its associated national-resistance paradigm. I am thus concerned 

with tracing how, by whom, and where, dominant discourses and embodiments 

of Palestinian cultural and national identities are subverted, troubled, and/or 

resignified in musical practice and performance. Conceptually, my thesis is 

therefore largely informed by theories of youth, as well as (post)subcultural 

studies, which, as I show, has been reformulated more recently so that it 

appears less structurally deterministic and preoccupied with romanticising 

resistance. I spend this second part of the chapter outlining the conceptual 

model I use to position the self-defined ‘alternative’ music scene in Palestine. 

 

2a) Representing and Constructing Youths 
 

2a.1 Youth as Habitus  
 

Academic study of ‘young people’ is a slippery endeavour. The category ‘youth’ 

is itself a culturally and socially constructed, contested and highly mediated 

concept of constantly shifting relations and definitions (Huq, 2006: 4). Its 

contemporary form is a particularly modern creation, of necessary complexity 

(Hebdige, 1988: 17-36). Neither stable nor wholly determinate, it is a 

performative that intersects contingently with modernity’s other identity 

pathologies (race, gender, sexuality, ethnicity, nationality, class-background, 

level of educational attainment, urban/rural locality, and so on), producing vast 

contextual differences in how it achieves corporeality. It is, in other words, not a 
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naturalised location, but a highly unstable product of particular social and 

historical contexts. It tends, however, to be understood in bio-normative and 

homogenising terms, as something that simply ‘happens’ to individuals located 

in certain places in the life cycle.  

 

A floating signifier, youthfulness is nonetheless tied to a concrete abstraction 

within the wider trajectory of an individual’s life span. This is a period marked 

between childhood and adulthood of transitional liminality, generally assumed to 

bracket the ages of around fifteen to twenty-nine, although in actuality it can 

extend and/or contract far beyond or below the normative perimeters laid out for 

it. It is this uneasy in-between-ness, the fraught movement from one social 

space and political status to another, which makes youth a significant category 

of analysis. As not-quite-adults and not-yet-citizens, young people are sites in 

supposed need of socialisation into the accepted social order of things. Indeed 

“the persistent conceptualisation of youth as a moment of socialisation into or 

rejection of social norms, as subjects in the making, is why youth culture is so 

often a political battleground” (Maria, 2013: 19).  

 

Education, along with the mass media, urban city-spaces (shopping malls, 

public parks, street corners, consumption-based leisure spots), and translocal 

popular cultural practices more broadly, play core roles in the formation of 

youthful identities (Bayat & Herrera, 2010: 7). Youth can in this way be 

understood as a kind of Bourdieuian habitus (ibid: 6) that maps a series of 

dispositions, spaces, and practices associated with an ephemeral period 

regularly described as ‘being young’. A subjectivising force, then, it is enacted in 

a series of highly contextualised performative and nondiscurisve identity 

markers: gestures, movements, bodily practices, and other forms of sociality.   

 

These habitus generally shift according to the larger historical events they 

intersect with, creating generational distinctions. European sociologist Karl 

Mannheim (1952 [1964]) offers that young people who experience collective 

historical events, shocks, or traumas (a particular war, economic ‘boom’ or 

‘bust’, or specific natural disasters, for example) gives them roadmaps for 

constructing collective identities. This shapes the mutual consciousness of their 
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generational group in relation to those in older age cohorts. Given the 

protracted nature of Israeli settler-colonisation in Palestine, discourses of 

generational divisions therein are generally articulated according to the epochal 

status of the Palestinian resistance struggle vis-a-vis Zionism and the Israeli 

state: as the Nakba (ca.1940-1950), revolutionary (ca.1950-1980), intifada (ca. 

1980-1993), and Oslo (ca. 1993-present day) generations (see Richter-Devroe, 

2012: 107, 2013: 11; Sayigh, 2012: 15). Emphasising the centrality of the 

nation, hegemonic national identities and imaginaries, and the national struggle 

for homogenising generational categories, demonstrates the extent to which 

normative age-distinctions get set according to the national context in Palestine.  

 

The macro-architecture of settler-colonial violence and occupation also 

profoundly shapes the actual experiences of youthfulness in Palestine, often 

prolonging it well into the middle years of the thirties and beyond. Young boys 

and men especially bear the brunt of this extension, frequently as a result of 

long periods of IOF imprisonment, meaning finishing education and entering the 

world of work is significantly delayed - and thus the transient state of being not-

quite-adult maintained outside its normative bounds. This practice is so 

extensive that being arrested and beaten by the Israeli military has itself 

become a gendered rite of passage for West Bank boys (McDonald, 2010; 

Peteet, 1994). In addition, the crippling economic hardships the occupation 

inflicts often mean high levels of youth unemployment, estimated as 22.8% for 

men and 36.2% for women aged 20-24 years old in Palestine in the first quarter 

of 2015.13 This tends to prolong young people’s financial dependency on the 

older (familial or state) generations, which generally impact young men 

pursuing heterosexual marriage more than girls and women (Swedenburg, 

2007).14 Since the task ‘traditionally’ falls on the male to cover the costs of a 

wedding and the martial home, many defer marriage until later years, again 

extending the (gendered) bracket of youthfulness for young Palestinian men.15  

 

2a.2 Youth-as-Trouble versus Youth-as-Fun 
 

Deconstructing how ‘youth’ categories are constituted is therefore important to 

understand their political functionality. Cultural studies scholar Dick Hebdige 
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(1988) highlights how the Anglo-American press, and some contributors to the 

social science and cultural studies literature, produced categories of modern 

western youths and youth cultures according to two distinctive paradigms: 

youth-as-trouble, and youth-as-fun. Youth-as-trouble emerged in the late 

eighteenth century, and labelled working-class youths as dangerous deviants 

outside the moral codes of normative society, constituting them as political 

problems to be reformed via state-centric disciplinary intervention. Youth-as-fun, 

on the other hand, emerged later, hailing young people as romanticised agents 

of resistance. In conditions of post-war affluence in Anglo-America, these two 

tropes get conflated, Hebdige (1988: 29) continues, to produce the ‘new’ 

category of modern western youthfulness par excellence, ‘the teenager’, 

making permanent the transitional wedge between childhood and adulthood.  

 

The ‘teenage’ years constituted a subject defined by their consumption 

practices (Hebdige, 1988: 19). In that particularly western post-war moment of 

decreased working hours and increased wage earnings, the burgeoning youth 

market targeted young people, interpellating them as social actors with ‘rights’ 

to leisure and consumption. Delivering young adults agency in public spaces 

primarily as prospective consumers to be capitalised on commercially, these 

youthful identities were enabled and expressed through the stylised display of 

goods and experiences. Importantly, this market functioned on the dual notions 

of youth-as-fun and youth-as-trouble, transforming trouble-into-fun, whereby the 

hitherto degenerate world of youth crime was celebrated (and sold) as teenage 

resistance, and transgression merged into youthful carnival, collapsing the 

political into the pleasurable, and vice versa (Hebdige, 1988: 34).  

 

Scholars, journalists, politicians, non-governmental organisations (NGOs), and 

other institutional bodies (both inside and outside the Middle East) have taken 

up these various representations of young people as liminalities of trouble, fun, 

and consumption to invest youth in the Middle East and Palestine with a variety 

of often-contradictory meanings, producing essentialising frameworks of youth 

identity and youth space. Western foreign policy and their institutional regimes 

have framed Middle Eastern youths through the war-on-terror discourse, 

positioning this generational cohort as demographic threats to be contained and 
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securitised (see Skalli, 2013: 1-2). Especially, these have ‘vamped up’ and 

conflated youthfulness, hegemonic masculinity (see Cornell, 1995), and 

violence; playing on the ‘clash of civilisations’ theory to render Middle Eastern 

(male) young adults as a generation in crisis, always already susceptible to the 

lures of radical Islam, and thus in need of encouragement to accept 

‘modernisation’ and democratisation (Swedenburg, 2007).16 Young women are 

more generally seen as the passive victims of these ‘brown’ men’s violence, in 

need of ‘saving’ by ‘white’ men and/or ‘white’ feminists (see Abu-Lughod, 2002, 

2003, 2013). The propensity of Zionist and Western media to promulgate un-

contextualised images of Palestinian, often young and male, armed struggle 

against Israeli settler-colonial violence is emblematic of this orientalist 

production of Arab masculine ‘terror’ pathology.  

 

On the other hand, the proliferation of largely western journalistic and academic 

interest in young Middle Easterners since the so-called Arab Spring is 

symptomatic of the other half of Hebdige’s (1988) binary, youth as fun. Such 

colonial-modernist discourses constitute young people as the saviours of the 

Middle East, the active agents of change who work valiantly to topple 

authoritarian regimes and institute democratic systems modelled on western 

forms of political organising (Swedenburg, 2007).17 Hailed as making ‘them’ into 

‘us’, young adults become the instruments of modernity, vehicles of teleological 

progress and change toward ‘rationality’ and secular, late-modern capitalist 

‘enlightenment’. Anglo-American political elites more recent preoccupation with 

LGBTQ* and women’s rights in the region is further indicative of this affinity for 

seeing the young as both the transformers of social inequality and harbingers of 

‘universal’ rights, who are also assumed to need protection from the oppressive 

states they live under and are taken to resist.18 Youth here are made intelligible 

as vastly over determined sites of homogenising and unqualified resistance to a 

vague status quo.  

 

Middle Eastern nationalist and state elites also deploy the youth-as-trouble and 

youth-in-crisis markers to approach their own populations. National elites often 

charge young people with national and social reproduction, and as such work 

hard to ensure their youths “do not deviate from the transcendent goal of 
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maintaining the integrity of the nation” (Swedenburg, 2007).19 The state’s 

arsenal of institutional productive discipline in the form of schooling, health, the 

military, national-level sports, and state-directed student unions all seek to 

ensure the post-youth, newly consolidated citizen-adult is fully subjugated to the 

norms of the nation.  

 

In Palestine – where there is no formal state – the national leadership explicitly 

channel post-youth-hood into the realisation of national aims (see Massad, 

1995). As is typical of conflict contexts, this functions through highly regulated 

codes of ‘appropriate’ gendered and sexuality-based identities, hailing adult 

men and women with different political agencies (see Elshtain, 1987). Young 

women are granted entry into the national collective as adults on the grounds 

that they give birth to and culturally educate their children, thus biologically and 

culturally reproducing the nation (Kanaaneh, 2002; Yuval-Davis, 1997, 1998: 

29), while young men are expected to take up arms as fighters to actively 

defend the nation’s borders and ‘their’ women and children within it (see 

Johnson & Kuttub, 2001). Celebrating women’s roles as mothers and men’s as 

soldiers, and foregrounding heteronormativity into the nation, young adults are 

encouraged to take up the ‘citizen’ positions offered to them in the ‘adult’ nation, 

offering significant access to political power and social capital on that basis. In 

many ways, this shrinks the youth period, which is generally associated with 

freedom from the responsibilities of adulthood (such as child rearing).  

 

For many Middle Eastern national, religious, tribal, and patriarchal elites (in the 

older generations especially), national and social reproduction is perceived to 

fail when young people express too much familiarity with cultural and political 

forms and idioms from ‘elsewhere’. These ‘traditionally’ powerful figures claim 

young people threaten the order of things when they do not take up the roles 

inhering in parent culture(s), which risks loosening pre-existing hierarchies, and 

shifting the balance of power away from the old and toward the young (see 

Bayat, 2010: 137-160). Concern with loss of generational authority is often 

articulated through language that globalised young people have become 

westernised, Zionised, depoliticised, and lacking in Arab ‘authenticity’. Youth 

are charged with the hefty claim of being so modern that they annihilate local 
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cultures and structures. These framings of youth as crisis-sites to be socially 

and politically controlled is made all the more pressing when they intersect with 

the material conditions of colonial oppression on the ground, as in the 

Palestinian case. Often when actors of older generations perceive young 

people to have too readily taken up ‘other’ cultural sensibilities, they face 

charges of ‘dropping out’ of national cultures, and normalising relations with 

their oppressor.   

 

The embrace of neoliberalism by many Middle Eastern states across the region 

is especially productive of these concerns. In Palestine, young Palestinians 

across the West Bank, the nearby ‘host’ Arab nations (I focus on Jordan in the 

thesis), and the Israeli state find seemingly ever-proliferating leisure spaces 

opening up to them. The emerging capitalist market especially functions on 

discourses of youth-as-fun and youth-as-consumer. For the newly consolidated 

urban middle-classes who can financially and temporally afford leisure ‘time’, 

the rise of neoliberal subjectivities these practices enable further hone in on the 

category youth. The market generally (although not solely) targets city-based, 

globalising, and affluent young people, encouraging them to adopt certain 

consumption practices to signify individual and collective identities.20 The 

neoliberal turn in Palestine thus pushes for the normalisation of neoliberal 

subjects hinged on aspirational ideas of the endlessly improvable individual 

citizen-consumer self. In academic and popular discourse, there is a tendency 

to represent these young people as passive and depoliticised sites of capitalist 

manipulation, who trouble the unity of the nation (see Taraki, 2008).  

 

There is thus a propensity to reify young people across the Middle East as 

troubling of/on geopolitical and national-social orders; the valiant resistors of 

unequal status quos; and/or passive and depoliticised consumers of late 

modern capitalism. Complicating this picture, in this thesis I ask how young 

people’s embodied musical practices (that are sometimes consumption based) 

can perhaps be thought along the fault lines of these binaries. Borrowing once 

more from Hebdige (1988: 19), this point of departure is informed by his “politics 

of pleasure”, which probes what is at stake in framing young people’s cultural 

pleasures as sites for thinking about political processes. Hebdige situates youth 



	 	 48	

as neither a collective of wholesale revolutionaries, ready to resist against an 

externally imposed order; and yet nor are they the passive dupes of commercial 

exploitation, the victims of capitalist homogenisation. Somewhere between 

‘purely’ political sites of resistance against exogenous structures of control, and 

(since their youthfulness itself intersects with shifts in the capitalist political 

economy of administration) capitulation to the market, the ground they occupy 

is necessarily ambiguous. In a way, then, if there is resistance in youth culture 

as Hebdige (1988) is here alluding, it is to the notion that such cultures are 

either the sole embodiment of rebellion, or its opposite. Rendering them instead 

as having a foot in each camp, they entail qualities that belonging to each.  

 

Throughout this thesis, then, I situate youth theoretically beyond the 

authenticity/market duality to ask how the complex production of youthful 

consumption-based cultures, identities, and politics may be both a symptom of, 

and an escape from, neoliberal capitalist market relations and the dystopian 

realities these engender. I am here preoccupied to question which contextual 

myths (of hegemonic Palestinian national identity, cartographies of resistance, 

social order, and so on) these tread on, and which they re-signify. Consumption 

practices, for example, can be given ‘revolutionary’ meanings because they 

affectively push the gendered/sexuality/classed/nationally (etc) based bounds of 

the socially normative, enabling strong feelings of social transgression for the 

young people who engage in them. These feelings are not, however, actually 

connotative of ‘real’ freedom (if such a state indeed even exists). Moreover, it is 

highly likely that as one hegemony is stepped on, others are in the process 

being reformulated, especially when practices and enabled and expressed in 

neoliberal shifts. That these may do little to effect ‘actual’ change is not so much 

what interests me and informs this work.  

 

Moreover, it is my argument throughout this thesis that acts do not have to be 

resistant if they are to be politically and socially meaningful for their actors (see 

also Khalili, 2015). This means my contribution explores and reworks the 

concept of the political, pushing to de-couple it from its projected resistant 

registers. Not all everyday and mundane micro-level acts can offer the 

potentiality for resisting the order of things. In Middle East-based cultural 



	 	 49	

anthropology, Lila Abu-Lughod (1990a) has infamously warned against the 

dangers of reading unqualified political resistance into all acts that appear – in 

form or in narration – to go against the grain of the expected. Her charge 

follows that critical analysis ought to use ‘resistant’ acts as a “diagnostic of 

power” (Abu-Lughod, 1990a: 42), by which she means situating such doings 

within the broader context that informs them, in order to trace the conditions of 

power that make their emergence possible. This allows the analyst to track the 

local working of power in particular contexts, building up a picture of its 

productive qualities to show how subjects are constituted, their subjectivity 

accepted, and intelligibilities of permissible action mapped for them. Ultimately, 

this allows for a wider conceptualisation of the mutually constitutive nature of 

structure and agency.  

 

This thesis therefore offers an exploration of how middle-class, neoliberal 

identities are lived as subjectivities and tracts of subjugation (in the Foucauldian 

sense) (Foucault, 1976, 1977). Framing leisure as not explicitly political, but 

nonetheless hinged on questions of social order and change, theoretically I 

offer that sites of recreation may be enabling “new kinds of politics” (Armbrust, 

1999 [2003]: 124) to be staged in contemporary Palestine. Given the neoliberal 

‘state’ of Palestine, this is timely. 

 

2b) Living Youthfulness 
 

2b.1 Subcultural Studies: Style, Signification, and Consumption 
 

Having dealt with the representational mechanisms used to capture and display 

youthfulness for political purposes (of sites for social control and/or capitalist 

marketisation), what remains is an additional mapping of the ways young 

people themselves give their cultural practices meaning. A particularly 

distinctive approach to systemising these processes materialises in the 

subcultural studies tradition, which provides a prolific - and contested - 

repertoire on youth and youth cultures, again in the context of the west. The 

term “subculture” is itself ambiguous, and full of slippages. Subcultures are 

generally over-determinedly associated with young people, and at least in its 
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earlier deployments the label connoted a group of youths tied together via their 

(either self or institutionally) ascribed alterity from an imagined – and 

constitutively productive – mainstream (mainly rendered on the fault lines of 

parent or adult culture). Predominantly, subcultures are distinguished via 

members’ shared group identities, distinctive knowledge codes, and 

performatives of signification (bodily gestures, clothing styles, use of dialect, 

and so on) (Driscoll, 2002: 207). These are productive of (what are in the 

especially west-centric literature taken to be) defiant subjectivities embodied in 

subversive cultural forms, which subcultural members use to critique – while 

being nonetheless tied to - hegemonic culture in attempt to assert their own 

political and social agency (Hebdige, 1979).  

 

The subcultures literature has waxed and waned in its relatively recent, largely 

post-second world war history (see Bentley, 2005; Williams, 2007). The US 

Chicago School (a 1920’s-1950’s body of criminology-inspired sociological 

works) were the first to pen the term “subculture”, deployed to describe ‘deviant’ 

youthful urban gang cultures in inner city areas (see, for example, Cohen, 1955; 

Cloward & Ohlin, 1960; Miller, 1958; Thrasher, 1927).21 The term was 

refashioned during the 1970’s via the Birmingham Centre for Contemporary 

Cultural Studies’ (CCCS) prolific work on youth culture. Marking a formative 

moment in the (British) study of youth culture, this is generally synonymous with 

Stuart Hall and Tony Jefferson’s (1975) seminal multi-authored volume 

“Resistance Through Rituals”. Tracing the political ebbs and flows of newly 

emerging cultural movements in the UK during the 1960’s and 70’s - such as 

teddy boys (Jefferson, 1975 [2006]), skinheads (Clarke, 1975 [2006]), and 

Mods (Hebdige, 1975 [2006]) -  “Resistance Through Rituals” offered a largely 

romanticised view of ‘authentic’ subcultures articulated through young adults’ 

fashion and musical tastes.22  

 

While the CCCS’s work was certainly paradigm shifting, scholars interested in 

seeing young people and their expressive cultures beyond the resistance 

frameworks the CCCS privileged, recently expanded this earlier work (see 

Bennett, 1999; Bennett & Kahn-Harris, 2004; Blackman, 2005; Hall & Jefferson, 

2006; Huq, 2006; Malbon, 1999; Thornton, 1995; Weinzierl & Muggleton, 
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2003).23 Conceptually, the approach I take in this thesis is informed by, but 

departs from, the subcultural studies paradigm. In its place, I critically deploy 

the sharpened notion of the “music scene” to sound out the complexities of 

youth music-making in Palestine. 

 

2b.2 Music Scenes, Neotribes, and Subcultural Capital(s) 
 

Andy Bennett & Richard Peterson (2004: 8) suggest a music scene is: 

 

…a focused social activity that takes place in a delimited space and over 
a specific span of time in which clusters of producers, musicians, and 
fans realize their common musical taste, collectively distinguishing 
themselves from others by using music and cultural signs often 
appropriated from other places, but recombined and developed in ways 
that come to represent the local scene. The focused activity… centres on 
a particular style of music… [and] other diverse lifestyle elements as well. 
These usually include a distinctive style of dancing, a particular range of 
psychoactive drugs, styles of dress, politics, and the like.  

 

A music scene thus captures a spatially and temporally bound network of 

individuals, drawn together via shared social practices centred on a common 

musical sensibility, which productively draws discursive and embodied lines of 

inclusion and exclusion around scene members and their constitutive 

‘outside(s)’ (see also Stokes 1997a: 5-10). Hip-hop, punk, reggae, dub, acid-

house, and rave all offer straightforward ‘classic’ examples of how particular 

musical genres become anchors for people’s life-worlds (Frith, 1996: 89). Like 

the subcultures literature, these sonic adherences are made visual and 

distinctive via their embodiment in collective culturally signifying practices (Hall, 

1997), related to specific ways of performing social and political identities 

through the body - forms of dressing, speaking in the vernacular, playing and 

using musical instruments according to specified codes, styles of dancing, 

hand-shakes, ways of walking, and so forth.  

 

Such scenes and their associated identities are further constituted and 

expressed through the taking up of shared values, exemplified in lifestyle 

choices, and represented in the adaptation of particular political orientations, 

the use (or denigration) of drugs and alcohol, the embrace of distinctive 
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sexualities and gendered codes of interaction, and so on. Music scenes thus 

constitute consumption-based identities and communities in deeply 

performative ways, embodied on and through their members’ own 

corporealities, their relations with other members, and the ways these mark 

distinction from other scenes. In addition, some scene-affiliates make money 

from their musical practices, as DJs, musicians, bar owners, concert organisers 

and the like, who channel their scene practices into the task of earning a living. 

Others spend money distinguishing themselves culturally, paying for tickets or 

drinks to ‘hang out’ as fans in the ‘right’ places, as well as purchasing particular 

fashion items and other material objects (CDs, vinyls, posters, art works, 

magazines and so on).  

 

Unlike the subcultures literature, then, these are not about subversive 

resistance to domination. They are moreover emblematic of the affective 

process of building up multi-layered communities in particular times and spaces, 

through performative practices. As ideological movements, music scenes are 

geared toward fulfilling the agendas of those who adhere to them (Thornton, 

1995: 10), which function through productive imaginaries of ‘us’ and ‘them’ 

(which, in the subcultures literature are framed as the ‘real’ way the world ‘is’). 

Resisting the push to over-determine their political meanings, I ask instead in 

this thesis how young people negotiate their musical ideologies through their 

consumption-based practices, probing how such embodied praxis is formative 

of identity, and tangled up in broader real and imagined power relations and 

hegemonies. 

 

Bennett & Peterson’s definition points further to the hybrid processes through 

which localised music scenes materialise. Alluding to their transcultural 

dimensions, they reject the claim of self-contained scene ‘authenticity’. 

Stressing instead how musical and cultural practices, objects, signs, and 

sensibilities travel between other, different musical enclaves and locales, they 

evoke the pivotal role globalisation plays in the formation of music scenes 

across diverse geopolitical contexts (see also Hecker, 2010). This process 

leads neither to local annihilation, nor global homogenisation (see Biddle & 

Knight, 2007). Instead, particular cultural forms are diffused from their place of 
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origin and entered into the global exchange economy, making them available to 

a wide range of locally situated audiences, who can refashion them according 

to localised sensibilities (see Slobin, 1993). Hip-hop is a particularly clear 

example of such diffusion and incorporation. Birthed in 1970’s America in the 

southern Bronx (Chang, 2007: 65; Forman et al, 2012: 9; Rose, 1994: 2; White, 

2011: 3), it has perhaps more than any other contemporary genre been merged 

into a geographically diverse plethora of local scenes across the globe (see 

Mitchell, 2001). Thus, music scenes are both locally grounded and contextually 

distinctive, and yet also contain translocal and transcultural dimensions. As well 

as erecting borders of distinction around themselves, scene-based musical 

practices thus affectively connect like-minded persons across geographical 

topographies of space and time (Kruse, 1993).  

 

Scene-building takes shape in a variety of ways (Bennett & Peterson, 2004: 9-

11). In conjunction with these collective identity performatives, scene formation 

occurs on a face-to-face basis, whereby members meet up in particular places 

to engage in scene-based collective consumption and leisure activities with one 

another. ‘Hanging out’ in certain urban clubs, bars, pubs and other spaces (and 

intentionally not others), and going to certain gigs, concerts, and festivals to 

listen to particular genres of music, in systematically locally coded venues, for 

example, all give and sustain scene momentum, constructing and transmitting 

scene identities and knowledges for those who are part of them. These 

reinforce individuals’ senses of belonging to a distinctive scene. This is also 

built textually, as members write and disseminate particular scene-related 

documents, such as fan zines and magazines, as well as virtually, on platforms 

such as YouTube and Soundcloud, enabling musics to compress time and 

space and circulate across borders to reach differently situated, other translocal 

scenes.  

 

Unlike the subcultures literature, the notion of a music scene allows for fluid 

membership. Elsewhere, Bennett (1999) has adapted Maffesoli’s (1996) notion 

of tribal affiliation to argue that what have been described as subcultures are in 

fact more fruitfully narrated in “neotribal” terms. Taking issue with the way 

subcultural theorists attribute internal coherence to the formations they 
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described (and indeed constituted in their work), Bennett provides a more 

fragmented picture of so-called subcultural identity capable of capturing the 

multiplicity of late/post-modern contexts where identities frequently shift 

between different registers. Rendering cultural practices with greater nuance, 

Bennett (1999) proposes that we think about distinctive cultural formations as 

entities comprised of informally networked selves, whose ties to one another 

are binding, but also fluid, loose, and shifting. Transient boundaries and floating 

memberships characterise these cultural formations, and the identities they 

deliver to its affiliates can be taken on and off according to context. Bennett’s 

(1999) work on neotribes is, I contend, useful to provide some depth to my 

conceptualisation of music scenes in the thesis, especially regarding the ways 

that people belong to them. 

 

While there may be one or two individuals at the core of a given music tribe who 

live all components of scene life in their entirety, the open-ended model of 

neotribal or scene affiliation allows for ambiguity regarding the feasibility of an 

individual living out their music-based identity across all aspects of their life. In 

one context, a particular identity associated with a certain musical sensibility 

may be actively enacted – for example, participants in raves or festivals 

associated with psy-trance music become, for the duration of the rave, ‘ravers’ 

who most clearly live their rave-scene identities: they may take acid or ecstasy, 

wear fluorescent ‘hip’ clothes, and/or adopt the style of dancing known as 

‘raving’, whereby they dance rhythmically and uncoordinatedly in a trance-like 

state, often outdoors, to music with other ‘ravers’. Once the ephemerality of the 

rave is over, however, although those same participants may maintain a sense 

of belonging to the rave-based cultural network, the demands of the mundane 

likely necessitate their music-based sensibilities are temporarily discarded (until 

the next rave), and instead different identities foreground in daily practice. 

Going to work to earn a living, studying in school or university, or looking after 

one’s children, are clear instances in which subjectivities less concerned with 

collective musical belongings are normative. This additionally allows us to 

understand the ebbs and flows of cultural movements, and the potentially 

shifting allegiances of those within them, over time. Especially as participants in 

a particular scene age, for example, they may not maintain as active an 
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engagement with a particular cultural enclave as they did during the earlier 

stages of their lives. 

 

Neotribes (Bennett, 1999) and music scenes (Bennett & Peterson, 2004) thus 

resemble Bourdieu’s (1984) idea of “field” and Becker’s (1982) concept of “art 

worlds”. Furthermore, the implications of affiliates’ rotating graduation between 

a scene’s centre and periphery further allows for a working conceptualisation of 

how neotribes and music scenes are internally structured. This refutes the 

essentialisation of a given network, which I suggest can be useful to build a 

picture of the differences within cultural groups, and not only between them. It is 

at this juncture, then, that my theoretical adaptation of Hall’s work on cultural 

identity finds its base in the conceptual model I will be deploying in the thesis. 

Pausing on Bennett for a moment, Sarah Thornton’s (1995) work on subcultural 

capital is particularly revealing at this juncture. In her ethnography on dance 

cultures, Thornton elaborates on the internal hierarchies that shape how so-

called subcultural communities define themselves.  

 

Tracing a late-90’s clubbing scene in London, she shows how actors in it 

narrated distinctions from clubbing behaviours they labelled ‘mainstream’ to 

construct shared imaginaries of hipness. Being ‘cool’ was instead associated 

with being ‘in the know’ about where ‘uncommercial’ nights were held, free-from 

‘unhip’ patrons. Importantly, such self-ascribed ‘hip’ actors feminised their 

registers of dissimilarity, denigrating clubs associated with chart-pop disco on 

the grounds that “Tracy and Sharon dance around their handbags” (ibid: 99) in 

them. Signifying ‘unsophisticated’ and ‘uncool’ crowds via gendered tropes of 

working-class young girl and womanhood “’Sharon and Tracy’ were put down 

for being part of a homogenous herd overwhelmingly interested in the sexual 

and social rather than musical aspects of clubs” (ibid). Narrating themselves as 

other to such sites of acculturation, these ‘cool’ actors find mechanisms with 

which to form sensibilities based on alterity and complex musical refinement. 

 

This strived for sense of ‘being alternative’, Thornton (1995) suggests, 

constructs Bourdieuian (1984) capitals – what she terms subcultural capital - 

which achieve intelligibility in their imagined distance from an equally fictitious, 
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and constitutively productive, mainstream. The greater one’s ability to embody 

‘hipness’, she suggests, the greater one’s access to subcultural capital 

becomes. Subcultural capital is therefore a process that creates hierarchies 

between and within music scenes, and defines groups accordingly. It is a 

subjectivising discourse embodied through ones stylistic and musical 

preferences, and the political meanings ascribed to each.  

 

Conceptually, I therefore use the interrelated notions of music scene and 

neotribe to approach urban young adult’s music-based networks in Palestine, 

suggesting the cohort of young people I worked with during fieldwork are 

engaged in the production of their own translocal music scene across Palestine. 

Since the actors in the particular cultural group I ethnographically draw on in the 

thesis define themselves as ‘alternative’ agents, I draw especially on Thornton’s 

notion of subcultural capital to critically ask how their discourses of alterity are 

constructed, struggled over, and embodied inside the performatic space of the 

scene, probing the social relations and (gendered, classed, sexuality-based and 

so on) hierarchies these both enact, and are enacted through.  

 

3) Alterity and Liminality 
 

Two distinct concepts punctuate the discussion of the scene my study traces: 

alterity and liminality. Theoretically, alterity demarks attempts to stabilise an 

alternate social position, while liminality points to spatial and temporal sites of 

cultural, social, or political transformation (van Gennep, 1909 [1960]; Turner, 

1969: 94-130).  

 

I use alterity in this thesis to describe youths’ efforts to narrate their identities as 

socially and politically ‘outside’ or ‘other to’ a series of - simultaneously 

constitutive - normativities. It is through their self-ascribed distance from such 

norms that youth in the scene find means to draw the lines of demarcation 

necessary to imagine, narrate, and produce their desired community, and 

stabilise their identities in it. Alterity therefore signifies scenesters’ discursive 

self-identifications and self-positionings as ‘alternative’, apart from, and defiant 

to, wider social and political structures.  
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Liminality, on the other hand, although often rendered similarly as marginality 

within normative patterns (see Thomassen, 2014: 1), connotes a distinctly 

different modality. Concerned with processual change from one state of being 

to another, the liminal can be conceptualised as the ambiguous period between 

the ‘here’ and the ‘there’ of any social, cultural, or political change (see van 

Gennep, 1909 [1960]: 10-11; Turner, 1969: 94-95; Thomassen, 2014: 1-2; 37-

38).   

 

Coined by French anthropologist-folklorist Arnold van Gennep in his 1909 book 

“Rites of Passage”, van Gennep proposed a tripartite model to study the rites 

that (for our purposes) mark the ritualised transition of individuals or social 

groups from one status to another. Such passage, he argued, unfolds through a 

process of separation of people or groups from the order of things; who are 

subsequently relocated into a transitional liminal fissure where norms and 

identities are temporarily suspended; and closes with the (re)incorporation of 

the ritual subject(s) - now in receipt of their altered cultural identity - into the 

larger collective of which they are part. Religious rites of passage are good 

examples of such transformations, as are graduation ceremonies and similar 

events in which the subject enters with one status and emerges endowed with 

another as a result of specific ritualised acts (van Gennep, 1909 [1960]: 10; 

Thomassen, 2014: 36-38). For van Gennep, crossing the threshold, or limen, 

and entering liminal contexts is thus a culturally productive act. 

 

Victor Turner famously developed his celebratory take on liminal periods as 

sites of cultural subversion from van Gennep’s (1909 [1960]) work. Turner 

suggests that liminal contexts produce interstitial moments in which dominant 

normativities and their social differentiations are undone, and personal and 

collective freedoms are (temporarily) realised (Turner, 1969: 94-130). Such 

moments are “betwixt and between the positions assigned and arrayed by law, 

custom, convention, and ceremonial” (Turner, 1969: 95). Within them, confines 

on thought and behaviour are loosened, and imagination and play foreground. 

Those sharing liminality experience intense euphoric release as powerful 
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feelings of togetherness replace such normative structures, an affect he labels 

“communitas” (Turner, 1969: 96-97).  

 

Turner’s work is important for the study of rituals and social change, but it is not 

without limitation (see Eade & Sallnow, 1991: 4-5; Thomassen, 2014: 84-87). 

Turner’s celebration of liminal moments as subverting established norms is 

simplistic, and risks romanticising such periods as inherently productive of 

positive liberatory transformation. While liminal contexts may indeed produce 

communitas vested on rapture, the bracketing of, or rather challenge to, social 

structure does not necessarily propel more egalitarian politics, norms, and 

ethics. Where Turner anticipates that liminality produces human sociability 

invested in deep connectivity, how those experiencing communitas are 

impacted, how they respond through action, whether they act with care or 

violence to those outside the liminal zones they inhabit, cannot be predicted 

(Thomassen, 2014: 84). While liminal contexts may therefore be invested in 

transgression, there is nothing inherently ‘positive’ about such processes.  

 

In this thesis I am not primarily interested in the ‘outcome’ of youth cultural 

practices. Whether scenesters’ liminal zones ‘reorder’ in the long run social 

structures is not my concern. I apply liminality instead to trace ‘in-between’ 

spaces, particularly those forged when actors cross the limen and found, 

through their cultural practices they label ‘alternative’, ‘other’ liminal spaces in 

which social and political normativities are inverted and (perhaps) imagined 

differently. The relationship between alterity and liminality in the thesis can thus 

be conceptualised as a productive one, whereby the former relates to an 

attempt to stabilise a social position, while the latter functions as a generator of 

human affectability. 

 

For my case study, alterity relates to youths’ narratives about their scene-

building efforts (their descriptions of their musics; their fashion and dress 

practices; and their deliberations over where, and where not, to stage leisure-

going, for example). In the thesis I both theorise and problematise these 

distinctions, yet for now wish to make clear that alterity relates to youths’ 

assertions of alternate identities outside a series of so-called ‘mainstreams’. 
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Liminality, on the other hand, points to the spatial and temporal zones 

scenesters’ material efforts to perform alterity produce. Unravelling what 

happens to conventional norms and identities inside the recreational spaces 

scenesters’ musical practices are building, I consider to what extent these also 

constitute sites and moments of liminal ambiguity.  

 
4) Conclusions: In Search of a Palestinian Subculture?  
 

Despite the abundance of such critical and counter-critical works on western 

subcultures, post-subcultures, and youth more generally, this literature has 

been slow to germinate the disciplines of Middle East and Palestine studies.24 

This of course begs the question as to how relevant such heavily western-

inflexed concepts are to the Palestinian case. Swedenburg (2007), for example, 

warns against adopting such paradigms and blindly applying them to the Middle 

East.25 Concerned especially that the focus on spectacular resistances 

‘classical’ subcultural theory proposes risks reducing young people’s cultural 

practices across the Arab world to simplistic western stereotypes of valiantly 

‘sticking it to the man’, he is vociferous that analysis of Middle Eastern youths 

avoid labelling them as hungry for westernisation and secularism. He argues 

especially that restrictions on youth incomes, lack of public space for youth 

leisure, and the general anxiety among authoritarian states about collective 

gatherings of young people mean “”oppositional” youth movements are unlikely 

to take the same forms as youth subcultures in the West” (ibid). 

 

While it is true that there are - as elsewhere - constrains on young people’s 

cultural actions in Palestine, this does not mean that youth therein are not 

forging group and individual identities through their musical activities. These are 

not necessarily about resistance. As demonstrated, a music scene does not 

need to be oppositional to be meaningful, and indeed this sense of subversion 

is itself a constructed and achieved, rather than naturally given, position. It is 

also questionable as to how rebellious such western youth networks actually 

were. Importantly, music scenes are not universals with archetypical 

consistency across different historical and cultural geographies. There are, of 

course, diverse trajectories, concerns, and localised contextual registers of 
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difference that necessarily position young people in the Middle East at different 

junctures and in different spaces to their western counterparts. Youth cultural 

networks are “always mediated: inflected by the historical context in which it is 

encountered; posited upon a specific ideological field which gives it a particular 

life and particular meanings” (Hebdige, 1979: 80). Specific cultural formations 

thus materialise in particular socio-historical moments, and are enabled by, and 

responsive to, certain contextual anxieties.  

 

Refraining from the axiomatic collapse of youth networks into wholesale 

resistance paradigms, and instead unpacking the local subtleties of young 

Palestinians’ self-defined ‘alternative’ expressive music cultures and 

performative practices, is – I posit – a necessary part of thinking through the 

contradictions of urban youth cultures, politics, and power in neoliberal, post-

Oslo Palestine. That these flirt with translocal and transnational cultural 

discourses of leisure does not automatically make them depoliticising or 

explicitly political. Neither are all Palestinian consumption-based subjectivities 

reducible to locally annihilating westernisation and secularism. Thinking beyond 

the resistance/domination binary points instead to the ways the local and the 

global meet and are meditative of social and political contexts in Palestine 

today.  

 

Tarik Sabry (2010: 58-61) has recently taken the subcultural studies literature 

and sought – tentatively – to ask what it might look like when applied to the 

Arab world. Noting that Arab subcultures have yet to be studied in any 

systemised form. He asks:  

 

How are hegemonic discourses of Arab cultures subverted, troubled and 
resisted [in Arab subcultures]? What do we know about Arab youth 
subcultures and their styles? How are they mediated and/or 
communicated? What rituals are involved, and where and how do they 
disclose themselves to us? (ibid: 58) 

 

He proceeds that through ethnographic study, the material forms such youth 

networks take in their localised contexts can be better grasped. Asking 

ethnographically how the young people’s urban style and music based scene 

that is the subject of this research unsettles hegemonic Palestinian national 
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cultures and identities, and tracing the stylistic and aesthetic rituals of 

signification these are transmitted through, grounds the contribution I make in 

this thesis. Offering an anti-essentialist (Hall, 1990) approach that explores how 

discursive and material alterity is constituted performatively (Butler, 1990; 

1993), and embodied in performatic space (Taylor, 2003), I use the theoretical 

standpoints elaborated here to think through the various ways the young 

people’s self-defined ‘alternative’ music scene across Palestine makes certain 

identities possible; where, when and how these trouble, tread, and depart from 

established norms and myths; as well as the ‘new’ hegemonies they create in 

new constellations of power and control. In short, the work presented in what 

follows acts to trace how musical practices perform social and political 

identities, relations, and hierarchies in contemporary, post-Oslo Palestine.  
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CHAPTER TWO 
METHODS AND METHODOLOGY 

  
In summer 2012, I visited Husam, Asad, and Ghalib at their recording studio in 

Dheisheh refugee camp, close to Bethlehem. The three men form part of a four-

piece hip-hop group, and we met earlier that day to complete an interview about 

their music. Now, with the ‘formal’ business of interviewing over, we were 

‘hanging out’ – chatting, smoking cigarettes, listening to (mainly hip-hop) music, 

and sharing a meal Husam’s mother kindly provided. Throughout that visit, 

there had been so many interruptions from a stream of foreign ‘internationals’ it 

seemed comical, and somewhat disturbing. In the few hours I had been with the 

guys, an American filmmaker needing Husam’s help to get to Al-Khalil (Hebron) 

had stopped by; a French dance teacher interested in running free ballet 

lessons in Dheisheh wanted Husam’s advice; and a further group of Anglo-

American activists working in the area also ‘checked-in’ with the three men.  

 

It appeared the band acted as mediators between the camps’ internal life, and a 

largely west-centric group of foreigners wanting access to it. On arrival that 

particular morning, Husam met me from the bus, and walking through the 

camp’s narrow streets toward the studio, he recounted a few facts about 

Dheisheh’s history, adopting the role of unofficial tour-guide in so doing. This 

sense of being hosted by someone very used to performing such a role, in a 

manner emphasising the perception that I belonged to a specific and different 

community of ‘others’, resonated through much of the happenings that morning. 

During the recorded interview we together taped, for example, the band’s 

answers to my questions felt rehearsed, and the three men sped through them 

quickly and mechanically. Husam especially stressed that “hip-hop is the new, 

non-violent resistance” which allows “Palestinians to bring a revolution through 

the microphone” (interview, Dheisheh, 22/09/2012). These responses felt 

reminiscent to hip-hop’s representation in some Anglo-American journalistic 

press and academic writings, especially given this visit took place during the 

summer of 2012, when the ‘Arab Spring’ was underway and being readily 

celebrated across such mediums.  
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Altogether, the constant interruptions to our meeting, Husam’s taking-on of the 

role of tour guide, and (what felt to me like) the band’s scripted discussion in our 

interview, impressed on me that these young men were a very much ‘studied’ 

assembly of people, of which they were highly and deftly aware. Since the tape 

recorder was now off, and we less formally shared coffee and bread with olive 

oil and za‘tar, I was interested in how the trio saw such dynamics. Asking their 

thoughts on the pressure to host outsiders “like me”, Asad opened YouTube on 

his computer, and played a collaborative hip-hop track by el far3i [sic] (Jordan) 

and el rass (Lebanon). 26 Called “Ishtishraq” [sic] (Orientalism), the first verse is 

as follows:27 

 

Many are asking about all these people in Amman 
I asked an MC from Lebanon about the white man 
You see all these embassy employees in the souq, but tomorrow they’ll 
ignore you and blow you off 
You feel comfort with the tourists as they study you 
Research centres on the adjacent table and your name they whisper 
They organize a solidarity initiative for you, when your grannies house in 
Al Quds [Jerusalem] they crush 
One of them takes your job while he is visiting the area for amusement 
Political science students from abroad are changing the demographics of 
Ramallah 
And I imagine in Beirut my brothers are suffering from the same situation 
Freedom Cafe in Cairo has plenty of youth, but not a single Arabic girl 
And this is not a theory taken from a book about the history of 
Orientalism28  

 

These lyrics, and the verses that follow, capture the sense among many Middle 

Easterners that the region they call home is over-saturated with western 

scholars and journalists. Especially, they pick up on the power imbalances that 

privilege non-local actors in relation to locally embedded agents.  

 

For the rest of that afternoon, the trio and I together engaged in a critical 

conversation about colonialism, and the role west-centric media reporters and 

academics (can) play in upholding it. By disclosing my own political points of 

view to the three young men, I felt the initially formulaic relationship we entered 

into with one another was, to an extent, dislodged. Tracing sameness and 

shared points of departure, rather than distance and ‘otherness’ helped foster a 

more equivocal environment. At the same time, however, as the day drew to a 
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close I returned my rented flat in Al-Masyoun, a gentrified district of Ramallah 

where average rents have skyrocketed in recent years, and a locale vastly 

different to that of the camp. With these lyrics resonating as I travelled in the 

servīs (shared taxi) from Bethlehem, I thought about the relative privileges I 

enjoyed in Palestine, and how these enabled me to travel and live in certain 

places, in contrast to those I worked with during fieldwork.  

 

These events made me reflect on my role as ‘researcher’ in a region subjected 

to many regimes of colonial appropriation and control, and over-researched 

from many angles as a result (see Sukarieh & Tannock, 2012). Much of that 

morning’s events unfolded in response to the three men’s perception of me – as 

a ‘researcher’, and in many ways detached ‘voyeur’, on and into the situation in 

Palestine. Particularly, this meant they narrowed their multiple subject positions 

to the singular citation of the national resistance paradigm, because it was this 

they anticipated I desired to see. As such, this interchange highlighted the 

importance of recognising the research processes’ performative aspects, both 

during fieldwork and ‘writing-up’. On the one hand emphasising the need to de-

essentialise the category of ‘the Palestinian’ (from the romanticised national-

resistant paradigm) in my own work, on the other it impressed on me my 

responsibility to engage in critical political debate about my position, so as to 

displace neo-oriental and neo-colonial power binaries between so-called 

‘researcher’ and ‘researched’ communities.  

 

In this chapter, I therefore unravel what is at stake in ethnographic research in 

which an individual constructs representations of a wider collective (see 

Skeggs, 2001).29 It is divided into two sections. Firstly, I describe the research 

design I deployed in the field. Secondly, I problematise what it means to use 

such methods, conduct fieldwork, and produce written documents on the 

already over-studied community of Palestine.  

 

1) Research Scope, Sample, Methods, & Design  
 

1.1 Points of Departure and Scope of Study 
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My thesis’ central research question asks how, if at all, young people’s musics 

do political work in Palestine. I probe explicitly how youth affiliated to the 

informal, loosely-networked, and largely self-defined ‘alternative’ music scene 

constitute normative nationalised, gendered, classed, and other hierarchies, 

communities, identities and subjectivities through their musical practices, as 

well as where, and in which ways, these may be challenged. I focus on the 

performatives (Butler, 1990; 1993) and performatics (Taylor, 2003) of nation, 

gender, and class, meaning I base analysis on the actual embodied uses and 

struggles of, on, and over musical processes in their situated dimensions at the 

quotidian level. The contribution this thesis makes is thus necessarily an 

ethnographic one.  

 

As such, my research design explored the narratives, interpretations, and 

imaginings both scene members and non-scene members (internationals, local 

and non-local political diplomatic elites, foreign journalists, and so forth) 

attribute to scenesters’ musical activities; the practices, performances, and 

actions through which these materialise; as well as the broader hegemonies 

and power relations that create openings and closures regarding how far such 

transgressions on/of national, gendered, classed (and so on) normativities can 

take place. This tripartite focus on narratives, practices, and norms is intended 

to highlight the relationally constitutive, rather than unidirectional, nature of 

structure and agency. My focus in the field was thus on social relationships and 

networks. I framed music as a practice and process (Cohen, 1993: 123; Small, 

1998) of contingent meaning-making and productive subjugation (in the 

Foucauldian sense), rather than as a discrete and bound object to be studied 

‘objectively’.  

 

The contribution I make is therefore not an ethnomusicological study of musical 

genre or style, and neither is it concerned only with material culture, as is often 

typical in cultural studies (see Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, 1999:1 and McRobbie, 

1994: 37). In drawing out the embodied agencies (as actions, behaviours, 

rituals, and events) of musics, and the identities these constitute for those 

practicing them, I augment my sociologically and anthropologically informed 

research focus with some additional insights from literature in performance 
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studies.30 Methodologically framing performances as texts enables fieldwork to 

unhinge itself from a preoccupation with narrative and speech, which 

importantly allows sites other than the interview format to enter the foray as 

potentialities for knowledge construction.  

 

Focusing on enacted agencies in the Palestinian youth scene is also intended, 

as a research method, to situate both cultural production and practices as 

central sites of meaning-making. Attending only to cultural production may 

obscure power relations shaping which actors are permitted to produce 

culturally in the first place. In gendered terms, tracing such spaces tends to map 

(usually, although not always, heterosexual) male sites of experience 

(McRobbie, 1994: 169; Pini, 2001: 7), omitting women, girls, non-hegemonically 

masculine men (see Cornell, 1995) and the non-heteronormative from the 

cultural field. Analysis focusing instead on the processes of production offers 

insights on the repressions that place differently gendered, sexed, (and so on) 

bodies in different social locations, which subsequently affords them different 

production rights and privileges. Attending in the field to processes hailing 

certain actors as cultural practitioners, while others their audiences, thus 

analytically enabled me to think through the various ways musical production 

and practices form, and are informed by, broader explicit and implied power 

structures.  

 

As additional points of departure, the bodies of work that can loosely be defined 

as postcolonial31 and transnational32 feminisms also inform the approach I put 

forward in my dissertation. This is to maintain a political commitment to the 

deconstruction of normative hierarchies, and their associated constitutive and 

productive properties (see Scott, 1992), drawing out the gendered intersections 

between colonialism, capitalism, geopolitics, and the ethno-‘racial’ discourses 

these function through. On these grounds, I do not restrict my empirical focus to 

the world of women and girls. Rather than writing an ethnography about 

women, I offer one informed by gender (Skeggs, 2001: 429), and thus inclusive 

of bodies gendered male, female and ‘other’, and the relations between them. 

By emphasising feminist research methods, I am not advocating a ‘feminine’ 

methodology. Rather, I am concerned to apply a broader political commitment 
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to the research process.33 This maintains the feminist principle of 

problematising subjectivising power relations and their manifestations across 

multiple axes of difference (be these constructs of class, nation, ethnicity and so 

on), as well as offering insights into such hegemonies potential transformations 

(see also Skeggs, 2001: 426).34  

 

1.2 Fieldwork  
 

I completed thirteen months of fieldwork: nine in Palestine, and four in Jordan. 

In Palestine, I spent six months in May-October 2012 in the Occupied West 

Bank based in Ramallah; and three in April-July 2014, where I divided my time 

between Haifa (1948 Palestine/modern-day Israel) and Ramallah. In Jordan, I 

was based in Amman throughout October-December 2012, and again in 

January-March 2014. The music scene I studied is primarily an urban formation. 

My main research sites therefore center on the urban landscapes of Haifa, 

Ramallah, and Amman. By urban music scene, I mean a musical collective 

contingent on the youth whose interpersonal relations form, and are informed 

by it, having access to performative technologies and spaces in which scene-

building can occur. Performance sites for gigging are needed, as are recording 

studios for making and recording musics. Young adults also require places to 

meet and construct shared musical and stylistic sensibilities. These are usually 

realised in youth sites where cosmopolitan activities flouting generational norms 

are constituted, such as semi-public youth nightclubs, pubs, bars, and cafes. 

Such spaces proliferate in the urbanised backdrops of Ramallah, Haifa, and 

Amman, but more sparsely punctuate ruralised or village-based Palestinian 

settings, hence my fieldwork taking me to the former, more than the latter, 

locations.   

 

Nonetheless, while the scene is concentrated in such urban locales, its 

members are not solely located therein. I therefore do incorporate occasional 

examples from interviews and participant observations conducted in other 

places in the West Bank, East Jerusalem, modern-day Israel, Jordan, and the 

Golan Heights in Occupied Syria, when relevant. I do not include any data from 

Gaza, as entry to the Strip was not possible during the time I carried out this 
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project. I supplement this material gathered in the field with insights from on-

going conversations with musical actors, and observations of music events and 

concerts, in my hometown of London, throughout 2012-2015. 

 

It is thus possible to read my fieldwork as a multi-sited ethnography. My thesis 

is not, however, a comparative study in the rigid sense of the term. I instead 

draw on the three spaces of Amman, Haifa, and Ramallah because the micro-

music scenes in each particular locale are connected to a wider, cross-border 

macro-music network that brings all three urban settings together into one 

shared (albeit locally diversifying) cultural enclave. I became cognizant of this 

reality relatively early on in my fieldwork process. Having already spent some 

time and made a few connections in the West Bank prior to the PhD, it seemed 

logical that Ramallah would be my primary port of call. A short time into that trip, 

however, it became apparent that musical practices and their practitioners 

(musicians, audiences, performances, material artefacts such as clothing and 

CDs, and, of course, sonic sounds) share musics across colonial borders. With 

some rapidity, sonic objects and performatives move between different 

locations, physically and virtually (via the mediated space of the internet).35 

Musicians and their audiences travel to perform and attend shows outside their 

hometowns, for example, they communicate on social media with auteurs and 

fans elsewhere, and they send and receive CDs, clothing items, and other such 

paraphernalia across and between wider regional urban backdrops.  

 

Such issues of mobility are complex, and attended to in subsequent parts of the 

thesis, but for now, the rationale behind including the three sites was organic, 

guided by this simultaneity of the music scene itself. Since I was interested in 

exploring – and indeed experiencing first hand in whatever small way I could – 

the ebbs and flows of cultural practices across borders, it made sense that I 

myself was part of such trajectories. Moreover, since the theoretical contribution 

I make in the thesis intends to ‘trouble’ rigid cartographies of national (and 

other) borders, identities, and communities, I did not consider it apt to reverse 

this logic in the field. 
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There were also political aspects to my decision to offer a multi-sited, yet not 

strictly comparative, ethnography. As Mandy Turner and Omar Shweiki (2014: 

1-2) highlight, the colonial partitions Zionist nationalism(s) and Israeli state 

policy use to administer the Palestinians constitutes and normalises an 

academic grammar which, when applied, treats Palestinians living in different 

geopolitical enclaves as decidedly distinct from one another (as Arab-Israelis, 

diaspora Palestinians, West Bankers, and so forth). Analysing Palestinian 

translocality was thus intended to avoid reifying such reductive colonial 

categories, methodologically. While there are certainly contextual material 

contingencies that create divergences between Haifa, Amman, and Ramallah – 

which I argue elsewhere in the thesis we can and must attend to – I was 

reluctant to echo subjectivising discourses of territorial atomisation. Since many 

of the young adults I worked with in the field narrated the importance of 

situating their identities beyond geopolitical borders, I preferred to use the 

frameworks they used to narrate themselves and their community to me.  

 

1.3 Research Sample Overview  
 

The sample the thesis focuses on is not representative of Palestinian youth 

culture in any wider or essentialised sense. Knowledge produced 

ethnographically is inherently partial (Clifford, 1986) and located (Haraway, 

1988), and so too is the community of actors I worked with during and after 

fieldwork. The narratives I present provide snapshots of a broader youth scene 

defining itself in terms of musical, social, and political alterity toward a 

constitutively external status quo. The sample is not organised according to a 

clear musical sensibility, as sonically, the scene functions through hybridity. Its 

affiliates take up and rework a myriad of translocal musical styles, combing hip-

hop, trip-hop, reggae, dance-hall, and electronically sampled and synthesised 

beats, with more ‘traditional’ registers of Arabic maqām melodies and spoken-

word, poetic folkloric practices. This produces a musical field in the Levant that 

defies rigid categorisation, and yet is distinctive enough to forge a network of 

young adults across Ramallah, Haifa, and Amman.  
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Since young adults disproportionately drive such action, my data is mainly 

skewed towards those roughly classifiable as the Oslo generation, aged 

approximately 18-35 years old.36 Because, as aforementioned, this is a 

particularly urban music scene, its members are generally resident in one of the 

three fieldwork sites of Amman, Haifa, and Ramallah. My data is therefore 

additionally slanted toward actors who live in such backdrops. These agents 

took up space in the scene as musicians; beat-makers; DJs; emcees; fans; 

audience members; dancers; graffiti and visual artists; bloggers; producers; 

party and events planners; advertisers and other related promoters; bar, club, 

and venue owners, and any other musical role tied to the youth scene.  

 

I used snowball sampling (Vogt, 1999) based on pre-established contacts to 

approach potential research-colleagues.37 Since the scene is small, snowball 

sampling enabled me to relatively quickly build up an idea of its breadth and 

depth. It also meant the multi-sited nature of my research did not cause delays 

to the fieldwork process. Given the scene’s translocal nature, members 

networked to it often know one another across geopolitical borders. This meant 

when I travelled, I did not have to spend long periods of time building up new 

contacts as I switched field site. I was repeatedly humbled at how welcoming 

musical actors were to me across each city, and how open agents in one locale 

were to introduce me to their musical friends and colleagues in another, when I 

said I would be spending some time there.  

 

In the early days of fieldwork, I intended to split the cultural network into neat 

taxonomies of musical role and location, breaking it down into three mutually 

constitutive levels: of musician, audience/fan, and promoter/institutional backer. 

However, as my immersion in the field deepened, it became apparent that such 

clear-cut categorisations of identarian location and role were not possible. 

Actors who could be classified in one context as musicians, were fans and 

audience members in another, and yet still producers and promoters in others. I 

had also sought to draw loose lines of differentiation around distinct musical 

genres, expecting to find that certain actors were drawn to specific musical 

sounds and sensibilities, and that these would be realised collectively in 

particular leisure spaces arranged around a certain musical genre.  
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I found, however, that imposing and maintaining such rigid discursive 

distinctions onto the messy and complex worlds and practices of research-

colleagues was much more difficult than originally envisioned. Actors who were 

in certain contexts ‘hippy’ folk singers in festivals organised by foreign-funded 

NGO’s, were in others ‘ravers’ on dance floors of ‘illegal’ psy-trance raves, and 

yet in others consumers of, and fans in, hip-hop shows and performances. 

Attending to the fluidity with which participants often moved between different 

musical sites (genres, styles, and leisure spaces) quickly meant I jettisoned my 

own taxonomies of division in order to capture more fully the ways local agents 

produced and attributed meanings to their lives.  

 

I also worked with figures on the network’s constitutive outside, largely to show 

how ‘outsiders’ generate meanings about the scene and its members. This 

importantly allowed me to trace how scenesters respond to representations 

made of them, as well as the wider social and political roles non-scene 

members expect musics to play in Palestine today. Thus, in order to situate how 

hosts (in festivals or clubs), or funders (NGOs or governments) view the youth 

scene, I also sought out individuals working in arts, culture, and music-based 

organisations. I met, for example, with the Minsters for Culture, and for Music, in 

the PA.  

 

1.4 Research Methods 
 

I chose multiple research methods (participant observations, in-depth qualitative 

interviews and focus groups, informal conversations, and textual analysis) to 

gain multi-layered insights into the meanings scene member and non-scene 

members attach to the ‘alternative’ music scene in Palestine. I particularly 

sought immersion into scenesters’ quotidians, in order to build multifaceted 

“thick” descriptions (Geertz, 1973) of their life-worlds. In the field, I thus 

gathered insights into what music-makers in Palestine actually do (their 

practices); how they make sense of and talk about these (their narratives); as 

well as how these came about, and where/if they are constrained and/or 

enabled (vis-à-vis the broader political, social, and historical contexts that 
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provide the backdrop to people’s agency) (see also Richter-Devroe, 2010: 17). 

Starting from the ‘bottom-up’ was intended to build what Abu-Lughod (1991: 

138) describes as “ethnographies of the particular”, drawing insights from 

situated (Haraway, 1988) and partial (Clifford, 1986) positions within the music 

scene on the ground. These, I used to build answers to my more macro-level 

research questions. 

 

The purpose of this was twofold. On the one hand, I wanted to root my written 

representations in the situation on the ground. This is vital if the meanings and 

narratives circulating in the research community are to inform the research 

process, rather than those the researcher imposes to ‘prove’ their own pre-

existing hypothesis (see also Toukan, 2011: 23-24).38 Indeed, ‘classical’ 

anthropologists (such as Geertz and Sperber) often obscured their encounters 

in the field from their final written products; perpetuating the notion that 

ethnographic fieldwork produces objective ‘truths’ (Cohen, 1993: 124). This 

shrouds the misunderstandings and ‘failures’ that shape ethnographic 

knowledge construction (England, 1994: 82). My fieldwork was full of such 

interesting misinterpretations.  

 

During the assaults on Gaza throughout the summer of 2014, for example, I on 

one or two occasions made the assumption that when research-colleagues told 

me they were cancelling shows or performances, this was because of the 

situation in Gaza. Since the Boycott Divestment and Sanctions (BDS) 

campaign, and popular opinion in Palestine more broadly, questions the 

appropriateness of holding parties for music, dancing, and ludic fun during 

times of heightened colonial aggression, I presumed that when people said they 

were cancelling shows, this was in solidarity with anti-normalisation opinion. 

Some of the time, however, the ‘real’ reasons were much more practical, 

relating to faulty cables, poor sound equipment, or disputes with other band 

members about the choice of venue particular performances were scheduled to 

take place in. It were these, rather than contextual and broader national 

commitments, that scene members used to explain why gigs were postponed or 

put off entirely. Although it was the case that some musical actors who chose to 
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cancel parties and gigs attributed anti-normalisations stances to their actions, 

others narrated different reasons.  

 

Such mistakes and too-quickly adopted biases on my part alerted me to the 

importance of remaining closely embedded in local registers of meaning 

throughout the research process. Getting things ‘wrong’ and being ‘corrected’ 

by research-colleagues became part of the wider way I sought to avoid 

participants feeling alienated from my research practices and questions. 

Especially in over-studied communities like Palestine, research informants are 

at risk of feeling they have no voice in the direction studies ‘on’ them take 

(Sukarieh & Tannock, 2012: 501). Foregrounding the views of those I worked 

with, and using these to guide my learning process (which often meant 

jettisoning large bodies of work about the intersections between cultural 

production and the national resistance movement – conclusions I readily 

realised I had been vastly reductive and misguided in arriving at), was done in 

attempt to reduce research-colleagues feeling I was indifferent to the way they 

frame their cultural practices.  

 

On the other hand, in the Palestinian case, as with other contexts plagued by 

the multifaceted (militarised, structural, gendered, epistemic etc) violences of 

protracted settler-colonial control (see Gregory, 2004), being present at the 

grassroots is important to bear witness to ‘facts on the ground’ as they unfold 

(Scheper-Hughes, 1995). Seeing the myriad ways the colonial entity seeks to 

enforce subjugation to its rule, as well as the tactics and strategies (de Certeau, 

1984; Scott, 1985) the subaltern use to challenge such oppressions, is 

important if research is, in some small way, able to uphold a political, feminist 

commitment to offering something ‘back’ to the research community (see 

England, 1994). Indeed, Zionist discourse has been so dominant at the 

international level that Palestinian narratives have been actively denied entry to 

such publics (Said, 1984). Being present to document thus takes a pressing 

role if politically informed research is to provide, in some small way, ‘alternative’ 

voices to interrupt these hegemonic knowledges. Providing written accounts 

that go against the grain of dominant Zionist and Israeli claims, and circulating 

them in academic spheres where they have hitherto been denied, are thus 
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important components in the wider struggle to decolonise the academy from its 

patriarchal, colonial, and imperialist legacies of historical control.  

 

This is not to romanticise ‘native’ (see Abu-Lughod, 1990a) actors as 

courageous figures heroically fighting oppression, but rather to situate them as 

ordinary people who live fragmented and complex lives (Narayan, 1993: 672). 

On the one hand, this contributes towards conversations in the so-called 

western world that unsettle ‘common-sense’ (in the sense Gramsci meant) (see 

Gramsci, 1971) understandings about Palestine in the western popular 

imaginary. On the other, it also makes clear the need to de-essentialise 

Palestinianness as not only, and not always, defined by national and resistance 

paradigms.  

 

1.5 Participant Observations  
 

A core part of cultural immersion centres on participant observations (see 

Atkinson & Hammersely, 1994; Atkinson et al, 2001). My participant 

observations focused on both being part of, and subsequently thinking through, 

what people actually do in daily life.39 These were geared toward gaining insight 

into the range of people’s musical practices and actions on a micro-level, thus 

enabling the gradual scaffolding of a ‘bottom-up’ picture of young scenesters’ 

actual embodied praxes.40  

 

I conducted around eighty participant observations of musical concerts, gigs, 

and DJ-sets across multiple performance spaces: in urban bars, pubs, 

nightclubs, raves and festivals; and also in cultural centres, parks, and other 

rural outdoor spaces (such as historical religious buildings, and cultural palaces 

and centres). The bars, pubs, and clubs tended to be located in Haifa, 

Ramallah, or Amman, and thus I attended regularly. Festivals and raves were 

more sporadic, and spread across Palestine. I was part of such events as an 

active and engaged audience member, rather than researcher in any highly 

visible sense. I did not take notes, but rather danced, cheered, and clapped 

along as and when I felt like it; checked out and/or purchased CDs and related 

musical paraphernalia; took a few photos when events were public; had 
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conversations, drank the odd beer, and shared cigarettes with other audience 

members, performers, and related personnel during breaks, and as 

opportunities generally arose. In such instances, I made sure to identify myself 

as a researcher from the University of Exeter engaged in PhD study about 

urban youth music cultures in Palestine, offering contact details (my local phone 

number and email address) in case those I spoke with wanted to subsequently 

get in touch with me.  

 

In-between involvement in these special events, I spent time getting to grips 

with how music featured in less heightened spaces. I listened out for which 

sorts of music different venues played when they were not hosting live bands or 

artists, for example, as well as what sort of music people played at the house 

parties and informal gatherings they put on and were part of. Especially as my 

fieldwork continued and I made more enduring connections with the people I 

was working with, I began to see which musics were popular, and where. This 

allowed me to get a sense of which types of music people chose to play while 

driving, shopping, studying, working, socialising and so on. During the last six 

months of my fieldwork, I lived in Amman with the oud player in a popular Arab-

electric band in the scene; and in Haifa, I rented the apartment of the founder of 

the city’s Palestinian arts and cultural collective while he was away in Europe. 

These living arrangements further augmented my grasp on the less 

sensationalised uses of music for young scenesters, offering small glimpses 

into the seemingly mundane way people incorporated music into their everyday 

living patterns, their social relations with other scene-members, as well the 

more general ebbs and flows of their cultural enclave.  

 

Following every participant observation, I made detailed notes about my 

perceptions of the things I saw and heard (sonically), usually from my home. In 

terms of gigs I commented on the performance space’s aesthetic (its 

decoration, layout, size); the people present (their class-background, gender, 

sexuality, age, dress and fashion practices, ethnicity and any other interesting 

identity markers); their social interactions (dancing, seating, general mood, and 

if drugs and/or alcohol were consumed); whether there was movement between 

the stage and audiences spaces, and the roles associated with each (of 
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performer or spectator); the location of the venue (at the centre or edge of town; 

if the space was permanent, like a bar or club, or temporary, such as car parks 

fashioned into performance spaces for one-off events); if entrance was ticketed, 

and if this incurred a financial cost; what sorts of food and drink stuffs (if any) 

were on sale, and for how much; any themes and issues raised and discussed, 

either during personal conversations, or as articulated by performers on stage 

or persons in the audience; and – of course – of sonic data, noting the type, 

sound, genre, feel (excited, relaxed, tense, charged, and so on), and style of 

musical performance (especially the ways of playing, and extent to which these 

mapped, mirrored, inverted, or hyphenated the stereotypical sensibilities of 

existing local and global genres, like Palestinian-ised folk music, hip-hop, punk 

and so on). 

 

I also tracked dress performances. Methodologically, I approached the act of 

dressing as a site of meaning making, whereby fashion and clothing frame the 

body as both subject and object of dress practice(s) (Hansen, 2004: 371-372). 

Such processes perform powerful ideas about (gendered and other) identities, 

and are also – importantly – in possession of the actual material properties that 

make identity embodiments possible (see Eicher & Roach-Higgins, 1992; 

Hansen, 2004: 373). During fieldwork, this meant I took young actors 

presentations of their bodies as projects of communication used to express, 

reflect, constitute and/or resist gendered, nationalised, and transnational 

discourses of bodily identity (see Dawe, 1996: 94). Fashion is a key 

performative in the doing and undoing of normative identities. In the field, this 

meant I noted whether research-colleagues wore clothes normatively 

associated with the gender binary (and importantly when these were inverted); 

how far they made use of national and/or Palestinian-ised identity tropes, such 

as the kūfīya; if/when they chose to adopt translocal ‘hip’ fashion items; and/or if 

they merged the three together, producing hybrid styles and fashions.  

 

I also took photographs during many of these public participant observations, if 

and when it seemed appropriate and unobtrusive to those involved. A select 

few of these are reproduced in the thesis; those that are feature only research-

colleagues who gave informed consent to be part of this study. Mainly, these 
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images functioned as anthropological documentaries (see Collier & Collier, 

1986), to help me remember the complexities of public performance spaces. 

Such secondary visual documents (Holm, 2008; Pink, 2005) are not 

unmediated forms of data generation – they were taken by me, and thus 

directed towards phenomena I considered important in the field. They are, as 

with all ethnographic methods, necessarily shaped through my own 

positionality. Mirroring these factors rather than offering a ‘pure’ take on ‘what is 

really going on’, they are performances of my lived experiences and processes 

of meaning-making in the field. Nonetheless, they did help add non-verbal 

depth to the sonic and thematic data surveyed, allowing me to reconstruct 

rituals and relationships post-fieldwork, and “transgress” (Flick, 2002: 149-150) 

the borders of space and time after my return ‘home’. 

 

1.6 Interviews  
 

While such observations offer ways for thinking through the visualities and 

sonicalities I experienced and heard during fieldwork, they offer minimal insights 

into the meanings actors discursively attached to their embodied practices. I 

therefore conducted a total of sixty-four qualitative interviews to capture these 

worldviews (narratives), and extend on the worlds (the practices observed and 

sonic data gathered during participant observations) captured above. These 

usually lasted between one to three hours, and were held in English. They were 

recorded on a Dictaphone unless the participant requested against it, in which 

case I wrote up in note form the themes, ideas, and any other information of 

interest after the interview had finished and I was no longer in the presence of 

the interview partner. I also made sure time was available to ‘hang out’ with 

participants once the ‘formal’ interview was over, as often as soon as the tape 

recorder was turned off, people would rush to tell me something about a 

particular issue they had not been comfortable with while being recorded.  

 

The importance of this was made clear many times, and especially when 

discussing West Bank Palestinians’ attempts to access modern-day Israel. On 

tape, interviewees often presented me with detailed descriptions about how 

they applied for the Israeli visa to travel to perform in places like Haifa and the 
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Golan. Once the tape recorder was switched off, however, they rushed to 

counteract themselves, informing me they had not actually applied for the visa, 

but rather snuck through the border by travelling in cars with Israeli number 

plates owned by Palestinians with Israeli passports, or with foreigners able to 

rent cars with Israeli number plates. This was especially the case if they had a 

shahīd (martyr) or maṭlūb (person wanted by the Israeli government) in the 

family, as permission is almost always never given by the colonial state in such 

cases. Making time and space for more sensitive issues to be raised off-tape, or 

simply being available to spend time chatting without the pressure of the 

Dictaphone, were thus important aspects of relationship-building and 

information gathering throughout fieldwork.  

 

All recorded material was transcribed shortly following the interview, and I made 

notes about the content of the post-interview conversations once I returned 

home. Interviews were semi-structured, and I used open-ended questions. 

While I had a standardised set of themes to cover, an interview’s actual 

direction largely depended on the person being interviewed, and I pursued 

topics and depth as seemed relevant at the time. Meetings tended to resemble 

guided conversations rather than a question/response format, as the former 

generally enabled a relaxed, welcoming atmosphere to develop, and thus more 

interesting content to emerge. In guiding rather than managing the interviews, I 

made space for interview partners to raise topics deemed pressing to them, as 

and when they arose. I thus further used the interviews to explore research-

colleagues more specific and personal concerns on an individual basis. This did 

not mean I did not cover my intended topics, but rather, that I did not limit my 

interview scope by remaining too focused on my own themes. By placing 

emphasis on informality and friendliness, and hanging the scope of interviews 

on participants rather than myself, I hoped to build a space of reciprocity and 

trust during the constitutive process of interviewing as far as I could. 

 

Although different in length and character, all interviews developed along similar 

lines. I began by introducing myself: my background, institutional affiliation, and 

research; and provided information on confidentiality and consent. I ensured all 

interview partners had copies of my local telephone number and email address, 
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which they could use to contact me should they wish post-interview. I 

proceeded with some generally straightforward questions about the length of 

time my interview partner had been involved in music; in what capacity 

(musician, promoter, audience member, fan, and/or a combination of several of 

these indices); as well as how this interest had developed. I then asked 

questions more directly related to the interview partners’ practices in, and 

conceptualisations of, the sphere of musical production we were embedded in. 

Finally, I closed with more personal and political questions about the role they 

see their musics as performing. 

 

These meetings intended to allow research-colleagues to voice their 

interpretations of, and motivations for, their involvements in the musical 

performatives we discussed. By tracing the meanings interview partners gave to 

their activities during interviews, I aimed to build a picture of the discourses with 

which they understood musics’ place in their quotidians. Interviews therefore 

created snapshots to tease out how people perceive their cultural processes, as 

well as the broader hegemonies (both discursive and material) they felt these 

were enabled and constrained by. 

 

1.7 Focus Groups 
 

I also conducted fifteen focus groups (see Berg, 2004; Morgan, 1996; 

Kamberelis & Dimitriadis, 2013). These tended to evolve on an ad hoc basis – I 

contacted a member of a band individually, and they gathered together all other 

band members for the actual interview; or friends or acquaintances I met in 

particular parties, gigs, or raves offered to share their insights of such 

happenings as a collective. Such meetings followed the same format as the 

individual interviews, but they importantly further highlighted how youth actors 

reflect and constitute collective expectations and normative judgements about 

music in the cultural network in which they are enmeshed, as well as the 

implications these have regarding politics in Palestine more broadly.  

 

Hearing disputed understandings of the various roles interview partners felt 

musics should play during focus groups allowed me to start building a picture of 
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the norms that shape cultural practices in Palestine. If interviews created space 

to hear about individual motivations and meanings, these focus groups provided 

insights into the larger societal structures that mediate such understandings. 

This combination importantly helped me explore differences between personal 

perceptions, on the one hand, and collectivised, normative discourses about 

how people should perceive such contexts, on the other.  

 

1.8 Informal Conversations 
 

Following formal interviews, I tried to spend as much time as possible in 

‘everyday’ settings with each interview partner. This involved visits to coffee 

shops, invitations to personal and/or family homes, outings to places of work 

and recording studios, sharing meals, trips, and short holidays to the 

countryside for barbeques, and (most frequently) evenings in the bars, pubs, 

clubs, restaurants, parties, and raves in Amman, Haifa, and Ramallah. I also 

often hosted informal events in my own home, inviting interview partners and 

others I met in the field over for a meal, coffee, or the odd beer on the weekend. 

These were essentially social meetings, but in such different backdrops informal 

(and mainly unplanned) conversations did offer further insight into the narrative 

frames individuals use to situate their practices outside the more heightened 

interview setting. These sometimes built on material covered during interviews, 

but felt more like ordinary conversations. They varied in length, with some 

discussions lasting long into the early hours of the morning, while others 

perhaps only thirty minutes. I wrote up the details of these conversations in note 

form when I returned to my own home, always shortly after the conversation(s) 

took place.  

 

The data gathered during these interviews, focus groups, and informal 

conversations were geared toward understanding the meanings both individuals 

and collectives attribute to their material practices. They therefore offer the 

“thick” description (Geertz, 1973) necessary to build a multifaceted picture of 

the research community I became embedded in. In order to minimise 

misrepresentation, in the thesis I only quote directly from transcribed material 
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gathered during taped interviews, although of course data across all three 

research formats informs the work presented throughout.  

 

1.9 Textual Analysis 
 

Although my contribution is primarily contextual and performance-based, it also 

encompasses some textual analysis. This mainly concentrated on the 

translation and analysis of song lyrics, undertaken during Arabic lessons with 

tutors in Ramallah, Amman, Haifa, and London. These lessons also provided 

additional insights into how those outside the scene perceived the concerns 

musicians inside it articulated lyrically. Bar my tutor in Haifa, all were in the 

generations above scene affiliates. As well as instruction in Arabic, these 

lessons offered often quite spontaneous views into these older actors’ take on 

cultural forms such as hip-hop and dub, genres relatively new to the Palestinian 

context. In Ramallah, my tutor of around six months, Ibrahim, was the father of 

a prominent rapper in the scene. My lessons with Ibrahim in particular offered 

especially revealing – and often humorous – perceptions of his son’s cultural 

practices. Mixed with a sense of pride, he also demonstrated light-hearted 

critique of the hyper-masculine posturing associated with what he saw as such 

‘American’ and ‘gangsta’ musical forms.  

 

I also used translations made available in the public domain (on internet fan 

websites, zines, and other related music paraphernalia, such as CD sleeves 

and magazine articles), and/or those artists made themselves, which they kindly 

shared with me. In order to ensure I was not offering only my own 

interpretations of lyrical content, I returned many times (both in and out of the 

field) to interview partners to discuss at length the meanings and explanations 

they attached to their musical content. Especially during the ‘writing up’ phase, 

this process of checking helped ensure my representations of song meanings 

echoed those intended by cultural practitioners themselves. This is not to 

suggest that texts have only one meaning, but rather it became interesting to 

explore (on the occasions they occurred) differences in the ways I read texts, 

and those intended by their author.  
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There were also revealing temporal aspects to this process. During the early 

days of fieldwork, I tended to read Palestine into the vast majority of texts I 

reviewed, working hard to trace the Palestinian resistance and/or national 

movement in song lyrics. Dialoguing with the auteurs of such songs thus helped 

me de-naturalise (and de-nationalise!) a number of my own assumptions I held 

prior to embarking on qualitative research. Hearing young adults critique the 

idea that all cultural production in Palestine is perennially tied to national and/or 

resistance citation as we discussed their lyrics was deeply humbling, sometimes 

funny, and across the broad pivotal in my own reflexive deconstruction and 

reformulation of these pre-conceived understandings I had subconsciously 

adopted prior to fieldwork. This again demonstrates how pressing the need to 

de-essentialise Palestinianness as immanently nationalised is in journalistic and 

academic representations of Palestinian cultural life. 

 

Close reading of lyrics was also important to add additional layers to the views 

expressed in interviews and conversations, and those embodied in 

performances on stages and dance floors. Analysis of song lyrics added further 

frames for approaching the youth cultural network, as well as the gendered (and 

other) identity constructs, social relations, and hierarchies youth actors enable 

and perform to constitute themselves as a coherent collective.   

 

I also regularly consulted a wide variety of journalistic and popular press 

sources to get a sense of how music performances and practices were 

represented, both in and outside of Palestine. These ranged from documents 

produced in the scene’s semi-publics, such as promotional flyers and event 

advertisements on social media websites like Facebook, to news reports and 

opinion pieces in the Palestinian, Israeli, and western media. These were 

especially useful for deconstructing how west-centric representational bodies 

interpellated and made intelligible the actors in, and activities of, the ‘alternative’ 

Palestinian youth scene, which were particularly revealing when bands and 

individual artists performed in festivals and shows in my hometown of London. 

Attending to materials cultural centres used to promote the Palestinian artists 

they hosted, and analysing the language the British journalistic press and 

popular magazines deployed to advertise and write up such performances, as 
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well as surveying the extent to which musicians’ self-representations shifted 

according to audience, permitted me to assemble a picture of the divergent 

ways young artists represented themselves, how authors and institutions 

outside their immediate social worlds represented them, and especially how 

musicians took on and adapted different identity registers when they travelled in 

such international contexts.  

 

1.10 Protection and Consent  
 

I took formal participation consent orally, which was recorded on tape (when 

participants agreed to being recorded), rather than in writing. This was to avoid 

confusing interview partners with official papers to sign, and to protect their 

feelings of safety. In Palestine, there is much (well warranted) suspicion about 

the Israeli state’s (and its allies) surveillance of those it colonises. In the West 

Bank, such mistrust is also often directed toward the PA; the hegemonic police 

force controlling many of the activities deemed ‘permissible’ for young 

Palestinians. Since much of the embodied spatial practices discussed during 

interviews related to the ‘illegal’ and/or (nominally) socially prohibited acts of 

drug taking, alcohol consumption, and smoking; partaking in raves and parties 

not sanctioned by local governmental authorities; expressing forms of gendered 

and sexualised interaction that challenge heteronormativity; as well as sneaking 

through the Apartheid wall to reach 1948 Palestine/modern-day Israel, I decided 

it would be most conducive to building an environment of trust and (where 

desired by interview partners) anonymity by minimising written documentation 

requiring signatures and so forth from participants. Verbal consent was 

therefore selected as favourable to written in keeping with these aims.  

 

To this effect, I anonymised all names in the written documentation of the 

thesis. While research-colleagues stated they were happy to be identified in 

print, since much of the scene’s youthful activities are trangressive (and in some 

cases actually ‘illegal’, according to colonial judicial law), I decided to keep real 

names out. The scene is also small, and people more or less know one 

another. I therefore further opted to use pseudonyms to minimise the risk of 

causing harm or upset if particular individuals held views others may take issue 
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with. I do, however, offer some factual background details (location, age, class, 

gender, educational background, and so on) to contextualise the speakers and 

their comments that appear in the thesis. The decision about whether or not to 

use band names was trickier, as identifying a band’s name identifies those in it. 

I therefore refer to the name of a band when citing their lyrics or describing a 

musical concert. I do not attribute quotes directly to individual band members, 

preferring again to use pseudonyms.  

 

Prior to embarking on fieldwork, I also had a research ethics proposal approved 

by the Ethics Committee at the University of Exeter, certifying my project 

complied with ethical guidelines regarding research with human participants in 

conflict zones.  

 

2) Working and Writing in, on, about, and ‘with’ Palestine   
  

2.1 Friendships in the Field  
 

Spending extended periods of time in the field inevitably meant I developed 

close relationships and friendships with a number of people I worked with. 

Eventually, a group of ten or so knew as much about my life as I knew about 

theirs. While it felt these friendships developed organically, whereby those I 

became close with chose me as much as I chose them (see Al-Ali, 2000: 87), 

there are clearly biases that shape why we formed bonds. Sharing musical 

sensibilities and particular left-wing political views (see below) played perhaps 

hidden roles in directing which relationships developed in more depth than 

others.  

 

One such friendship was with Rizq. We met in Ramallah in 2012 at one of his 

shows, at which point he was 30, and living in Amman. Rizq’s mother is from 

Jenin and his father from Nablus, and he holds both Jordanian citizenship and 

Palestinian hūwīa (the Palestinian green identification card). This enables him 

to travel with relative ease between Jordan and the West Bank, and he 

identifies as a Palestinian-Jordanian. A percussionist and lyricist by ‘trade’, Rizq 

is part of many musical projects: he co-founded (and recently left) a popular 
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Amman-based alt-indie band, has a solo hip-hop project, and, since 2012 has 

been part of a funk-dub-reggae music collective, now based in London. Rizq 

moved to London in 2015, and since this is where I also live, we socialise and 

spend time together regularly.  

 

Through Rizq, I was introduced to Jamil and Nasim in Amman in 2012. They 

are part of the same funk-dub-reggae music collective, and live (since 2015) in 

London. I also see them frequently. Jamil has Jordanian citizenship, prior to the 

UK move was resident in Amman with roots to Jerusalem, is an electric guitarist 

in an alt-indie group in Amman, and a music producer (especially of Rizq’s hip-

hop music). Nasim identifies as American-Palestinian, and grew up in the US 

with his American mother and Palestinian father. He plays piano, both classical 

and synthesised. I also formed close friendships with Widad and Yasmeena, 

third generation refugees with Canadian and American citizenship, respectively. 

In their early thirties, both are ‘stuck’ in Amman after receiving Israeli travel 

bans prohibiting entrance to Palestine for ten years. Ambivalent about returning 

to North America, yet unable to re-enter their Palestinian homeland, the two 

women live in Jordan in attempt to remain proximity to Palestine. Prior to being 

denied entry, both lived in the West Bank. They are active in the scene 

members as fans and audience members.  

 

2.2 Relationship Pitfalls & Potentialities 
 

Forming friendships was “pleasurable and problematic” (Al-Ali in Al-Ali & El-

Kholy, 1999: 35; Richter-Devroe, 2010: 21). On the one hand, topics could be 

discussed for extended periods of time, in depth, in an environment of trust and 

reciprocity. Immersion in research partners’ day-to-day routines, as a friend, 

enabled me to gain interesting insights into how macro political, social, and 

economic backdrops shaped their micro daily practices. This allowed me to 

hear personal opinions and concerns about these contexts, providing space for 

more controversial views to be discussed. This depth is essential if written 

representations of a community are to avoid painting a picture of ‘culture’ as a 

homogenised whole (see Abu-Lughod, 1991), and the principle of de-

essentialising Palestinianness maintained. The focus on connectivity at the 
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centre of friendship thus encouraged the deconstruction of false dichotomies 

between them/us and insider/outsider, both during and after fieldwork.  

 

While living in Amman in 2014, the extent to which these dynamics impact the 

research process were made especially clear to me. Early on in my trip, I held 

the first recorded interview with Nasim. Towards the end of our meeting, we 

discussed the gendered dynamics of Palestine’s musical field. I asked Nasim 

his thoughts, and he replied that: 

 

For me to discuss that it would depend on who I’m talking to. If I’m talking 
to you I can speak openly about this kind of thing. But you have to be 
aware of the audience. Of the context. And where people are in their 
understanding. And if somebody doesn’t have any understanding of the 
Middle East then you know you’d start with Israel - there’s things that you 
start with, and there’s things that you build up to (Amman, interview, 
10/02/2014).  
 

In my relationship with Nasim, I am a hyphenated researcher-friend. This 

enables him to discuss more controversial and/or problematic issues than he 

perhaps ordinarily would, had we not already been reasonably well aquatinted 

with one another. Suggesting he may gloss over gendered significations of 

power in the music scene because he is aware imperial interests could 

appropriate such claims (a very real fear with strong historical, material basis), 

he articulates how partial representations are given to avoid this from 

happening. This exchange also contrasts quite sharply to the anecdote with 

which I opened, where I was situated as ‘outsider’: showing how shifting, partial, 

and contextual identities (imposed and self-ascribed) are in the field, as well as 

how these shape the content foreground in research spaces. What emerges in 

these contrasting scenarios is the highly performative nature of research 

processes themselves.  

 

On the other hand, spending extended periods of time with people I worked 

with, especially those I developed close emotional connections to, also brought 

with it some problems. Often, especially in the early stages of my project, I felt 

unable to bring up my research for fear of friends thinking I was using them for 

my own gain. I found shifting from my role as friend to that of researcher 

difficult, especially in very informal settings. This anxiety often meant I 
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downplayed my ‘researcher’ role in such contexts. I worried especially about 

how I could ever adequately ‘repay’ such kindness, and ‘offer something back’, 

reciprocally, to those in the research community who made my fieldwork so rich.  

 

I found this easier to do once I returned to London. Before Rizq, Jamil, and 

Nasim permanently settled in the UK in 2015, they spent the summer of 2013 

and 2014 in London gigging. Being able to host them and their friends in my 

home town, offering a place to stay over the summer months in my flat, putting 

them in touch with London-based figures I knew working in the city’s arts and 

music scene, and generally enjoying time together socially, gave me a small 

sense of being able to return the kindness I had been shown in Palestine and 

Jordan.  

 

The more generalised transnational nature of the scene itself further meant 

relationships formed during fieldwork (both close and more ephemeral) did not 

end when I left the field. Many times, musicians and their audiences travelled 

from Palestine to London to perform in festivals and concerts, meaning I could 

stay in touch this way, again offering a sofa to stay on, and/or ‘hanging out’ 

around the city. Staying in touch virtually via email or Facebook further aimed to 

reduce research-colleagues feeling I formed relationships with them only while I 

was actually in Palestine, and thus only for my own gain. The charge that 

researchers parachute into the field and almost demand those they ‘find’ there 

befriend them, only to cast them off once they return home, is a serious one 

(see Sukarieh & Tannock, 2012: 502). Ensuring relationships remained open 

and endured post-fieldwork was thus important to prevent friends feeling my 

relationships with them were transactional and manipulative. 

 

Nonetheless, as these friendships grew, fieldwork became increasingly 

enjoyable, yet other momentums superseded the ‘purpose’ of my stay in the 

field. I felt the business of ‘getting things done’, and mapping individual’s 

cultural practices, was becoming more and more complex (see also Al-Ali, 

2000: 86-87). In such familiar environments, it often became favourable to 

discuss political views, debate the latest news, sometimes gossip, chat about 

family and love lives, and share cigarettes and/or visit local bars: clearly 



	 	 88	

transgressing the lines between researcher and friend. Of course in the end it 

transpired these moments offered the most candid data for analysis – however, 

this reflection sat uncomfortably with me. While those I formed close 

relationships with were happy to share their life-stories with me, offering in-

depth access to their lives to my tape recorder and myself - and thus the 

readership of my thesis - this aspect of fieldwork felt it contained the potential to 

be exploitative, raising broader questions about the power relations 

anthropological social science research is itself based on.  

 

2.3 Decolonising Research Space and Writing: Humour in Ethnographic 
Encounters  
 

Palestine’s over-researched nature is ironically under-researched in the social 

sciences (Sukarieh & Tannock, 2012: 494), and yet, as the vignette with which I 

opened this chapter indicates, that they are ‘over-studied’ is obvious to many 

Palestinians. What is less transparent for this community, Mayssoun Sukarieh 

and Stuart Tannock (2012: 495) suggest, are accounts of researchers’ social 

and political identities, and their research agendas and interests (ibid: 495). 

While it is now common for researchers to acknowledge they do not arrive to 

the field as blank slates, this ‘revelation’ is mainly reserved for written 

representations of embodied encounters in the field. It is largely kept hidden 

from those who are actually part of such research moments (ibid: 502-503). 

Rather than shying away from my own position and the broader power relations 

enabling it, it thus became a central ethical and social duty to me as a 

researcher to be reflexively open and honest about these positionings to those I 

worked with in the field, and to the readers of its written representation (see also 

Issa, 2014: 60).  

 

The first step I took to achieve this was to foreground the unequal and 

potentially exploitative aspects of field research throughout the research 

process. That all academic ethnographic research entails seeking out a 

particular community the researcher uses to gain ‘something’ from (in my case, 

a PhD), publish articles and books, attend conferences, and generally be 

initiated into the academic community, while the circumstances for the research 

community largely remain the same, was something I could never ignore. I 
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discussed this at length with those I worked with, listening intently to their 

stances and critical points of view on my work, and the wider domination of the 

west-centric field-worker in the regions they call home. This intended to ensure 

research-colleagues’ concerns guided my research practices, and thus that my 

written representations of their life-worlds avoided positioning them as passive 

victims of my research interests (Sukarieh & Tannock, 2012: 506).   

 

Humour was central to this process. My roommate in Amman, Marwan - an 

Amman-based oud player, and third-generation Palestinian refugee with 

Jordanian citizenship – joked, for example, that together he and I would bring 

down the “capitalist system”, whereby it would be normalised for Palestinian 

researchers to travel to the UK to conduct interviews with British youth (like me) 

about their musical practices in spaces such as London – maypole and Morris 

dancers, and bagpipe players, being his favourite choices for such ‘authentic’ 

insights into ‘British culture’. Aware that these cultural forms are not central to 

such locales, he cites them to deliberately expose how spurious and off-point 

researchers’ constructions about the places they ‘study’ can be. Indeed, 

humour – especially dark humour - can provide means to express difficult facets 

of reality the speaker is more or less powerless to change in any tangible 

sense. Such satirical jokes thus hone in on the fact that the reverse continues to 

be the norm: it is (largely) those based in west-centric universities who travel to 

the so-called non-west to undertake anthropological research ‘about’ such 

communities, producing and setting knowledges ‘on’ the things they 

(supposedly) objectively ‘find’ there. 

 

Taking seriously research-colleagues’ charges about how researchers who 

‘give voice’ to them often ‘give voice’ to essentialised aspects of their much 

more complex agencies, intended to avoid such essentialism in my research 

practices. In these conversations, many highlighted the orientalist dimensions of 

research. Malik, the owner of an independent record label in Amman, joked 

satirically how: 

 

Sometimes I see, like, foreigners here [and they’re] like “ohhh I’m here to 
make a documentary about human rights in Jordan. And women’s rights 
in Jordan” and I’m like “really man!? You left all the problems in your own 



	 	 90	

country, and you’re coming here just for us!? [laughing] You like us so 
much? Are we that exotic?!” (interview, Amman, 03/03/2014).   

 

He suggests researchers arrive in the region with a set of “sexy” topics - as 

Yasmeena (focus group, Amman, 12/03/2014) put it - to study. The west-centric 

agents of such acts are delivered means to construct their own identities as 

superior and ‘more free’, because they have located and constructed an ‘other’ 

traced as different for a supposed lack of such qualities (Said, 1978). Women’s 

rights, human rights, democracy, and, in the context of the so-called Arab 

spring, youth music framed always already through the pacifying paradigm of 

non-violent resistance, had all become part and parcel of what many research-

colleagues described to me as contemporarily fashionable to study. Hisham, a 

Ramallah-based musician and bar-owner, joked that: 

 

Always [researchers ask about] women’s rights, women’s rights, 
women’s right – please! … [in a mocking voice, pretending to be a news 
reporter] “they [women] live in Palestine! How can they do this [make 
music]? It’s an art in itself! We must do interviews about this!” [laughing]. 
It’s crazy! (interview, Ramallah, 17/07/2014). 
 

Hisham criticises rights-based, gender-mainstreaming approaches to 

Palestinian women’s cultural production, highlighting the patronising way 

women’s actions are tokenised, atomised from their broader context, and 

deployed to uphold modernist-feminist, neoliberal values that stress building 

visible female capacity sufficiently resolves how colonialism, capitalism, and 

patriarchy intersect to create gendered power hierarchies productive of 

difference on the ground. Fitting my own research questions into frames 

relevant for those I worked with in the field, and using these to guide the wider 

trajectory of my project, became important to make my research pertinent to 

those I write with and for. Connecting up the dots to frame how particular 

emergences immediately observable in the field (such as increased academic 

and NGO-ised interest in women’s cultural production), inhere in the shifts wider 

global power structures have made on the ground (the neoliberal ‘turn’ in 

Palestine, and especially its emphasis on societal ‘progress’ achieved through 

individual capacity building), was an important part in seeing Palestinians’ 

cultural practices in their full complexities. 
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2.4 From Identity Politics to Translocal Identifications  
 

Regardless of the relationship-building role humour plays during ethnographic 

encounters, it remains that I materialise in Palestine as the privileged bearer of 

a British passport, a student at an elite university in the UK, have skin that is 

read as white, and am a relatively well-off middle-class westerner. My passport 

positions me as part of a governmental system that lends active support to the 

legitimacy of Israel, and adopts the two-state ‘solution’ as their official stance on 

the resolution of the Palestinian ‘problem’. That same government funds this 

research, and indeed in many ways it is because I was born into such a national 

backdrop that I am afforded the privilege to travel to Palestine to carry out this 

research. Regardless that these are entirely opposite to my own political views, 

my UK ‘baggage’ functions on powerful, imperial discourses of western self 

versus eastern other, and connects me to the centres of power and forces of 

domination in Palestine my thesis attempts to speak back to, and yet which my 

national positionality makes me (at least nominally) complicit in.  

 

However, I am not a passive observer on to this situation – I am imbricated in a 

number of diverse, ambiguous, and shifting ways. I stand as a British woman in 

colonised and occupied Palestine and not outside of it. There is no unbiased or 

neutral place from which to conduct research because “what we call the outside 

is a position within a larger political-historical complex” (Abu-Lughod, 1991: 

141). This work is thus enabled by such contexts, and yet it also intends to 

speak back to the power structures it is tangled up in. Unable to simply exit how 

geopolitical realities afford my corporeality intelligibility (I cannot lightly ‘get’ a 

new body and a new nationality), I instead maintain these identity projects are 

performative constructs hitherto used to conserve imperial hierarchies fuelled 

on the them/us binary. Their ‘faulty’ reconstitution in the embodied space of 

fieldwork and its written representation (as well as life outside of academia more 

broadly), can thus push back on the geopolitical hierarchies the normatively 

binarised researcher-researched relationship cites, on the ground.  

 

2.5 Position on Palestine 
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I was at all times during the research process open about my own de-colonial, 

and anti-colonial, political positioning on Palestine. I made no attempt to be un-

biased or neutral. I disclosed (when asked) that I did not adhere to a conflict-

resolution paradigm, believing firmly that the situation in Palestine is not one of 

two equal sides, but rather is a settler-colonial project based on ethno-racial 

discourse, whereby a hegemonic power established through ethnic cleansing 

dominates and oppresses Palestinians. In these conversations, I was at times 

keenly aware of my British-ness, given that the British regime occupied 

Palestine prior to 1948, enabled the Zionist movement to achieve it’s aims in 

realising the Israeli state, and continues to contemporarily offer financial and 

moral support to the Jewish state. It became important to me to stress (when 

asked) my view that anti-Semitism and orientalism birthed British support of 

Israel.  

 

However, it was also important that I made clear I was not in Palestine because 

of ‘white guilt’, which tends to lapse into self-indulgence and forgiveness-

seeking behaviours on behalf of the white actor (rather than concrete political 

actions against oppressive political realities). I stressed across the board that I 

uphold a model of joint-struggle geared toward establishing shared, coalitional 

political points of departure centred on decolonising hegemonic spaces, 

identities, power, and control. The political axis I operate on is thus in part 

geared towards challenging Zionist ethno-racial controls, but it also speaks back 

to power structures inherent in British imperialism, and the discourses of 

whiteness it functions on – indeed, the two hegemonies I frame as sharing 

important points of departure. I emphasised these views to stress sameness, 

rather than imperially constituted difference, with those I worked in the field, and 

wrote with and for at home.  

 

2.6 Gender & Sexuality in the Field  
 

There were queer points of departure to such dynamics. I identify as lesbian, 

which during fieldwork I was on the whole ‘out’ about. Since the music scene in 

Palestine (like many others in different contexts) is gendered in specific ways – 

with cultural production generally mapping male sites of experience, and 
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participation practices both male and female ones - I often found myself 

situated in zones dominated by men, both hetero and gay/queer/bi/trans*. 

Indeed, as noted above, the majority of the close relationships I developed 

during fieldwork were with men. Some overviews of ethnographic research 

methods suggest male and female researchers enjoy different access to 

different communities and institutions, according to how power and knowledge 

gender their bodies (DeWalt & DeWalt, 2002: 83) This, it has been claimed, 

negatively impacts female researchers more so than male ones (Hammersley & 

Atkinson, 1995: 92-93).  

 

As Jillian Schwedler (2006: 425) critically highlights, west-centric and 

conservative forces often construct the Middle East through orientalist, 

essentialising, and modernist discourses as a locality unwelcoming of female 

researchers (and I would add homophobic, and unwelcoming of queer 

researchers). Along with other feminist scholars working in the region (Richter-

Devroe, 2010; Abu-Lughod, 1986[1999]; Schwedler, 2006), I overwhelmingly 

did not find this to be the case. While gendered and sexuality discourses 

certainly did play a role in the way my particular research process unfolded, 

these were in no way negative or limiting to the experiences available to me 

during fieldwork, or in the spaces taken up in its written representation.  

 

In fact, my identity as a non-heterosexual cis-woman41 created interesting 

relational dynamics on the ground. Many times, I found heterosexually-identified 

men positioned me as an almost liminal subject: ‘of’ their worlds, but still 

normatively at the margins. I was treated as ‘one of the lads’, and encouraged 

to discuss women and sexual relationships in a way that definitely did not 

associate me with hegemonic femininity. This simultaneous insider/outsider 

status to straight men’s worlds, I feel, actively contributed to several of the 

permanent friendships I built up during fieldwork. It also meant I could “pass” (in 

the Bourdieuian sense of fields) in spaces more obviously comprised of queer 

sensibilities. If anything, my status as a specifically queer woman enhanced, 

rather than hindered, my research process.  
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2.7 Globalised Translocalities: Or, on Keeping my Hair Red 
 

Since the self-defined alternative music scene in Palestine is predominantly a 

youth-led, style-based, globalised, and (contingently) affluent tribe with many 

translocal characteristics, I found I shared much of the concerns and worldviews 

circulated in it (see also Winegar, 2006: 28). These echo my own experiences 

as a young person interested in leftist, anti-imperial, pro-Palestinian, queer, and 

postcolonial feminist politics. I am in many ways as invested and complicit in 

this transcultural network and its consumption practices I encountered in the 

field, and analysed at home as I ‘wrote up’. 

 

In my mid-to-late twenties for the duration of the PhD, I am the same age as 

many I worked with during fieldwork. This carried with it access to subcultural 

capitals perhaps less open to me had I been an older researcher. Looking 

‘youthful’ meant I ‘passed’ as a participant (rather than an obvious researcher) 

in underground parties without standing out too much. That I partake in similar 

leisure activities and rituals at ‘home’ further meant I did not have to master 

unfamiliar cultural codes or consumption practices to ‘fit in’: ‘hanging out’ in bars 

and at clubs, staying up late, drinking alcohol and/or (safely) using drugs while 

listening to and generally appreciating translocal musics, are activities I have 

since a young teenager partaken in, and problematised. I also colour my hair 

(red), have facial piercings, and am generally encouraging of lifestyles and 

worldviews that challenge social norms. 

 

To colour, or not to colour, my hair was an especially revealing site to think 

through how preconceived assumptions impact ethnographic encounters. 

Shortly before I went on fieldwork in 2012, I attended an academic event at my 

university in the UK. I decided to re-colour my hair shortly before, and thus at 

the workshop it was an especially bright shade of red. Some delegates, 

especially a very dear Palestinian friend and colleague in her sixties, were 

horrified that I was so shortly leaving to Ramallah with such a ‘crazy’ hairstyle. 

She advised me that it would not be possible for me to go on fieldwork with 

such brightly coloured hair, because it was so wildly ‘other’ to the ways people 

wore their hair in Palestine. 
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Having made already several shorter trips to Palestine, I was aware that there 

were, as everywhere, context-specific gendered codes of appropriate behaviour 

that I as a ‘foreigner’ ought to be especially respectful of. On no grounds did I 

want to flout such norms, and I worried immensely in the days leading up to my 

departure about what I ought to do with my hair, convinced I had already ‘failed’ 

at being a ‘proper’ PhD researcher before even leaving the UK. Having read 

Swedenburg’s (1989: 265) work on how even “good” foreigners - which he 

defines as those who (among other things) “dressed modestly (no shorts, low-

cut blouses, or wild haircuts) (my emphasis)” – were as complicit in maintaining 

their positions of privilege in Palestine as the “bad” foreigners (those, I 

assumed, like me with “wild haircuts”), I became so anxious about not ‘fitting in’ 

that I decided to panic-colour my hair a much darker shade of brown the day 

before I left the UK. 

 

Almost as soon as I arrived to the field, I realised how unnecessary this move 

had been, as well as how dangerous such homogenising views of Palestinian 

cultural spaces are. Although small, the music scene is comprised of a colourful 

assemblage of young adults sporting globalised fashion styles. Relatively 

quickly into that fieldtrip I met many people with much ‘crazier’ hairstyles than 

me – some with coloured hair, others with dreadlocks, and many with undercuts 

and patterns shaved into sections of their asymmetrically cut hair. Zionist and 

Israeli narratives prize themselves as being the bastions of multiculturalism in a 

region they juxtapose as intolerant of diversity. This is quite simply not the case. 

The fact that my coloured hair was not alien, but part of the cultural scene and 

the consumption-based identity performatives that enable it, demonstrates how 

constructed the ‘difference’ is between western ‘self’ and eastern ‘other’. This 

emphasises how important the political project of de-essentialising Palestinian 

collective and individual identities is in the field, and in written representations of 

such encounters.   

 

2.8 Language 
 

At the same time, however, language was, for me, the biggest stumbling block 

to fieldwork, and the area I felt most fully an ‘outsider’. I am not a native Arabic 
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speaker, and prior to embarking on the PhD, I had, despite frequent visits to 

Palestine, never undertaken any formal language training. I began to study the 

language in 2012, taking intensive classes at Birzeit University in the West 

Bank, and with private tutors in Ramallah, Amman, and Haifa during fieldwork, 

and at home in London. Such training is to date on-going, however during 

fieldwork I was not able to develop sufficient capacity to hold interviews or 

articulate complex ideas in Arabic. This is something that was personally 

problematic for me, aware of the colonial and imperial legacies tied to being in 

the region without first having achieved language fluency. Fairly irrespective of 

class differences, English is widely spoken by young people in Palestine. 

Especially for those who are middle-class, and educated privately (where 

education is delivered in English), or in North American and European 

universities, English is a second and sometimes even a first language. While 

this did not make communication a problem, I remained acutely aware 

throughout fieldwork that I was in the field expecting people to speak to me in 

‘my’ language, rather than ‘theirs’. I feel this actively contributed to the 

maintenance of power hierarchies I was so keen to reduce.  

 

At times, the issue of language was a further draw back in data gathering, as I 

could not so easily follow group discussions held solely in Arabic, or grasp fast-

paced hip-hop and rap lyrics in spontaneous cyphers, battles, and 

performances (although I did ask for translations if it seemed appropriate to do 

so). It also potentially skewed the data gathered to only those scene members 

who were affluent, raising the very real possibility that there are less globalised 

and middle-class nuances to the scene. However, I maintain the picture I 

present in the thesis is necessarily partial, arrived at as much through my own 

positionality as it is based ‘in’ the research field.  

 

Nonetheless, research partners and friends were very kind (and patient!) in my 

attempts to get to grips with the language, often taking time to help me with my 

homework, and teasing me good-naturedly about my ‘funny’ British-sounding 

pronunciation of Arabic. Thus, in some ways, through humour the more 

obviously binarised power relations created by language barriers could be 

dislodged a little. However, I do think this created the most significantly negative 
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limitation to the development of transparent relationships, and unencumbered 

data gathering, in the field. 

 

3) Closing Thoughts 
 
Ethnographic research is not a neutral or unproblematic endeavour. There were 

many (conscious and subconscious, imposed and self-ascribed) identities 

positioning me in particular places throughout my fieldwork. These ground the 

places from which I hear and speak (as well as how others in the research 

community understand me), and thus significantly shape the process of 

ethnographic knowledge construction. Such dynamics demand reflexive 

attention is paid to the positionality of all who take up room inside ethnographic 

space. The research process - both the embodied space of fieldwork, and the 

ways this is performed in its written documentation - are laden with power 

relations (both nuanced and clear), in which the bodies and agencies of both 

‘researcher’ and ‘participant’ performatively form how those who share research 

space experience it, the encounters these enable and/or constrain, and the 

knowledges produced therein. This is not objective, but rather intersubjective 

(Rabinow, 1977 [2007]), partial (Clifford, 1986), positioned (Abu-Lughod, 1991: 

469), and situated (Haraway, 1988). Approaching ethnographic work as though 

it constructs objective knowledge, and deploying the misleading them/us binary 

to approach the content that unfolds in the field, silences these complexities.  

 

Recognising difference, and the power regimes it maps, does not mean we get 

‘stuck’ in it. As Abu-Lughod (1990b: 25-26) stresses, “By working with the 

assumption of difference in sameness, of a self that participates in multiple 

identifications, and an other that is also partially the self, we might be moving 

beyond the impasse of the fixed self/other or subject/object divide”. This allows 

for exploration as to how, in which ways, and for whom, certain historical and 

political frameworks (of capitalism, colonialism, imperialism, patriarchy, 

heteronormativity, racism, and so on) constitute and enforce particular 

dichotomies of ‘self’ and ‘other’ to maintain their projects of control. The 

naturalisation of such binary identity markers is an effect of power, which 

functions through the mystifying essentialisms of culturist and/or psychological 
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narratives of difference, aimed at establishing hierarchies of epistemic power 

over the constructed other. They are always political projects (Brah, 2004: 32). 

Those recruited to such identities precariously inhabit them (Skeggs, 2001: 

433), meaning, in other words, that we can deconstruct them in order to 

uninhabit them.  

 

In this chapter, I highlighted the shared points of departure that punctuated my 

time in the field, in order to challenge the notion that the outsider/insider binary 

was disciplinary. Adopting instead a historically grounded, feminist, 

deconstructivst approach (Abu-Lughod, 1990b; Al-Ali, 2000; Richter-Devroe, 

2010) enables aspects of the researcher’s identity other than the 

researcher/researched one to be emphasised, in both fieldwork and in writing. 

Enjoying a love of music, and engaging in similar translocal leisure practices, as 

well as sharing political - and sometimes humorous - views on the status quo in 

Palestine, queer, feminist, and anti-colonial politics of joint struggle and 

transnational solidarity (rather than west-centric activism), all contributed to 

establishing shared points of departure that transgress imperial categories of 

‘researched’ versus ‘researcher’. This is not to suggest that differences do not 

exist, it is rather to point to the multiple points of overlap and distinction that 

constitute all relational human interactions. Throughout this chapter, I thus 

sought to offer insight into how I tried to decolonise this performative 

geopolitical binary, in order to speak back to the centres of power that constitute 

it.  
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CHAPTER THREE 
THE ‘ALTERNATIVE’ PALESTINIAN MUSIC SCENE 

 

1) Situating the ‘Alternative’ Music Scene in Palestine 
 

Alternative [music in Palestine] means not commercial; and not 
nationalistic songs, like songs for Jordan; and also not typical 
revolutionary songs, like the traditional songs for Palestine; and not 
Islamic songs, you know, the “I love you Mohammad” stuff…” (interview, 
London, 28/07/15).  

 

These words - from percussionist, rapper, and singer-songwriter Mustafa, a 

Palestinian-Jordanian with the yellow West Bank travel card in his early thirties - 

offer important starting points for situating the cultural and political work young 

Palestinians imagine their musical practices perform, and the sensibilities their 

music scene embodies. His statement evokes four hegemonic reference points 

he perceives have historically mediated Palestinian cultural production, which 

he uses to describe what Palestinian “alternative” music is not. He states firstly 

that it is “not commercial”, differentiating himself, his community, and their 

musics from ‘mainstream’ pop, which in the Levant references singers such as 

Lebanese Haifa Wehbe, and Palestinian “Arab Idol’s” TV star, Mohammad 

Assaf.  

 

Evoking a second constitutive ‘mainstream’, Mustafa continues that music with 

alterity is “not nationalistic”, positioning the self-styled ‘alternative’ cultural scene 

beyond frameworks of the nation, and the national movement. To this he adds a 

third directive, stressing that ‘alternative’ music does not transmit “typical 

revolutionary” songs for Palestine. This significantly departs from the classical 

thūwra (revolution) years, which stressed Palestinian cultural production ought 

to convey tropes of Palestinian resistance to be considered meaningful. These 

two interrelated points are crucial, emphasising how young cultural practitioners 

put their music to work to perform identities and political visions that do not 

foreground tropes of national and resistant struggles in their arrangement. 

Mustafa closes by further clarifying that alternative music is secular, distinct 

from cultural production concerned to convey religious sentiments.  
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The ‘alternative’ music scene in Palestine is thus grounded on performing 

difference to commercial, national, resistant, and religiously constructed 

productive ‘mainstreams’. In this background chapter, I contextualise this 

definition, and provide the detail necessary to understand the core 

performatives rendering this a distinctive music and style-based urban youth 

scene. I further elaborate on the wider macro-architectures and dynamics that 

enable and constrain this collective’s emergence. My contribution is split into 

two zones of enquiry. Firstly, I provide a descriptive overview of the sensibilities 

the scene produces, and is produced by. I sketch especially the sonic, fashion-

based, and translocal social and political identities that proliferate in these self-

defined ‘alternative’ musicians’ and their audiences’ musical practices. 

Secondly, I contextualise the materialisation of such identity projects, exploring 

how the post-Oslo era – of national crisis and neoliberal arrival – is shaping 

young people’s social worlds across the three particular, but connected, urban 

centres of Haifa, Ramallah, and Amman. Since this thesis is grounded on these 

changes in national and neoliberal subjectivising forces, in this chapter and 

throughout my dissertation, I deal only with this post-Oslo period.  

 

1.1 A Social Non-Movement 
 

Importantly, the idea that musics can be considered ‘alternative’ in the 

Palestinian case only when they disavow national, resistant, religious, and 

capitalist hegemonies, highlights that the notion of claiming alterity therein is not 

only about being different to subjectivising power, it is also – and more 

importantly – about challenging the terms on which subjectification occurs 

(which is of course productive of novel forms of control). Significantly, the 

quadripartite definition of Palestinian-ised alterity makes significant departures 

on previously dominant identity projects, referencing wider shifts that have 

occurred in Palestinian cultural practices post-Oslo. Typically, music making 

has been concerned to capture Nakba themes of loss and pain, or recruited and 

intrumentalised by various competing political factions to promote their 

particular version of the resistance paradigm: be these secular, folkloric, statist, 

or nationalist musics; or Islamic anashid resistance songs (see Massad, 2005; 

McDonald, 2013c). Notably, that Mustafa (cited above) chose to define 
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‘alternative’ music in Palestine via recourse to what it is not, reveals the abstract 

nature of the frames of reference young people involved in this particular 

cultural field instead use to situate themselves. Taking up hegemonic tropes, 

and deliberately repudiating them in order to register displeasure at the status 

quos they have constituted, offer these young adults collective affective means 

to register criticism of political power centres they feel no longer represent them. 

Coming of age in the shadow of Oslo, the failed peace process, and now 

entirely defunct two-state solution, their concern to both interrogate, and offer 

something different to, such hegemonic mainstays of, in particular, the national-

resistance paradigm, is perhaps unsurprising.42 

 

However, these musicians and their audiences do not share a common, over-

arching ideological framework, and attempts to impose homogeneity on to this 

loosely and informally networked group of cultural actors is misleading. Coming 

closer to Asef Bayat’s (2010: 14) notion of a “social nonmovement”, (rather than 

coherent movement, as others have argued (Maria, 2013: 13-16)) the scene 

references a group of young people who share a particular musical culture 

without necessarily sharing a common set of political values, or paradigm 

prescriptives for future action. They collaborate on each others projects, mix 

each others tracks, appear on each others songs, attend each others gigs, 

concerts, and parties, share studio spaces, and generally ‘hang out’ with one 

another in particularly coded urban spaces (certain bars endowed with 

subversive capitals and, for example). Through music, then, they build a grid of 

solidarities between networked individuals who share strong bonds with one 

another. The scene this produces is therefore founded on, and arises out of, 

social practices and interdependent relationships. While this does result in the 

emergence of a strong translocal music scene, such affiliates generally do not 

share a unifying agenda, preferring instead to define themselves and their 

politics vaguely (as ‘alternative’), via negation, rather than who they are, and 

thus where they aspire to be going. This vagueness is often deliberate, used to 

performatively constitute a musical sensibility that defies rigid categorisation. As 

experimental Ramallah-based trip/hop-hop musician Najd described it to me, 

the ‘alternative’ music scene in Palestine is “a counter scene, that doesn’t call 



	 	 102	

itself a scene, it just calls itself [a group of] people who are saying their 

minds”(interview, Ramallah, 23/10/2012). 

 

1.2 Geographical Translocality 
 

Despite the absence of an overarching politically prescriptive ideology, the 

cultural practices and performances these young people are engaged in are 

distinctive enough to have established an identifiable, yet shifting, music scene. 

While contingent, not uniform, and with much diverse localising specificity, on a 

general level this network comprises a fluid collective of young musicians, 

audiences, fans, producers, events organisers, promoters, and bar, club, and 

pub owners who are part of the Oslo generation, loosely between 18 and 35 

years old. These young adults are generally middle-class (although this is 

divergent), and several have been educated in elite schools, and studied 

abroad at university level. There is also a loosely disciplinary gendered division 

of labour in the scene, whereby men tend to make music while women 

consume it. Geographically, these young adults are located across and 

between the urban centres of Ramallah, Haifa, and Amman, and, to greater or 

lesser degree, know one another other, and, importantly, make, engage in, 

share, play, listen to and generally appreciate similar musical forms, sounds, 

genres, urban rituals, social practices, and lifestyle choices across geopolitically 

imposed borders. Sine they are located in the particular, but connected, locales 

of Amman, Haifa, and Ramallah (and to other Middle Eastern sites such as 

Dubai and Beirut, as well as beyond to urban spaces such as London), their 

community spans the colonial divides that separate the geopolitical units of the 

West Bank, Jordan, and ’48/modern-day Israel. As a site of translocality, the 

scene thus indexes connectivity between different regional as well as 

international urban spaces.  

 

There is a complex geopolitical system of topographical control that segregates 

the three sites of Haifa, Ramallah, and Amman, enabling and hindering different 

sorts of mobility for differently situated Palestinians.43 The hegemonic 

Palestinian experience has since 1948 been one of colonially enforced rupture 

and fragmentation. For the young (18-35 years old) Palestinians who grew up in 
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the context of Oslo’s failures, the 1993 Accords cemented these historical 

divisions, enshrining them judicially. There are many tactics (in the sense meant 

by de Certeau (1974)) these young music-making adults deploy to transverse 

these complex and diversifying geopolitical landscapes. Whether mobility is 

embodied corporally by travelling to attend or perform in concerts and/or parties 

(either ‘legally’ with a permit, or ‘illegally’ by sneaking through checkpoints in the 

apartheid wall undetected); more abstract in nature, such as distributing CDs 

across borders physical bodies are not capable of permeating, or sending and 

receiving musical content virtually on the internet; sharing and playing music 

across the ‘official’ topographies of Israeli delineated space enables these 

young adults to carve out sites that negotiate the terms Oslo imposed, 

signifying them differently. Young scene members’ embodied musical actions 

thus cross the borders of the West Bank, Jordan, and modern-day Israel. Such 

practices are therefore in part positioned in opposition to Oslo legislation, taken 

as important steps in de-essentialising and re-imagining the geopolitical and 

national registers Palestinians find themselves inserted into contemporarily. 

 

1.3 Stylistic Translocality: Palestiniann-ised Hipsterism 
 

As well as performing geographical translocality, the scene also embodies it 

stylistically, expressing and enabling hybrid discourses and practices of both 

locality and globality that produce additionally sonic translocality. The local 

elements of the musics these young adults make, play, and listen to often 

reference rural Levantine celebratory life-style events and folkloric elements of 

Palestinianness, using especially the interrelated signifiers of “the wedding”, 

“the street”, and the “dabka dance” to perform and reflect constructs of local 

‘authenticity’. Dabka especially is danced during shows by both bands and their 

audiences. Such local performatives are further constituted sonically, and 

musicians deploy ‘traditional’ forms of Palestinian expressive culture and 

improvised folk poetry, such as zajal, in the musics they perform and record. 

They also write and sing lyrics in Arabic, and use local instrumentation (the duf, 

neā, ‘ūd, and darabūka all feature centrally).  
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Such repertoires of locality are also embodied in the dress practices musicians 

and their fans take up during performances, which interestingly often shift 

according to regional and international location. Both musicians and audiences 

regularly wear the kūfīya and items of clothing stitched in the taṭrīz44 style. Less 

frequently, and mainly in heightened spaces on stages during concerts 

(especially when performing to non-local audiences in Europe), or in music 

videos, musicians also appear in ‘traditional’ and nationalistic gendered dress: 

women in the thūb, and men the jelābīya45. Some musicians attach small 

stickers of the Palestinian flag on to their instruments, while others more 

generally wear t-shirts with Arabic script declaring sentiments such as “I love 

Palestine”, “I am Palestinian”, or with the names of their familial village Zionist 

nationalists ethnically cleansed during the Nakba (see Pappe, 2006a).  

 

The music culture the scene produces, and is produced by, also performs 

global sensibilities and identities. In particular, these draw heavily from the 

globalised repertoire of hipster culture (see Bancic, 2016; Ford, 2013; Leyland, 

2005; Nordby, 2013). Hipster culture is ubiquitous for its adherents’ disavowal 

of the term itself, which, usually, they do not use to self-identify. Generally 

speaking, this is because such cosmopolitan young adults (of urban spaces in 

London, Berlin, New York, and Beirut, for example) – despite ‘being’ hipsters - 

take hipsterism to represent a group of people too obviously interested in 

‘looking cool’, which they do by consuming particular cultural objects in 

distinctive ways. This engagement with the capitalist market is considered to 

strip such actions of political meaning and valence. Such popular 

understandings aside, however, hipster culture is in fact a good descriptor of 

many affluent youth ‘alternative’ cultural scenes across the globe, and so I use 

it here with this meaning, rather than the degenerative one, in mind. A vague 

signifier, hipster culture is drawn through actors’ deliberate and stylised 

nonconformist performances that seek distinction from the ‘mainstreams’ 

constitutively used to draw bounds around their own desired alterity. This is 

often achieved through a series of performative consumption acts. ‘Alternative’ 

music, androgynous fashion, tattooed and pierced skin, ‘subversive’ leisure and 

recreation practices, left-wing political viewpoints, ‘new-age’ spiritualties (of 

Buddhism, for example, and yoga) and lifestyle choices centred on vegetarian 
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or vegan diets, as well as the use of drugs, all contribute to the marking of such 

cultural sites in contexts of late modern capitalism.  

 

The Palestinian scene draws extensively and eclectically on hipster sonic 

styles, using especially the sounds par excellence of hipster musics, especially 

trip-hop, electro, indie, experimental, and synthesised and distorted beats. 

These are offset to other genres not necessarily hipster, but certainly evocative 

of globalised youthful cultural subversion, including hip-hop, dub, reggae, punk, 

mental, and psy-trance. Left-wing, anti-nationalist, anti-colonial, feminist, and 

non-heteronormative political viewpoints abound in the scene, and lifestyles 

embraced generally encourage nonconformist practices such as drug and 

alcohol use, and (in Haifa especially) the queering of sexuality, and observation 

of individualised vegan and vegetarian diets. Consumption and leisure practices 

often and importantly are directed according to localised knowledge codes that 

label certain venues anti-‘mainstream’, where ‘hanging out’ is encouraged as 

means to mark personal and shared identities. Fashion practices generally 

promote the destabilising of the gender binary. Androgynous facial piercings, for 

example, tattoos, dreadlocks, brightly coloured and partially shaved hairstyles 

abound (again especially in Haifa, but also in Amman), as do beards and the 

‘man bun’. Both men and women often wear tight ‘skinny’ jeans, leather jackets, 

and dark ‘hip’ suit-blazers. Colourful ‘hippy’ dress practices also proliferate, as 

many of these young adults – especially young girls and women - stylise their 

bodies in loose fitting, feminised, and often brightly pattered dresses and skirts. 

These female subjects especially often wear bindis, silver jewellery, and 

bangles. Such dress practices also trace some queer points of departure, and 

men (generally in the queer community in Haifa) appear on stage in drag, 

wearing dresses more normatively associated with parodied and excessive 

femininity. 

 

Through such translocal musical and consumption practices, these young, often 

affluent, urban men and women performatively constitute an informal network 

productive of a heterogeneous space that departs from their normative 

geopolitical regime, and where alterity to the paradigms of commercial, national, 

resistant, and religious music is imagined, embodied, practiced, contested, and 
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struggled over. Through embodied music-based performances of many kinds – 

singing, dancing, playing, listening, making, narrating, ‘raving’, consuming, 

fashion-dressing – young adults in this community find diverse ways to produce 

an alternative imaginary based not on hegemonic spatial configurations, but 

instead one drawn through generational, cultural, and class-based affiliations. 

Importantly, while locally diversifying, the identities and counter-identities this 

self-defined ‘alternative’ music scene proliferates are consumption-born, 

belonging to the shared discursive space of the neoliberal family.  Such identity 

projects, and their relations and hierarchies, do not, however, occur in a 

vacuum. In the next part of this chapter, I outline and describe the macro-

contexts that are contributing to the emergence of the social and political 

identities described above, drawing especially on the dynamics these are both 

produced by, and performed to act in defiance of.  

 

2) Mapping the Field – Oslo and the Neoliberal Turn 
 

All these billboards… they’re even changing the look of the family… 
there’s not [in Palestinian society] a man, a woman and their child: no! 
It’s actually eight or nine people – that’s the typical Palestinian family, 
and that’s our culture and tradition… I’m not saying that we never 
change, or that we shouldn’t change, but not with a billboard and not with 
the businessman…. They’re [the PA and Palestinian capitalists] really 
killing society; they’re trying to transform it into something that it isn’t. 
And that’s why Ramallah is shit… it’s really crazy (interview, Musa, 
01/05/2014, Ramallah).  

 

In recent years, neoliberal ‘reforms’ have profoundly re-ordered Palestinians’ 

social worlds in the West Bank, in ’48, and in the ‘host’ Arab nations. In place 

well before the 1993 Oslo Accords, but rapidly accelerated in their aftermath, as 

Musa, a Ramallah-based emcee and beat maker in this mid-twenties alludes, 

these changes have profoundly made and remade many spheres. Re-shaping 

familial and other social roles, creating new political elites, and establishing 

novel economic hierarchies; these shifts have transformed many normative 

political, cultural, social, and economic repertories of meaning and their related 

identity codes throughout Palestine. In the context of this thesis, the most 

pressing modalities of governance and self-governance emerging from this 

period has been the decline of a centralised Palestinian national movement, in 
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a moment when neoliberalising structures of control are promoted as precursors 

to peace by the Palestinian leadership (as well as the US and Israeli 

governments this elite is enabled by). This neoliberal ‘turn’ has consolidated a 

‘new’ middle-class and intensified urbanisation across enclaves of Palestine. In 

this part of the chapter, I outline the impact Oslo’s aftermath has wrought on 

Palestinian quotidians across the particular, but connected, locales of 

Ramallah, Haifa, and Amman. In particular, I draw out how the neoliberal 

maxims of control Oslo intensified function as subjectivising forces that are 

productive, and not merely repressive, of identities.  

 

2.1 The Oslo Paradigm: Some Points of Departure 
 

The 1993 Oslo Accords marked the beginning of an era that would come to be 

defined by the collapse of the unified Palestinian national movement. Judicially 

enshrining the fragmentation that has characterised the collective Palestinian 

experience since 1948, Oslo made legal the separation of Palestinians in the 

West Bank, from those living as ‘citizens’ under the Israeli state, and those in 

exile in the Arab ‘host’ nations. The PLO exchanged many of its core principles 

in return for establishing the PA, to which Israel ‘permitted’ only limited and non-

contiguous sovereignty on a series on West Bank Bantustans. 46 Promoting the 

two-state solution as ‘peace’ process omitted the right of return for exiled 

Palestinians, advocating that a ‘just’ end to (what under Oslo was uncritically 

framed as) the ‘conflict’ was achievable by creating an independent Palestinian 

state on the 1967 borders.47 This failed to address the dilemma of state building 

versus national liberation (Khan, 2005). While Palestinian nationalism had been 

a dominant political force since the 1948 dispossession (see Sayigh, 1997: 37-

57), the PLO-PA’s more overtly statist, authoritarian (Hilal, 2015), and territorial 

agenda based on borders, replaced – at the level of the official leadership - its 

anti-colonial and resistance components that had been hegemonic, especially 

during the 1960-1980 thāwra (revolutionary) years. The two-state solution, 

based on UN Security Council Resolution 242 and the Partition Plan, became 

the axis on which national politics of the formal leadership were to be intelligible 

moving forwards.  
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Oslo thus removed from the negotiation agenda the Palestinians inside Israel, 

as well as those in the diaspora and the host nations. It further renounced all 

Palestinian claims to land the Zionist movement has been appropriating since 

1882 in modern-day Israel. By design, then, Oslo represented a new ‘phase’ in 

the Zionist settler-colonial project, creating a new Palestinian political elite and a 

plan for an ‘independent’ nation-state that left intact the broader external 

apparatus of Zionist settler colonial control over Palestine and the Palestinians. 

Producing a moderate West Bank authority allowed the Israeli state to offload 

economic responsibility for maintaining military occupation onto this ‘official’ 

Palestinian leadership (see Khan, 2005; Said, 1995; Roy, 2002); while also 

inserting a disciplinary and productive mechanism of pacification into the local 

population (in the oPt) designed to protect Israeli wellbeing (see Alazzeh, 2014; 

Tartir, 2015). In its aftermath, Oslo thus managed, rather than resolved, the 

occupation, enabling the augmentation rather than reduction in the pace of 

Israeli settler colonisation over Palestine. Centralising the PLO into the statist 

PA created an indirect governing regime, allowing Israel to re-organise the 

occupation on both sides of the Green Line so that it operates ever-pervasively, 

yet more remotely. 

 

Denied control over its own recourses, as well as the capacity to define its 

borders (see Hilal & Khan, 2004; Turner, 2014: 18), one area the settler-colonial 

state has allowed this nascent authority limited jurisdiction is in the field of 

economic state-building, which has come to be known as the “economic peace” 

model (see Khalidi & Samour, 2011). This mainly demands the PA funnel its 

state-building activity into developing a neoliberal economy that rolls back 

public spending while maximising the private sector, on the cantons of the West 

Bank it controls. Israel adopted a neoliberal economic model in 1985 

(Grandinetti, 2015: 2), and the US has been peddling economic ‘reform’ as a 

precursor to ‘peace’ across the Middle East since Bush’s paradigmatic “New 

World Order”, situating that economic rather than military power would be the 

catalyst for ‘change’ (in other words, the production of North American-friendly 

sentiment) in the Middle East. Oslo was thus further driven by Israeli and North 

American elites’ desire to integrate their capital interests into the markets of the 

Middle East (Grandinetti, 2015: 2). The neoliberal turn in Palestine must thus be 
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situated in the context of the settler-state’s utilisation of the Accords to run its 

occupation more smoothly, as well as US-led attempts to institute neoliberal 

fiscal policies and consumer ‘freedoms’ to reconfigure the region as a whole 

(Khalidi & Samour, 2011: 11).  

 

3) Grounding Neoliberalism: A Theoretical Overview 
 

On a general level, neoliberalism is a set of late-modern and capitalist 

economic policies built on European liberal and enlightenment subjectivising 

discourses of rationality and individuality. As practice, it is committed to rolling 

back the state, reducing public spending, promoting fiscal austerity, and 

enhancing the role and power of the private sector. As a force, however, 

neoliberalism not only shifts economic relationships and creates new financial 

anxieties for individuals. It also profoundly reshapes social structures across 

multiple sites (in the family, workplace, neighbourhood, and civil society). On a 

global scale, these shifts are reconfiguring subjectivities, altering people’s 

identities and solidarities, their agencies, and their sense of self (Kymlicka, 

2013: 99). Neoliberalism is thus a necessarily complex system and strategy of 

governance and self-governance. As a mechanism of control, it is subjectivising 

and productive, regulating those it administers into self-governing and self-

monitoring subjects disciplined to assume responsibility for their own atomised 

capacity building and self-improvement, who are further interpellated to be self-

reliant and autonomous mangers of their own health, education, social 

wellbeing (and so on) (Ong, 2007: 4). 

 

To understand how the power of neoliberalism moves beyond mere repression 

to produce subjectivities and subjectivising structures in contemporary 

Palestine, Foucault’s (1978-79/1994) seminal “Colleges Lectures” on 

governmentality are a useful starting point (see Rabinow & Rose, 1994). Using 

a political-economy approach, the infamous French philosopher demonstrates 

that governmentality functions as a more or less calculated means of directing 

how individuals behave and act (Jeffreys & Sigley, 2009:1) (see also Dean, 

1999; Lemke 2002; Rose, 1996, 1999). For Foucault, governmentality is the “art 

of government” (Foucault, 1978/1994: 229) – the ‘how’ of governing, both in 
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terms of how we are governed and how we govern, as well as how the 

relationship between the government of the state, the government of ourselves 

and the government of others works (Dean, 1999: 2). These ‘hows’ are 

paradoxical, representing the central aporia of government: on the one hand, 

the sovereignty of the free individual is asserted, but on the other, the behaviour 

of that self-same ‘free’ and ‘autonomous’ individual must be regulated and 

disciplined in order for government to have something to govern. The modern 

sovereign state and the modern autonomous individual thus co-determine each 

other’s existence (Lemke, 2002: 50-51).  

 

Understanding power as productive opens up space for getting closer insight 

into the way this co-constitution happens. As Foucault highlights, strategies of 

power generate specific cartographies of knowledge (techniques of 

domination), which contain a series of subjectivising potentialities, forms of self-

knowledge, and mechanisms of self-governance (techniques of self) (Foucault: 

1982/1994). Lemke (2002: 51) breaks down into three components how this 

process happens. First, governmentality treats power as a force that does not 

collapse into consent or violence. Instead, it acts as a form of guidance that 

makes certain practices, and not others, intelligible and coherent to subjects, 

thus shaping and directing the field of action such subjects perceive is available 

to them. Second, it links the technologies of self (the way subjects constitute 

themselves by engaging in ‘free’ and ‘autonomous’ actions) with the techniques 

of domination (the way the subject is constituted via the power/knowledge 

nexus) and in so doing ties the constitution of the subject to the formation of the 

governing apparatus (which for Foucault is the state) (and vice versa). 

Expanding on his work in Discipline and Punish (1977), which argued 

subjectivity was produced by disciplinary mechanisms that shaped “docile 

bodies”, governmentality emphasises that the way subjects act on themselves 

is in part shaped by forces of coercion and domination, but that, importantly, 

such forces are themselves integrated with and moulded by the way subjects 

fashion themselves (see also Butler, 1990; 1993).  

 

Finally, Lemke indicates that governmentality distinguishes between power and 

domination, relations Foucault situates as “strategic games between liberties” 
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(Foucault, 1988: 19 cited Lemke, 2002: 53), by which he means that power 

relations exist across a spectrum of sorts. On the one hand are “games of 

power” (ibid), which are central to human interaction. These are informal 

opinions, moral appraisals, or ideological judgements individuals pass on to one 

another with the intention of shaping behaviours or guiding actions. They are 

not necessarily coercive, and do not always entail a removal of liberty or a 

limitation of options available to an actor. As Lemke suggests “power in the 

sense Foucault gives to the terms, could result in the “empowerment” or 

“responsibilisation” of subjects, forcing them to “free” decision making in field of 

action” (ibid). On the other hand are “states of domination” (ibid), which relate to 

a more orthodox take on power. In between these games of power and states 

of domination are the technologies of government: the context specific, 

reflective, and ‘rational’ systems through which a given societal order is run.  

 

Foucault’s (1978/1994) governmentality model thus provides a solid 

springboard for approaching how neoliberal shifts and their highly nuanced 

power relations produce meaningful and coherent potentialities of subjection for 

subjects of late-modern capitalism. His work demonstrates how, under 

neoliberal conditions, power works to produce self-governing subjects who 

regulate themselves so that the state does not have to (enabling the more 

general reduction of the state). Neoliberal subjectivities are thus geared toward 

endless individual capacity building.  

 

Clearly, the context Foucault responds to departs from the Palestinian case in 

significant ways. His motivation was to provide a genealogy of the modern state 

and its citizenry. Palestine, however, remains subjugated to Zionist settler-

colonial control and military occupation: there is obviously not a formal 

sovereign state in the same manner that Foucault (1977, 1978/1994) takes to 

be foundational in his analysis. Although helpful in elaborating on how 

neoliberal shifts in Palestine are creating new imaginaries of agency, his 

account of state-wielded power, is undeniably more absolute than is possible in 

the case of Palestine. 
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Picking up on this aporia, the work of critical geographers such as Gupta and 

Ferguson (2002), Ong (2007), and Springer (2010; 2012) highlight that while 

much academic attention focuses on processes of neoliberalisations in the so-

called industrial societies of advanced capitalism, much less has been 

produced to document their application to the so-called ‘third world’ or ‘global 

south’. When neoliberal governmentality is analysed in non-‘western’ contexts, 

it is often treated as a monolithic and essentialised relation of power termed 

‘globalisation’, in which an aggressive and penetrative form of late-modern 

market capitalism in circulation at the ‘global’ level is situated as destroying a 

largely defenceless and primitive ‘local’. Neoliberalism is, however, not a 

uniform or homogenous system, but rather a hybrid process (Springer, 2010: 

1030-1031) of migratory assemblage that “stresses reflexivity in the interplay 

between global technology and situated practices” (Ong, 2007: 5).  

 

As Ong (2007: 4) importantly observes, literature dealing with the modes of self-

governance neoliberal rationalisations produce in advanced capitalist societies, 

often assumes these penetrate all societal levels equally. In so-called emerging, 

non-Western contexts (as Palestine is) however, this strategy of governing and 

self-governing is less totalising, and is not uniformly applied to all who share 

geographical proximity. In these settings, such non-contiguous penetration is 

socially stratifying, producing and administering bodies and social spaces 

differently, and unevenly (if at all). Furthermore, since these work in tandem 

with (rather than annihilating) pre-existing systems of localised control, 

neoliberal strategies of power also necessarily intersect with the various other 

regimes of governance they encounter when they are put to work therein. For 

the purpose of this thesis, in Ramallah, this means neoliberal modalities of 

(self)governance work through structures of Israeli occupation; in Amman, with 

class-based hierarchies and Jordanian efforts to contain Palestinian political 

initiatives; and in Haifa, in accordance with Zionist racism and ethno-

nationalism(s).  

 

4) The Ramallah Bubble 
 

Basically consumerism, right, in such a situation, and…the whole 
neoliberal thing: it’s like, there a wall around you, but… in the centre, 
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where you don’t see the wall, it seems like everything’s fine. There’s a lot 
of restaurants, cafes, nice cars, people from all over the world… it’s just - 
it’s sick. Sometimes I just can’t believe it. Like what the hell is going on? 
(interview, Ramallah, 06/06/2014). 

 

These words, from Ramallah-based electro-DJ Hamza, point to the dystopian 

way that depoliticising neoliberal strategies of governance and self-governance 

are extended to Ramallah’s inhabitants to the extent that the broader 

architecture of Israeli settler-colonial occupation is affectively disappeared, 

normalising its existence by masking its presence. In the West Bank, the impact 

of Israeli closure (see Falah 2005; Farsakh 2005; Hanafi 2012; Kimmerling & 

Migdal, 2003; Jawad, 2013), and the PA’s (limited) state-building project 

(focused on IMF and World Bank buzzwords like economic ‘reform’, 

‘development’, ‘good governance’, and ‘security’) (see Grandinetti, 2015; Khalidi 

& Samour, 2011; Leech, 2012; Tartir, 2015; Turner, 2014; Sayre & Olmsted, 

1999; Ziadeh, 2010), has been uneven, penetrating Ramallah in ways more 

pronounced and more overtly visible than in other areas. As a result, Ramallah 

has, since 1993, expanded into a sizeable ‘new’ city, marked by some as “the 

first Palestinian metropolis after the loss of “modern” Jerusalem and the coastal 

cities in 1948” (Taraki, 2008: 4; see also Taraki & Giacaman, 2006, Rowe, 

2010: 72). Entering the twentieth century as a hilltop village, it is now the 

unrivalled de facto capital of the non-existent Palestinian state48; the undisputed 

political and cultural centre of the West Bank; crux of several recent building 

‘booms’ (embodied perhaps most starkly in the modernist-aspirational building 

project Rawabi49); and hub of accelerated urbanisation and neoliberalisations 

(see Grandinetti, 2015). Since the 1993 Accords, it has been home to the PA 

and some factions of the PLO, who use the city as the seat from where they run 

the Israeli occupation contracted to them (Abourahme, 2009: 503). Today, 

Ramallah also hosts the West Bank’s mushrooming middle classes, who have 

been consolidating a burgeoning cosmopolitan culture steadily in the city since 

(at least) Oslo. 

 

Described as an enclave micropolis looking out to larger cosmopolitan centres 

in the Arab world like Beirut, Amman, and Dubai (Taraki, 2008), as my 

interlocutor cited above highlights, neoliberal shifts in Ramallah have produced 

ever-proliferating sites of leisure and pleasure for the cultivation and 
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performance of modernist, middle-class sensibilities: up-scale restaurants, 

lounges, bars, clubs, pubs, cafes, cultural institutions, private schools, 

European-style dance and music academies, fitness centres and gymnasiums, 

theatres and a mini shopping mall have all taken their share in the fabric of the 

city over the past two decades (see Abourahme, 2009; Tararki & Giacaman, 

2006; Taraki, 2008). A sizeable population of Western migrants, who work in 

the city in the expansive NGO and aid sectors (see Merz, 2012), have 

accompanied these arrivals. Such spaces and their clients use Ramallah’s 

historical Christian identity to market themselves as ‘progressive’, relatively 

tolerant of difference, and enabling of (middle-class) men and women to mix 

together (see Taraki & Giacaman, 2006: 20-21). Such globalising and 

cosmopolitan aspirations mean the enclave micropolis is often contrasted to the 

constitutively more conservative West Bank cities of Hebron and Nablus (Taraki 

& Giacaman, 2006; Taraki, 2008). Ramallah’s urbanisations have stratified 

social space across the new city, privatising much of it by marking and dividing 

it according to class differences (set in place in 1948 and accelerated in the 

aftermath of Oslo). These shifts offer limited and contained consumer freedoms 

to those who have the economic capital and purchasing power to pursue them, 

while (as in most modern and neoliberal cities) the urban poor are evermore 

confined to the city’s peripheral zones and refugee camps.50  

 

Regardless of the fantasy of post-coloniality such highly stylised outward-

looking cultural trends, tastes, and fashions (selectively) offer, Ramallah 

remains under the occupation of the protracted Israeli settler-colonial regime. It 

represents more than any other space in Palestine the complexities and 

contradictions wrought by the Oslo process, demonstrating the paradox of living 

in a colonial present under neoliberal capitalism. Many opine that normal(ising) 

consumption practices generate subjectivity in this post-Oslo reality, replacing 

national level affiliations with localised place-specific identity markers 

(Abourahme, 2009; Taraki, 2008). Frequently ennobled in the west-centric 

press as embodying the city’s “resilience”, critics have scathingly described this 

liminal state of being simultaneously ‘free’ (to consume) while perennially 

colonised as the “Green Zone” (Massad, 2006), a “five star prison” (Taraki, 

2008), and “the Bantustan sublime” (Abourahme, 2009). The city’s inhabitants 
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often despairingly and sardonically describe the city as a “bubble” stuck in 

“Ramallah Syndrome” 51, where the mirage of autonomy offered by the city’s 

segregating cosmopolitan modernitites enables the schizophrenic forgetting of 

occupation, in a manner simply not possible in other Palestinian areas of the 

West Bank. The landscape of today’s Ramallah is thus precarious, shifting and 

unstable, shaped by occupation and defined by its class affiliations and the 

broader neoliberalising machinations these index.  

 

The urban, predominantly middle-class, self-defined ‘alternative’ members of 

the music scene in Ramallah are complexly situated within these fraught 

contexts. In part enabled out of these macro-architectural conditions of 

neoliberalism, and yet often cynically questioning about the political direction 

these shifts are pushing Palestinian society, these young Palestinians’ micro-

level musical, cultural, leisure, and consumption-based practices are both 

symptoms of, and escapes from, such structural transformations. Engaging in 

capitalist pleasures in aspiration toward a normal(ising) life centred on 

increasing personal, social, and political autonomy; while also heavily criticising 

the wider enforced embourgeoisement of their locales; these young people are 

simultaneously despairing of, and complicit in, these shifts. Socialising in 

specific urban sites deployed with particular meanings (bars and party-going 

venues with subcultural capital, for example), and yet paying money to be 

present in such spaces, their cultural practices cannot be reduced to the 

protest/co-optation binary. Instead, they operate within the shifting landscape of 

neoliberal Ramallah; carving out zones of distinction for themselves and their 

community through the political and social meanings they give to their 

consumption and leisure-based practices. Neither wholly resistant, nor wholly 

corrupt, they articulate and perform middle-class identities enabled out of the 

neoliberal turn in the West Bank, while being nonetheless cognizant of the 

wider power relations that have created this order of things in contemporary 

Ramallah. Young musical actors’ imaginaries and embodied practices are 

mediated by the neoliberal turn in Palestine, which they both accommodate and 

push back at.  

4.1 Spacing the City, Situating the Scene 
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These images below form part of a 2012 larger extended art book by two young 

Ramallah-based Palestinian visual artists, titled “The Stories of Uncle Dayton”. 

The work draws on the legacy of US security co-ordinator to Palestine-Israel, 

Lieutenant General Keith Dayton, who in 2005 was tasked with training and 

building the PA’s new security forces. In 2009, Dayton gave a speech at the 

Washington Institute for Near East Policy, in which he boasted of his success in 

“creating new Palestinian men”. These “new men”, Dayton suggests, so 

productively internally police Palestinian ‘insurgent’ resistance to the status quo 

of occupation, that an Israeli military presence may soon no longer be 

necessary in the West Bank.52  

 

 

This image has been removed by the author for copyrite reasons 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

FIGURE 1 New Men, Stories from Uncle Dayton. 53 
 

[Above] Evoking modernity’s ‘march’ of progress, the top-right hand corner of 

this image displays the cogs of a machine, filled in with identical clock faces and 

what looks like a human body, enslaved to the clock’s ticking hands. The 

central vista captures a Frankenstein-like figure, gesticulating wildly as though 

bringing the scene beneath him into being with his arms, in an almost god-like 

fashion. Below him a homogenous group of male solders march (again the 
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metaphor of progress) into an unseen horizon. Behind the monstrous 

Frankenstein-creator icon stands a robotic, non-human human body; a motif 

repeated in the centre of the image, where the cut up arms and torso of a 

child’s body floats over the marching soldiers. The text in the bubbles reads: 

“and what we have created – and I say this in humility – what we have created 

are new men”. 

 

 

This image has been removed by the author for copyrite reaons 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

FIGURE 2 Teenage Girls, Stories from Uncle Dayton 
 

[Above] The text in the fluorescent circles here reads: “Teenage girls in Jenin 

can visit their friends after dark without fear of being attacked. Similarly 

Palestinian shops are now open after dark, and life is approaching normal in 

many of these areas”. The images offsetting the text re-enforce this paternalistic 

and gendered neo-colonial discourse, depicting (on the right hand side) the 

figure of a young girl playing with a balloon (a highly performative evocation of 

child-like innocence). Next to the body of this female child is superimposed an 

image of US security co-ordinator to Palestine-Israel, Lieutenant General Keith 

Dayton, who watches over the young girl in a fatherly fashion, playfully evoking 

an embodied metaphor of US patriarchal imperialism. The left hand side of the 

image displays a man in a fez pointing to an enlarged bucked of fried chicken, 

from the fast-food chain KFC (which today has several restaurants across 

Ramallah). In the top and bottom left hand corners and in the centre-top are 

yellow and red (Israeli) security cameras (ubiquitous across the West Bank). 
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Reading these through the evocation the text makes to normalcy, we are 

encouraged to deconstruct how the ‘normal’ is – in Palestine – premised on the 

combined power of consumption and surveillance.   

 

 

This image has been removed by the author for copyrite reasons 

 

 

 

 

 

FIGURE 3: New Men 2, Stories from Uncle Dayton 
 

[Above] The image here draws on the chaotic and dystopian landscape of a city 

being born, reflected in the way the image itself is cut up and fragmented by 

skyscrapers and large office blocs. A particularly large building is carried on the 

back of a male body whose face is hidden from view, conjuring – perhaps – the 

figure of the bodies of the urban poor whose physical labour is necessary for 

the ‘march’ of progress to move anywhere at all, and yet have only a minimal 

stake to gain in the modernity project itself. The text reads “in the Israeli army, 

they ask me how many of these new men can you generate, and how quickly?”, 

echoing the idea of fractious, artificial creation. These words are pumped into a 

machine encasing a young, male body, overseen by another Frankenstein- 

spectre. 

 

The artistic intervention is arranged as a children’s storybook, and, using 

selected quotes from Dayton’s speech, material from advertisements, and other 

iconic imagery, it humorously and satirically deconstructs how these ‘new’ men 

are being constructed. Across these images, the tropes of consumer-based 

modernity, US-patriarchal imperialism, and Israeli occupation intersect with the 

theme of Frankenstein – the monster of modernity par excellence. Interrogating 

especially frameworks that push for a state-building project premised on the 

(gendered) securitisation and neoliberal modernisation of a body of land that 

remains perennially – and evermore remotely - controlled by the settler-state, 
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the book provides insight into how young, critical cultural producers in Palestine 

envisage, and negotiate on an artistic-quotidian level, the way Israeli occupation 

is shifting their contemporary social spatialities.  

 

Dayton’s push to increase the Palestinian security sector references Fayyad’s 

larger “West Bank First Phase”54. In state-building terms, this centres on the 

PA’s recent attempts to adopt a Weberian-style state model to claim the 

legitimate monopoly of violence (Tartir, 2015) (despite the obvious absence of 

an actual state or sphere in which to effectively govern). On the ground, this has 

massively augmented the localised-native authority’s securitising capacity to 

label any given body a threat to the peace, and thus potential site for 

governmental discipline (see Alazzeh, 2015). Indeed the PA quickly removed 

“The Stories of Uncle Dayton” from the local spaces (newsagents, grocery 

stores, supermarkets) its creators circulated it in at its inception. The book’s 

confiscation points to a wider moment of increasing crackdowns on ‘free’ 

assembly in Ramallah, which twenty-year old art student and scene-affiliate 

Tareq put to me that: 

 

I think they’re [the PA] afraid of public space, they’re afraid that people 
have somewhere to gather and somewhere to express their minds, 
because […] if the PA fucks up, the people are gonna revolt, quickly, you 
know? It’s not a big deal for them. They’ve been revolting their whole 
lives (interview, Ramallah, 04/05/2014). 

 

Control of space is thus a central mechanism the Israeli-contracted, 

authoritarian PA uses to assert its disciplinary force. In a context where public 

spaces have already been transformed into sites of consumption, this adds a 

further and more explicitly gendered dimension to such publics, delivering 

Dayton’s ‘new’ Palestinian security-men the capacity to control it, dictating the 

activities deemed legitimate therein. This severely impacts young Palestinians’ 

ability to produce musical spaces of their own design, away from the city’s 

plentiful (and segregated) sites of leisure (bars, café, restaurants, and so on). 

Collective gatherings and ‘free’ association - such as music concerts, parties 

and gigs - in Ramallah’s urban publics are prohibited without a PA-issued 

permit. As Nidar, a Ramallah-based installation artist in his late twenties 

described: “it’s really difficult [for bands] to be in public space without it being 
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formal or legal… it’s not even just about performance space, it’s about any 

space. There’s no space at all” (interview, Ramallah, 19/05/2014).  
 

Without such PA-administered permits, any cultural event held in public space 

(parks, car-parks, on the street) is likely to be shut down. Although such 

licenses are readily granted to outfits connected to the PA and their NGO 

counterparts – indeed many free festivals and open-air concerts run widely 

throughout Ramallah (often in the Muntazah park) and beyond - many young 

musicians are despairing about how infrequently such events occur, while 

others are reluctant to take part in them at all. Generally speaking, the PA 

makes use of such events to perform and embody their own particular version 

of depoliticising resistant cultures geared toward institutional statebuilding, 

showcasing what for many (who form the subject of this research) have become 

the empty signifiers of overly-romanticised imaginaries of folkloric Palestinian 

pasts – “all that cheesy shit” as Nidar describes (19/05/2014). Many NGOs in 

Palestine use similar representational regimes when they present the cultural 

acts they exhibit. Such institutional administrators of aid (at least, the North 

American and European Union-controlled ones) are generally operational in 

Palestine on depoliticising (so-called ‘apolitical’, in NGO-ised parlance) missions 

to politically pacify Palestinian resistance to the status quo, while ‘humanising’ 

the Arab ‘other’ for global audiences (see El-Ghadban & Strohm, 2013; Mertz, 

2012). 

 

Concerned about being co-opted to signify such frameworks, many are 

ambiguous about partaking in these events. As Najd, a Ramallah-based emcee 

described to me:  

 

Our [members of the music scene] goal is not to show the world that we 
are humans like them, because we already know that, and they already 
know that. If they don’t already know that that’s their problem! [It’s] not 
my problem (interview, Ramallah, 23/10/2012). 

 

Thus, either unprepared to participate in such events (unless being paid large 

sums of money, which generally makes performing in them more attractive), or 

frustrated at their lack of provision for sustained scene building activity (the 

infrequent nature of such events makes meeting up face-to-face, holding 
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regular music nights and concerts, and so on, difficult), many musicians critical 

of (yet enabled by) the status quo in Ramallah find themselves torn. On the one 

hand, wanting to distance themselves from the elite-driven worlds of 

consumption that saturate leisure-going in the city, and yet on the other, 

desiring to produce a music scene that has vitality, these youth actors often end 

up navigating the complexities of post-Oslo Ramallah through their 

consumption practices.  

 

The Ramallah of today is thus a site of proliferated consumption and leisure, 

mobilised through wider class-based chasms and conditions of occupation 

these reference. Neoliberal shifts enabled by changes in the way Israeli settler-

colonialism administers the West Bank have privatised social space in the city, 

arranging access to it according to individual purchasing power. Post-Oslo 

Ramallah is also a securitised enclave zone, in which the remaining space 

neoliberal ‘reforms’ left ‘public’ are subject to the scrutiny of the recently 

consolidated PA security forces. The city post-Oslo must thus be understood as 

a space in which settler-colonial control becomes simultaneously more remote 

and more penetrative, functioning through the production of local economic and 

security-based subjectivities and power constellations. Such settler-colonial 

directives push for the production of a pacified society of docile subjects who 

are ‘free’ to engage in capitalist pleasures and neoliberal ‘capacity’ building, 

while remaining barred from access to political power and internally policed by a 

militarily and financially aid-rich PA police force, itself brought into being on the 

whims of the ethno-national Israeli hegemon.  

 

This collusion of capitalist and militarised regimes creates a context in which the 

city’s artistic and cultural collective who wish to distance themselves from such 

socially polarising spatial technologies, find themselves constrained. Class, 

neoliberalism, and occupation thus intersect to provide the structures through 

which the city’s middle-class, urban, cosmopolitan, left-wing, and politically 

critical scenesters are both established, and oppositional to. This means 

reading such actors’ cultural practices as both re-enforcing certain aspects of 

these hierarchies, while signifying others differently – often conterminously. 
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5) Politics and Hip-ness in Haifa 
 

Arabic Salad 
Chocolate Cake 
This Country is not a Democracy 
It’s an Apartheid State 
 
Have a Nice Day! 
 

So reads the English menu of maqwa masada, a central bar-cum-café and 

hotspot for Haifa’s politicised, youthful, and urbanising hipsters on Masada 

Street. Brightly coloured graffiti-art covers many of the walls running along the 

entire street, itself an enclave meeting place for the city’s left-wing Palestinian 

intelligentsia. The cafe is always busy, full of people philosophising (mainly in 

Arabic), smoking tobacco and dope, often spilling over onto the Parisian style 

bright blue cast iron tables and chairs that litter the leafy pavement outside. A 

friendly man with dreadlocks serves coffees and beers to the largely student, 

artsy crowd until the early hours from an eccentrically arranged bar, as an 

album by Portishead, a UK trip-hop electronic outfit, reverberates throughout 

the café from his Apple MacBook. There are menus in Arabic, English, and 

Hebrew heaped on the un-matching tables and chairs scattered inside, and 

posters (mainly in English) for live music events and poetry readings adorn the 

walls, as do several political art works. One in particular stands out: positioned 

directly behind the bar, it is bright red and reads in large white type “66 Years of 

Apartheid: BDS BDS BDS”.  

 

As much as Israeli hasbara (state propaganda) would have it, despite the 

semblance that this gentrified neighbourhood houses an urban, hip, and 

youthful elite similar to Berlin or London, the various material artefacts adorning 

the social world of the bar, coupled with the extensive presence of both spoken 

and written Arabic, provide small interventions that speak to much larger 

complexities regarding the precarious ways Palestinians assert spaces for 

themselves inside the parts of Palestine that became Israel in 1948. Several 

commentators from the Israeli55 and American56 press have seized on the 

opportunity frontier spaces such as this one present to comment on the ‘co-

existence’ of hip Palestinian-Arabs and Jews in Israel’s ‘mixed cities’.57  Such 

journalistic writings take the presence of (what are framed as) ‘liberal’ 
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Palestinians to evidence that ‘peace’ is possible between Jewish-Israelis and 

their Palestinian counterparts, who number 1 in every 5 ‘citizen’ in 

contemporary Israel. Such representations situate the self-described Jewish 

state as a multicultural, heterogeneous space tolerant of diversity and 

encouraging of the secular, feminist, and queer friendly political visions such 

hipster cultures generally centralise around, speaking to Israel’s aspirations to 

present itself on the global stage as emblematic of a particularly Europeanised 

modernity.  

 

What such accounts make obsolete is the fact that the situation inside Israel, as 

with the oPt, is not one in which Israeli-Jews and Palestinians have 

misunderstood one another, and as individuals are capable of realising ‘peace’ 

by simply ‘getting on’ with each other. Such depoliticising commentary entirely 

occludes the myriad settler colonial dynamics of the ethnocratic (Yiftachel, 

1998; 2006) Israeli state. It also advocates a broader strategy for political 

resolution to over one hundred years of Zionist ethnic cleansing of Palestine 

and the Palestinians, with little to no sustained anti-colonial political intervention 

and transformation of the ethno-national status quo in Israel.  

 

The concentration of young Palestinian hipsters in previously Palestinian-

majority cities inside semi-public spaces like this café highlights the reverse. 

This community of Palestinians are in many ways imbricated in globalising 

capitalist hipster youthful fashion currents: they have tattoos, shave parts of 

their (often brightly coloured) hair, and otherwise signify identities through 

consumption practices with greater visibility than their Ramallah counterparts. 

However, the political regime under which they live situates all Palestinian 

bodies as the “enemy within”, positioned at the internal crossroads of a violent 

and oppressive colonial system in which they face many forms of civil 

discrimination. While there are clearly colonial imperatives that shape why a 

specifically cultural, and not more directly political, Palestinian identity has 

found room to assert itself inside Israel (largely because this allows the Israeli 

state to whitewash its settler-colonial policies), the joke on the menu, the sign 

behind the bar, and the proliferation of young adults speaking Arabic are 

nonetheless significant. They embody how those in the “stand-tall generation” 
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(Rabinowitz & Abu-Baker, 2005) are clear (in contrast to their parents’ 

generation) and articulate about the disenfranchisement they face as second-

class ‘citizens’ in the Jewish state. Specific to the ways the internally colonised 

Palestinians living inside modern-day Israel experience the settler colonial 

project within historic Palestine, the more immediately obvious hipster culture is 

thus also a nuanced expression of a particularly politicised form of 

Palestinianness.  

 

5.1 Colourful Spaces 
 

After the 1948 dispossession, of the ca. 950,000 non-Jewish inhabitants of 

Palestine who lived on the land prior to the expulsion, a further ca. 156,000-

160,000 remained in the areas contemporarily referred to as Israel (Molavi, 

2009: 20). These Palestinians have been described as the “forgotten 

Palestinians” (Pappe, 2011), positioned as “present absentees” (Maria & 

Shehade, 2012) inside the Jewish state, and isolated from broader 

conceptualisations of Palestinianness. At its genesis, the consolidating Jewish 

state drew a clear boundary of separation between its Arab-Palestinian minority 

and the Jewish majority, conferring different rights to each (Kananneh & Nusair, 

2010: 2; Rekhess, 2007). Hegemonic Zionist society in Israel is structured 

through these ethno-nationalistic, racist, and settler-colonial discourses. These 

are socially stratifying, affording greater worth, rights, and privileges to Jewish-

Israeli, Ashkenazi bodies (see Shohat, 1988). Defining itself as an exclusively 

Jewish state, this system maintains Jewish supremacy, offering enhanced 

status to Jews symbolically, structurally, and practically (Kannaneh & Nusair, 

2010: 2; Ghanem & Rouhana, & Yiftachel, 1998).  As an ethnocracy (Yiftachel, 

1998; 2006), its political regime is such that facilitates the expansion and control 

of the settler community via the mobilisation of religio-ethicised discourses of 

Jewishness, used to exert dominance and control over differently constituted 

ethnic groups, who become marginalised in the process.  

 

While class-based stratifications of difference structure social space in 

Ramallah, in Haifa, it is ethno-national discourse that takes the reigns as one 

central marker of, and mechanism in, the organisation of mainstream publics. 
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The Judaisation policies of the settler-colonial order attempts to maintain a 

Jewish majority that settles and distributes Jews as widely as possible 

throughout the country (Kannaneh & Nusair, 2010: 2). This regime has 

historically criminalised and repressed Palestinian nationalistic challenges to it 

(Dallasheh, 2010: 21-38). Such antecedents are reflected in the segregated 

social spaces the Zionist state makes available for young, party-going 

Palestinians, as well as how these same young adults challenge them. At the 

level of leisure activities such as ‘clubbing’, Palestinians inside Israel are often 

barred from attending hostile Jewish-only nightclubs, bars, concert halls, and 

other such related party and music-based spaces. Bouncers employed to police 

dance parties often reject patrons with obviously Arab sounding names on their 

ID cards, and/or darker skin colour. Similarly, Palestinian music is banned on 

mainstream Israeli radio, which – as Kaleem, the guitarist in an Akka-based 

metal band outlined to me – has led to a mushrooming of pirate Arab radio 

stations, such as Shams Radio. The Israeli government frequently shuts these 

down, arresting its practitioners and confiscating their equipment (interview, 

Kaleem, Akka, 18/07/14). While in Ramallah, neoliberalism intersects with 

occupation to produce a governing regime therein, in Haifa, neoliberal, 

consumption-based practices and their identities navigate discourses of Israeli 

ethno-nationalism. 

 

Writing autobiographically, Palestinian anthropologist from Haifa, Nadeem 

Karkabi (2013: 313), describes how this marginalisation created a drive among 

young Palestinians in his generation to establish their own zones of autonomy, 

constituting spaces of youthful fun in enclaves outside Jewish panoptical 

control. He describes how these initially took the form of university parties, 

which occurred once or twice a year during the term holidays. Such gatherings, 

he extends, eventually established a scene of young, left-leaning Palestinians 

united in their drive to express a politicised Palestinian culture with more 

frequency and in more mainstream publics. Since the earlier part of this 

decade, these have mushroomed, and Haifa’s young hipsters have 

appropriated more and more semi-public spaces to meet up and enjoy their 

shared cultural and political tastes and preferences. Facing many difficulties - 

such as police harassment, frequent arrests, arbitrary army closures of parties 
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and raves, in one case with tanks - leads Karkabi (ibid: 311) to describe their 

cultural acts as constituting the Palestinian struggle against civil marginalisation 

in the Jewish state.  

 

Contextually, Haifa provided an important backdrop for the establishment of 

such spaces because, unlike Jerusalem and Tel-Aviv, the city’s declining heavy 

industry contributed to its loss of centrality in the Jewish-Israeli context, allowing 

Palestinians to appropriate and produce their own sites of “civil self-

empowerment” (Karkabi, 2013: 315). Adopting and extending Yiftachel’s (2009) 

notion of “gray spacing” – in which oppressive power contributes to the 

emergence of new subjectivities via the production of space – Karkabi contends 

young Palestinians create temporary zones at the margins of Zionist 

topographical control. These caesuras form “colourful spaces” (ibid: 311) of 

politicised Palestinianness, which, at the level of youthful party going, constitute 

new defiant subjectivities within a social order where entrance to sites of fun is 

policed via ethicised identity markers of Jewish versus non-Jewish. Racist, 

ethno-nationalistic, and settler-colonial discourses thus profoundly shape 

Palestinians’ urban social worlds in Haifa, which further direct their consumption 

practices and identities.  

 

6) Palestinians in Amman  
 

Oh poor infidels! 
Swimming in the sea of fire 
Here comes judgement day, as stated in the book 
Look how cute the believers are 
Like good boys holding the hands of Allah, and walking into Heaven 
 
Heaven is very sweet, it has wine and juice 
It has trees and plants; it also has the prettiest girls 
Plenty of women… very, very, sexy! 
Every believer takes seventy, lucky them, the believers58 
 

From his position on stage, experimental-punk-rocker Jowan Safadi of Haifa 

satirically sings these tongue-in-cheek lyrics to an audience of young middle 

class scenesters at the ‘hip’ club Flo, in West Amman.59 Poking fun at religious 

dogmatism elicits humour from the relatively small crowd, some of whom are 

dancing a little to the catchy guitar riffs played by fish samak, the queer, part-
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female punk-rock band on tour with Jowan, also from al-jalil. Others are less 

engaged with the music, sitting at the bar sipping expensive alcoholic drinks, 

checking out who from the ‘alternative’ scene is at the gig. The performance 

lasts for an hour or so without interference, as those present chat, dance, 

smoke cigarettes, and drink together in a generally jovial manner. After the 

show, many from the audience travel together with the band to another club, 

where we continue to dance and drink unencumbered long into the night.  

 

The next morning, a friend sends me a text message, reading: “Jowan was 

arrested after we left the club last night! SPREAD [the news]!”. News did indeed 

quickly travel across Amman’s arts scene that following our night of (relatively 

calm) revelry, Jordanian mukhābarāt (secret police) (speculated to have been 

present at the concert) arrested Jowan, under the ambiguous claim that he 

“insulted religion”. Many present at the gig quickly rushed to hazard what the 

arrest signified. Among the plentiful accounts given, some stipulated it 

referenced the singer’s overt Palestinian identity, and his characteristically 

defiant assertion of anti-establishment rebellion in the lyrical content he 

performed on stage. This, those in this camp argued, made him an ‘easy target’ 

for authoritarian police forces in Amman, historically concerned to contain the 

explicit expression of politicised counter-hegemonic identities in public spaces. 

Whatever the ‘actual’ reason, Jowan’s arrest provides important insight into 

young people’s anxieties about how the disciplinary police regime that governs 

public space(s) in Amman deals with the performance of political identities it 

reads as ‘other’ to its own, more controlled statist-nationalistic ones. It also 

points to the sorts of semi-public spaces of capitalist leisure and consumption-

based pleasure young people in the city appropriate to perform such alterity in. 

As in the case of Ramallah and Haifa, these subjectivities are born of the same 

neoliberal family. Consumption-based identities and their tensions similarly 

order social space in Amman, providing the backdrop to the young people’s 

music scene therein.  

 

6.1 Situating the Palestinian-Jordanians  
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Amman is, like Ramallah, a rapidly expanding city of refugees and migrants. 

Described as “ever growing” (Potter et al, 2009), in less than a century it 

mushroomed from a parochial, sparsely inhabited stop on the Hijaz railway, into 

“a landscape of constant, rapid circulation” (Parker, 2009: 111). Today, its 

population stands at around 8.5 million.60 Its trajectory of growth is closely tied 

to regional unrest, echoing Palestine’s historiography of dispossession, as 

several waves of Palestinian displacement, forced migration, and return 

repatriation to Jordan – notably, in 1948, 1967, and 1991 contributed to its 

enlargement (see Gandolfo, 2012; Massad, 2001). The United Nations Works 

and Relief Agency (UNWRA) cites that over 2 million Palestinian refugees are 

registered with them in Jordan, of which ca. 370,000 (eighteen per cent of the 

country’s total) live in one of the ten recognised, and three unrecognised, 

UNWRA camps. The rest are settled in villages, towns, and cities across the 

country.61 Indeed, the Hashemite Kingdom hosts the largest number of 

Palestinian refugees of all the UNWRA fields, at around one third of the total 

community. Exact figures are difficult to obtain due to political sensitivities, 

however it is widely agreed that at least ca. sixty per cent of the total Jordanian 

population are of Palestinian origin; and that Amman is a predominantly 

Palestinian city (McDonald, 2013a: 193; Potter et al, 2009: 84).  

 

There is not, however, a uniform Palestinian-refugee subjectivity in Jordan. 

Many identity markers intersect with Palestinianness to form heterogeneous 

differences along the axes of class, gender, sexuality, generation, locality 

(urban/rural; East Amman/West Amman), type of legal status and access to 

citizenship-rights, as well as many others. These affect vast differences in the 

political cultures of differently situated Palestinian refugees in Jordan (see 

Richter-Devroe, 2013). For our purposes, young Palestinians in the refugee 

community did not grow up experiencing first hand the ethnic cleansing, 

displacement, or migration that those in the generations before them did. 

Instead, coming of age predominantly in the host country, their identities are 

often narrated along myriad and hyphenated lines, described as Palestinian-

Jordanian, rather then exclusively Palestinian – as Ammani rapper Qais put it to 

me: “I’m not only Palestinian, I’m half-half. Or whole Palestinian, whole 

Jordanian” (interview, Amman, 15/03/2014).  
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The extent that Palestinians in Jordan take up such hyphenated Palestinian-

Jordanian identities remains nonetheless contingent on legal status. Judicially 

speaking, Jordan, unlike the other Arab ‘host’ nations in Syria and Lebanon, did 

grant the majority of stateless Palestinians citizenship, largely as a tool of 

pacification. This is, however, both complex and equivocal, mirroring the 

Kingdom’s dual process of selectively othering and incorporating the 

Palestinians it hosts. Many types of citizenship exist for Palestinians, delivering 

(or prohibiting) access to rights, privileges, and state protection differently (El-

Abed, 2004: 9-10; Salih, 2013: 72; Kassim, 2013). In the thesis, I deal only with 

those Palestinians who have been offered some form of citizenship, and thus 

been selectively able to access benefits and services in Jordanian society. 

Their counterparts who have not (mainly from Gaza who arrived after the 1967 

Naksa) are forced to lead abject, marginalised lives miserably lacking legal 

recognition or protection from the Hashemite Kingdom.62  

 

For the community involved in this research, there are two main types of 

citizenship that effect these Palestinians – those who are legally naturalised, 

and those more precariously so. At its most straightforward, Palestinians (and 

their decedents) who lived in Jordan during the Ottoman era before 1948 are 

naturalised Jordanians. Those residing under Jordanian control on both banks 

of the River Jordan in 1948 are treated similarly, afforded full Jordanian 

citizenship under the 1954 Jordanian Citizenship law. This was, however, 

intentionally temporary, constituting these Palestinians as “refugee citizens”, 

pending the day they could choose to either return to Palestine, or remain in 

Jordan (Richter-Devroe, 2013: 6; Al-Husseni & Bocco, 2009: 263). While 

provisional, it did deliver these Palestinians a raqam waṭanī (national number), 

and thus the ability to participate in Jordanian national politics (at least, 

ostensibly); work and achieve general integration into the economy; as well as 

access civil rights such as health care, education, the right to a bank account, a 

driving licence, and to purchase property. These cohorts of refugees are more 

or less naturalised citizens, hence the younger generation’s hyphenated 

identarian descriptions as Palestinian-Jordanian.  
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Nonetheless, following the 1988 disengagement, the Jordanian state diversified 

the contours of this ‘full’ citizenship. Travel documents were administered to 

Palestinians of Jordan to denote whether or not they were habitual residents of 

the East Bank who maintained material and/or familial ties to the West Bank, 

subsequently issued a yellow travel permit; or, in the case that they lived 

habitually on the West Bank, a green identity card (Kassim, 2013). Reflecting 

the kingdom’s severance of ties with the Palestinian ‘cause’ as the PLO rose to 

prominence, immediately following the 1988 disengagement, the King mobilised 

the differences these two identity documents constituted to arbitrarily terminate 

citizenship for all green-card holders. This effectively made this cohort of 

Palestinians twice-stateless non-subjects of a non-existent Palestinian state. 

Indeed, this was the argument the kingdom utilised in order to justify such de-

nationalisation, articulated on the grounds that these Palestinians were 

nationals of the West Bank, and therefore no longer entitled to Jordanian 

citizenship (Salih, 2013: 73). While those with yellow cards kept their raqam 

waṭanī in 1988, many are contemporarily faced with having it revoked on 

equally arbitrary grounds (Kassim, 2013). Unlike their ‘fully’ integrated 

Palestinian counterparts, the status of these semi-naturalised Jordanians with 

yellow and green travel documents thus remains precarious.  

 

Subjecting Palestinians in Jordan to such uneven degrees of naturalisation has 

enforced particular forms of incorporation for those offered passports 

(necessary to access the rights citizenship offers), and exerted new forms of 

control. Both by violently supressing the expression of politicised Palestinian 

identities in public spaces (Black September being perhaps the most widely 

known example) (see McDonald, 2013a: 179-189; El-Abed, 2004: 5-7); and, in 

more contingent and nuanced ways, promoting policies of assimilation that 

stress Jordanian citizenship (especially vis-à-vis the “Jordan First” trope) above 

and beyond other interstices of identity, the Kingdom has sought to depoliticise 

(and thus contain) the Palestinian refugees it enfolds under its legal jurisdiction 

(Richter-Devroe, 2013: 6-7). Offering passports and legal rights must thus be 

seen as state-led attempts to secure docility and promote loyalty to the 

Jordanian regime.  
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Indeed, while technically permitted to play a role in politics at the national level, 

this has been largely functionary, as the King continues to favour Jordanian 

nationals when recruiting for elite positions of governmental power, historically 

to prevent the development of a politically empowered separatist Palestinian 

national movement within Jordanian territory (McDonald, 2013a: 179-180; 

Richter-Devroe, 2013: 6). As with the Palestinians in Haifa who are effectively 

barred from political representation, Palestinian refugees (both with and without 

legal status) have been forced to express their Palestinianness culturally, 

although as indicated in Jowan’s arrest described above, this is contingent and 

must adhere to the Kingdom’s self-projected national identity. When it does not, 

state-led repression and harassment ensure (McDonald, 2013a: 204-208). 

Musically speaking, this has instituted a sonic world heavily shaped by 

nationalistic music, which the kingdom directs. As Mustafa, a Palestinian-

Jordanian spoken-word artist, who has a yellow West Bank travel document 

and is a resident of Amman (also cited above), described to me:  

 

About the Jordanian scene, the main thing that makes it specifically 
alternative is that there ain’t no mainstream out of Jordan. There’s only 
nationalistic songs, and then the alternative. So that makes it [the 
alternative scene] very special. That’s why a lot of bands came out of 
Jordan. There’s no competition, there’s no mainstream. There’s either 
songs from the underground, or songs for the King. So that’s the very 
specific thing [about alternative music in Jordan] (personal 
communication, London, 05/04/2016) 

 

It is not so much that music cannot express overtly Palestinian-ised identities – 

as my interlocutor further put it to me “even the King is pro-Palestinian”. Indeed 

this self-defined ‘alternative’ music is often deliberately not about performing 

essentialised national-resistant Palestinian music. Rather, content (such as 

Jowan’s) that constitutes anti-hegemonic identities expressive of disquiet with 

the political, social, and religious stats quo are policed, and, at times subject to 

heavy state intervention. Governmental anxiety is especially provoked when 

lyrical content or associated youthful lifestyles are seen to promote ‘deviancy’, 

especially those denigrating Islam, criticising governmental corruption and 

censorship, vocalising sexual relations and courtship rituals outside of marriage 

– especially non-heteronormative ones, and encouraging excessive drug and 

alcohol use. This is political, rather than reducible to an orientalist stereotype 
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about the pathological repressiveness of ‘Arabs’. In other words, behaviours 

that unsettle the existing status quo become subject to scrutiny by those who 

would lose out if current hierarchies shifted (see Bayat, 2010: 155). The blanket 

term of “inciting religion” (as levelled at Jowan) is thus generally deployed to 

restrict sites the state considers potentially politically undermining of the order of 

things its leaders benefit from.  

 

Given that all this was taking place in the context of the so-called Arab Spring – 

where established hierarchies did seem to be being toppled by Middle Eastern 

‘unruly’ youths in the eyes of many regional national elites, such authoritarian 

crackdowns on imagined dissent are perhaps unsurprising. Indeed, since the 

2012 ‘uprisings’, the Jordanian state has been particularly eager to curb any 

student activist-led public activity in Amman, acting quickly and efficiently to 

shut down perceived sites of protest with a heavy police force, if and when they 

broke out in the city. Since music played a central role in galvanising rebellious 

sentiment in Egypt and Syria, such reinforced state surveillance of cultural 

production and performances (like Jowan’s) take on particular resonance as loci 

of control for the national elite in such contexts. The point here is not that such 

musics are sites of protest or not, but rather that like Ramallah, ‘public’ space in 

the Hashemite capital is heavily securitised, the activity in it deeply scrutinised 

in fear of the (generally exaggerated) threat it contains vis-à-vis the national 

elites’ hegemony.  

 

6.2 Class Divisions 
 

In Amman, these legal-status contingencies are mapped spatially, echoed in 

the organisational structure of the city’s residual quarters. These importantly 

intersect with class-based identity markers to further diversify Palestinian 

refugee identity in Jordan. In populist circles, the capital is often described as 

being “two cities”. As one tourist’s guide to Jordan describes: 

  

Residents talk openly of two Ammans, although in truth there are many. 
Eastern Amman (which includes Downtown) is home to the urbanised 
poor: it’s conservative, more Islamic in its sympathies, and has vast 
Palestinian refugee camps on its fringe. Western Amman is a world 
apart, with leafy residential districts, trendy cafes and bars, impressive 
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art galleries, and young men and women walking openly arm in arm 
(Ham & Greenway, 2003: 98; cited Potter et al, 2009: 85). 

 

Despite the fact that the camps in East Amman are also part of the city (rather 

than on its perennial fringe, as this narrative suggests), this somewhat 

sensationalist account does provide insight into what are often very stark 

differences between different areas of the capital. The Eastern parts of the city 

do generally house those the state marginalises, and is comprised mainly of the 

urbanised, economically disenfranchised Palestinians denied citizenship. 

Contrasting these parts of the city with the Western parts - home to both 

‘Jordanian’-Jordanians and naturalised middle-class and elite Palestinian-

Jordanians – and the divisions are indeed enormous. In the East, population 

over-crowding, poor infrastructure, extremely depleted sanitation and access to 

water, as well as limited provision of schools and health care, characterise 

working-class life therein. In the cosmopolitan and affluent West, however, high-

speed motorways; vast shopping malls; designer boutiques; high-end 

European-style restaurants, bars, and nightclubs; and huge sprawling luxury 

villas staffed by East-Asian maids seem a world apart from the city’s Eastern 

bloc. Unlike their stateless counterparts in the Eastern parts of the city, such 

sites and spaces of globalised modernity remain open for naturalised 

Palestinians, providing they have the economic capacity to partake in them. 

Generally speaking, then, the higher the economic purchasing power of the 

refugee familial and individual unit, the higher the level of (selective) integration 

across mainstream society.  

 

The resemblances to Ramallah are striking here, leading many across both 

spaces to dub the Hashemite capital a “fancier” version of the West Bank city. 

The two certainly do share many similarities, as each is governed under 

analogous semi-authoritarian political regimes in a broader context of 

neoliberalising capitalist market relations. Comparable to Ramallah’s urbanising 

shifts, in Amman, the Wadi Arba treaty that followed Oslo boosted the pace of 

modernisation and urbanisation in the capital. Bolstered by US-directed, state-

led neoliberal economic ‘reform’ policies, like Oslo and the oPt, the Jordan-

Israel peace treaty opened Jordan more directly to the globalised world of 

capitalist market relations, constituting a consumer-driven society in Amman’s 
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Western parts. Launching the neoliberal agenda in Jordan, the peace 

agreement further created new opportunities for exporting and importing Israeli 

capital and goods (Khalidi & Samour, 2011: 11), as well as establishing a free-

trade agreement with the US (Schenker, 2014).  

 

As in Ramallah, this is emblematic of US-led attempts to reconfigure the Middle 

East under the protocols of Bush’s “New World Order”. In a policy analysis 

bulletin on its website, for example, the Washington Institute has no qualms in 

describing the Jordan-Israel alliance as “enhancing security, stability, and U.S. 

interests in a turbulent region”.63 Indeed, the US government augmented its 

economic and military assistance to the Kingdom once the treaty was signed, 

(rising from $35 million in 1993, to $700 million in 2014).64 Much of this money, 

the same report highlights, was spent on establishing an “excellent defence and 

intelligence-sharing relationship” between Jordan, and the US and Israel. As 

with the establishment of the PA in Area A on the West Bank, the peace treaty 

embodied in the Wadi Arba declaration similarly deploys a native elite to police 

its own population, to the benefit of neo-colonial US-Israeli power hegemonies.  

 

Thus, where neoliberal and consumption-based subjectivising power relations 

intersect with Zionist-Israeli ethno-nationalism in Haifa to produce context-

specific agencies, and in Ramallah with the conditions of occupation, in 

Amman, systems of class play spatially stratifying roles in the city, creating 

zones of inclusion and exclusion premised on economic purchasing power. 

These intersect with Palestinian refugee-identities to shape imaginaries of 

agential capacity therein.  

 

7) Conclusions and Beyond 
 

Over the past decade or so, a vibrant youth music scene has emerged across 

the particular, but connected, urban locales of Ramallah, Haifa, and Amman. 

Despite its distinctiveness, the scene defies rigid categorisation, materialising in 

terms more akin to Bayat’s (2010: 14) “social nonmovement”, than an 

ideological or unified frame. Affiliates drawn to the scene often define their 

musics via negation, narrating that the sonics they produce and gravitate 
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towards are not commercial, not nationalistic, are not of the classical Palestinian 

resistance canon, and are not religious. These youth use such points of 

departure to fashion what they describe an ‘alternative’ scene, where musics 

that signify something other than these four hegemonies proliferate. As a 

nonmovement, this ‘alternative’ space is characterised, and given vehicle to, 

through interpersonal relationships and shared cultural sensibilities, which 

together give materiality to this loosely networked and informally connected 

style and sonic-based collective. Internally, there are certain gendered points of 

departure that stratify the scene. On the whole, musical roles maintain the 

sexual division of labour. Men in the scene make music, while women listen to 

and consume it. The identities constituted in the scene are also translocal, 

taking and adapting localised tropes of Palestinianness, and reworking and 

hyphenating these to globalised styles, most significantly of hipsterism. This 

tribe is further imagined on lines drawn across and in defiance to geopolitical 

borders. Palestinians situated in the three interconnected locales of Ramallah, 

Haifa, and Amman travel, send musics, communicate on social media, and are 

otherwise connected across colonial spatialities.  

 

Such dynamics do not occur in vacuums. Importantly, the macro-context in 

which this scene emerged is one shaped by, and through, post-Oslo national 

crisis and neoliberal intensification. Today, the vast majority of Palestinians 

consider the 1993 Accords a monumental failure, seriously undermining their 

faith in the Palestinian leadership. The neoliberal ‘turn’ in Palestinian politics 

has also defined this epoch. In the absence of a strong and unified national 

entity and movement, subjectivities are constructed through different sites. 

Consumption and leisure-based practices have moved to the fore as important 

avenues of identity production and negotiation. Significantly, however, in an 

emerging context such a Palestine, the penetrations of neoliberal systems are 

not absolute. Intersecting with structures of control and their local tensions, 

neoliberal dynamics intersect with occupation in Ramallah, ordering social 

space according to the hierarchies Israeli domination creates on the ground. 

Conversely, in Haifa, neoliberalisations overlap with Zionist and Israeli ethno-

nationalism, which provides the impetus for determining young people’s access 

to urban spatialities in the city. Finally, in Amman, class-based power relations, 
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which work in and against neoliberalisations, divide social space in the 

Hashemite capital.  

 

Interspersed across the background material surveyed here, four themes 

underscored my descriptions of this ‘alternative’ scene and their contexts: of 

nation; commercial consumption; gendered subjectivities and their power 

relations; and translocal mobilities. Moving now into discussion of the analytic 

and empirical questions such notions raise, it is to these four points of departure 

that my study turns. Dedicating a chapter to each, I ask how they bear on the 

social and political identities performed in, and at, this urban youth collective. 

Finally, as aforementioned, the way I answer these problematics evolves out of 

the specifics of each Ramallah, Haifa, and Amman. However, this is not a 

strictly comparative study. I therefore foreground some sites in some chapters, 

and others in others, as I subsequently unravel the ebbs and flows of the self-

defined ‘alternative’ Palestinian music scene in the post-Oslo era. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
NARRATING NATIONAL ALTERITY 

  
Symbols… like the olive tree, and the scarf, stuff like… Mahmoud 
Darwish, Handala, these things – I mean of course I’m not against them, 
I respect all these things, but you know, let go. Let’s find something new. 
Because these things have lost their meaning now, unfortunately. So… 
let’s try to create new language, new words, new ideas, new terms, new 
symbols. Because we live in a different time now… I mean, to me, the 
way that I see myself is that… I am a musician, or artist or whatever you 
want to call it, but I happen to be Palestinian, you know? Because I am 
from here, you know what I mean? [But] I am not a “Palestinian artist”. I 
think it [Palestinian cultural production] became an industry… and that’s 
a real shame (Interview, Ramallah, 26/10/2012). 

 

Sipping an espresso from the outdoor terrace of Pronto’s Italian café-bar – a 

popular daytime meeting-place for Ramallah’s artistic intelligentsia – Najid, a 

locally-based experimental and trip-hop musician, producer, emcee, and part-

time DJ in his late twenties, made the above point to me. The standpoint he 

expressed was one that would be returned to many times throughout my 

fieldwork, as young musicians, producers, promoters, and fans narrated similar 

sentiments with striking frequency across and between Haifa, Ramallah, and 

Amman. 

 

Articulating on the one hand their perception that once hegemonic symbols of 

Palestinianness have, in more recent times, been over-signified to the point of 

collapse; and, on the other, challenging the recruitment of their own self-defined 

‘alternative’ cultural production to the signifying networks of tropes they see as 

redundant; these young adults emphasise that they happen to be from 

Palestine, rather than subsuming their complex subjectivities and artistic output 

to one: that of ‘being’ a Palestinian. Stressing instead their desire to found 

identity projects and avenues for political organising that go beyond classical 

frameworks of ethno-national Palestinian identity, they critically engage with the 

local to highlight their ambivalence at the way Palestinianness is often 

represented solely under the metanarrative of the nation. As such, they 

underline that they put their artistic output to work in other arenas, not only, if at 

all, those preoccupied with performing classical Palestinian national identities. 

 



	 	 138	

Given the hitherto primacy of such collective imaginaries as forces of identity 

mobilisation across Palestine and the diaspora, these articulations of 

heterogeneity toward the nation raise a series of questions about how, and why, 

young people connected to the self-defined ‘alternative’ music scene in 

Palestine are today narrating their distancing from such hegemonic concepts. 

Vocalising a series of marginal discourses within the broader confines of what it 

means to live Palestinianness as a subjectivity, these youths’ narratives and 

embodied cultural practices capture the fragmentation and polarisation of their 

community, as well as the emerging cultural nuances and identity projects, that 

characterise and proliferate in many urban publics after Oslo. Drawing on the 

various ways Oslo generation Palestinians make sense of such shifts, this 

chapter explores how they challenge readings that narrow their aesthetic 

production to singular citations of Palestinianness, of Palestinian identity, and of 

the classical national resistance paradigm.  

 

Significantly, as I will show, these urban youth are especially keen to avoid 

having their cultural practices framed as singular reiterations of homogenous, 

elite-derived, and territorial-based conceptualisations of the Palestinian struggle 

for national liberation. On these grounds, they narrate explicit challenges to the 

top-down nationalisms (especially those the PA currently circulates) used to 

sustain such hegemonies, which, after Oslo, they perceive are out of touch with 

their concerns. Without wishing to undermine the importance of anti-colonial 

struggle in Palestine, yet at the same time desiring the un-coupling of the 

cultural from strictly collective, national, and resistance platforms, these young 

actors navigate the complex line of challenging the institutionalisation of macro-

level national cultures, without capitulating on the pressing need to engage in 

critique against the Israeli and Zionist hegemonies the Palestinian liberation 

movement was initially tasked to service. The contribution I make here draws on 

young music-makers’ and goers’ narratives. I argue that neither normalising, nor 

resistant, their accounts highlight the pressing need to rethink the contemporary 

cultural field in Palestine beyond classically formulated notions of Palestinian 

identity, and the national resistance paradigm.  
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1) Theoretical and Historical Points of Departure 
 

1.1 National Allegories and the Unified National Subject 
 

In 1986, Frederic Jameson made the bold claim that literature in non-

metropolitan spaces functions as national allegory, using the story of the 

individual to tell the story of the nation. He states that “…all third-world texts are 

necessarily…allegorical, and in a very specific way: they are to be read as… 

national allegories” in which “the story of the private individual destiny is always 

an allegory of the embattled situation of the public third-world culture and 

society” (emphasis in original) (Jameson, 1986: 69). His paradigmatic stance 

thus constructs all non-metropolitan cultural production as monolithically “third-

world”. Its producers are subsequently labelled subaltern, and supposed 

politicised, because they are located in spaces colonial and imperial powers 

dominate. For Jameson, this means that regardless of artistic intent or content, 

such works are inherently political, because geo-political conditions of structural 

oppression are assumed to shape such homogenised “third-world” cultural 

practitioners’ artistic conscience. The politics of the nation thus become 

hermeneutic devices the observers of this “third-world” cultural production 

normatively ought to use to read it through (see also Bernard, 2013; Laidi-

Hanieh, 2014; Tawil-Souri, 2012).  

 

Cultural practitioners situated outside of metropolitan power centres are, 

according to this schema, to have their cultural output rendered solely through 

the metanarrative of the nation. Dislocating cultural texts from their moment and 

manner of agential enunciation, this effectively makes cultural processes static 

objects linked to homogenous national frameworks and associated public 

cultures, to which their producers are reduced and bound to signify, regardless 

of their own articulations of identarian positionality. Such actors thus become 

pre-discursively national subjects, in which any politics of identity and possibility 

for subjectivity is hinged first and foremost through the lens of the nation. Such 

deterministic assumptions are essentialising, treating all so-called “third world” 

actors as monolithically subaltern. This forecloses discussion about the ways 

that generational, gendered, classed, sexualised, ethicised (and so on) power 

relations intersect with one another to shape the experience and scope of such 
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assumed marginality, thus silencing the specific relationship differently socially 

embedded subjects have to the national public culture their creative works are 

assumed to represent. This in turn prohibits interrogation of the constitution of 

national identity itself, rendering mute enquiry into which imaginary of the nation 

is being expressed (or indeed challenged), why, how, and for whom. 

 

Drawing a community together under the banner of a unified national people 

necessarily involves a denial of heterogeneity and localised specificity toward it. 

Successful national belongings mandate at least a basic level of common 

identity in order to draw lines of insider-identification (and outsider-otherness) 

around the collectives this both constitutes, and then purports to mobilise on 

behalf of. 65 Over the past two or so decades, a staggering amount of feminist 

literature has documented how this can be simultaneously enabling, and 

constraining, for subjects constituted in particular ways as peripheral within the 

broader enclave of national spaces (e.g. Chatterjee, 1989; McClintock et al, 

1997; Pettman, 1996; Gocek, 2002; Kandiyoti, 1991; Walby, 1997; Yuval-Davis, 

1997). Indeed, at the same time that national identities draw together a people 

of a nation, this process simultaneously constitutes ideas about who these 

ideal-type national subjects are. This enables bodies to appear in the nation’s 

publics as nationalised agents, gaining particular forms of social capital and 

access to certain power centres that were perhaps less open to them than 

before.  

 

However, the lines along which this process is able to occur are, necessarily, 

particularly rigid and thus constraining, tending to allow political participation in 

the body politic according to a pre-ordained discursive schema about what 

constitutes appropriate behaviour – and is thus encouraged – and, by 

contradistinction, what is ‘banned’, and often actively removed from the political 

public spaces of the nation. The nation, and the national public culture through 

which it resonates, are thus performative sites of identity constitution and 

regulation. The collective subjectivities such processes normalise are 

achievements, realised through a mediated contingent of both performances 

and speech acts, rather than given or innate ‘facts’ that subjects simply ‘have’. 

While Jameson’s (1986) claim that individual cultural expression is an automatic 
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citation of public national culture may hold true in some aspects, it remains that 

there are additional complexities in place that need unravelling, specifically 

those concerning how particular art forms (and the identities they enable) 

achieve intelligibility as national art form in the first place.  

 

1.2 Genealogies of Cultural Production and the Nation in Palestine 
 

On one level, cultural production as a force of political reflection and 

mobilisation in Palestine does indeed share a rich genealogy with the trajectory 

of the nation. Historically, a core way the Palestinian struggle against Zionist 

settler-colonialism has been both expressed and enabled was through cultural 

practice and performance articulated through the lens of ethno-national 

Palestinian identities. These have been in operation at many levels – both at 

the formal and elite proto-state and/or the national leadership (McDonald, 

2013c: 124-128); as well as at the informal and quotidian, in people’s multiple 

‘everyday’ performances of ‘ordinary’ resistance(s) to settler-colonial 

abnormalities over Palestinian lands and bodies (Jean-Klein, 2001; Richter-

Devroe, 2011). Such cultural processes played important roles in maintaining 

and reproducing social and political identities under threat from colonial erasure 

(Tawil-Souri, 2012: 141; Swedenburg, 1989: 268), as well as constructing and 

transmitting embodied memories of collective belonging and shared pasts, 

presents, and futures (Richter-Devroe et al, 2016: 4-5).  

 

While diverse in form and contingent according to historical epoch, regardless 

of content and scope such cultural processes can be read as national allegories 

(in the sense Jameson implies), enabling Palestinians (broadly constituted) on 

the margins of dominant settler-colonial and imperial power structures to make 

various political interventions and commentary about their subalternity through 

such processes. As Edward Said (2003: 163-164) has now infamously made 

the case, because Palestinians’ “self-expression as a people has been 

blocked… every poet in a way answers to the political and historical needs of 

the time in some way… there is an implicit relationship to the political” (cited 

Tawil-Souri, 2012: 144). In Said’s configuration, the private situation of the 
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individual expressed in cultural forms and practices does take on synergy as an 

important representation of the embattled public culture in which it resides.   

 

More recently, Palestinians in organised resistance movements uncoupled 

cultural practices from performing Palestinianness and/or national public 

culture, and tasked them to more vociferously signify platforms of Palestinian 

nationalism(s). In one of the pioneering studies of music in Palestine, Joseph 

Massad (2005), for example, opines that songs about the struggle for Palestine 

echo (and I would add enable) the history of the struggle itself. Many have 

further observed that the tightening of the relationship between the cultural and 

the political intensified during the guerrilla years of 1960-1980, whereby the 

creation of the Palestinian Liberation Organisation (PLO) in 1964 shifted cultural 

production in a direction that more overtly stressed the nationalistic motivations 

of the resistance movement. Co-opting cultural forms to homogenous 

leadership-level nationalism(s), this epoch marked the birth of what are widely 

considered the canonical manifestations of classical national Palestinian art 

forms, such as Ghasan Kanafani’s writing, Mansour Suleiman’s paintings, and 

Mahmoud Darwish’s poetry (Abufarha, 2009: 44; Richter-Devroe & Salih, 2014: 

9; Taraki, 2008: 7; Tawil-Souri, 2012: 144).  

 

Such works more directly sought to galvanise popular support for a unified 

resistance movement, geared toward liberating a monolithic Palestinian subject, 

under the rubric of Palestinian nationalism, often using the tropes of diasporic 

exile and the right of return to do so (Richter-Devroe & Salih, 2014: 9). 

Deploying cultural praxes as forces of political mobilisation in this way highlights 

the extent to which the political and cultural spheres in Palestine are often 

conflated. Cultural forms are subsequently, and normatively, recruited to reflect 

and enable canonical Palestinian resistant nationalism. Framed thus, not only 

have cultural forms and performances functioned historically as performative 

citational iterations of the discursive nation they purport to represent (see also 

McDonald, 2013a and 2013b), they also contributed to an explicitly politicised 

national movement and liberation struggle centred on achieving Palestinian 

independence and self-determination. 
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These shifting registers of national and nationalistic meanings have further 

changed in the contemporary moment. The post-Oslo period has been one 

where the national movement entered a moment of crisis. Largely because its 

once-hegemonic tropes of Palestinianness, and national and resistant 

Palestinian identities, were co-opted to the PA’s depoliticising state-building 

agenda (see thesis introduction), a cultural moment has emerged in which 

several young artists, writers, and musicians gravitate around questions that 

ask who – as opposed to what - exactly, national identity, the national cause, 

and the classical paradigms of national resistance, are for in Palestine: who do 

they represent, in whose interests, for what reasons, and indeed how have such 

understandings about what Palestinian national public culture and political 

struggle ‘is’, been normalised as pre-discursive ‘fact’. As Najid further 

elaborated to me: 

 

I’m trying to move away from all the old symbols, you know? That used 
to represent Palestinian society, or Palestine, or the Palestinian cause, or 
resistance, I’m trying to move away from those because I think we really 
need… a new language, a new discourse, because it’s really been 
overused and it’s really been exploited to the point that it’s meaningless 
now…. all these symbols, that have just been used for the past like, forty 
of fifty years – the Palestinian, and Palestine, they just don’t mean 
anything anymore…. because...it’s just this ‘thing’ that you see all the 
time… [i]t became a market… [i]t’s a market [and] it’s been 
commodified… it’s whole meaning has been sucked out of it (interview, 
Ramallah, 23/10/2012). 

 
Critiquing the fungibility of neoliberalism, he explains his view that the once-

hegemonic tropes of the resistance years have been depoliticised, over-used, 

and over-signified in Palestinian art and music in a context the PA dominates. 

As a result, they have been emptied of political vitality and co-opted by “the 

market”, referencing the neoliberal capitalist exchange economy the PA 

inserted into the West Bank, post-Oslo. Najid alludes to PA attempts to sell 

such icons back to the local population as ‘independence’, while becoming 

steadily more embroiled in regional and global power structures, and 

increasingly tied up to the protection of North American and Israeli elite interests 

in Palestine. He therefore articulates that the aesthetic context in which many 

young actors operate, and youth cultural production circulates, is today one 

where ‘classical’ symbols of Palestinianness, and of Palestinian resistant-
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nationalism, are viewed with suspicion, largely because of the way the PA have 

institutionalised them.   

 

Thus, it is now, in a historical moment of general disillusion with the realities of 

the PA’s post-Oslo state-building epoch, that many young, Oslo generation 

cultural producers and their audiences – contra Jameson (1986) - use their 

cultural products and practices to tell several stories, not only of one sort of 

nation, and one form of nationalism. Inserting their marginal voices that offer 

heterogeneous critique of homogenous Palestinian national identities and public 

cultures, these young adults interrupt the broad confines of Palestinian 

experiential subjectivity with discourses of alterity. As we shall see, these 

productively constitute identarian imaginaries and communities based on 

difference and diversity toward unitary configurations of Palestinianness, as well 

as intersectional and complex identities that extend beyond classical national-

resistant tropes. This is not to suggest an absolutist break with history, in which 

cultural production until Oslo was uniformly geared towards national and 

collective thought, praxis, and identity, yet now no longer is. Rather, it is to 

highlight the contemporary ways in which some young cultural practitioners 

move beyond national liberation and canonical resistant frameworks in their 

cultural output in the post-Oslo context. That these stances speak back to 

Jameson’s (1986) understanding of so-called  “third-world” cultural production 

as inherently caught up in the politics and public cultures of the nation, means 

rethinking the amalgamation of cultural production with national allegory more 

broadly. 

  

2) “Palestine is not the West Bank and Gaza!”: Political Imaginaries 
Against Oslo 
 

Palestine is not the West Bank and Gaza! Palestine is… I don’t care 
what Palestine is – that’s really not the point for me either…it’s not about 
the flag and the borders… These borders were actually drawn by Sykes-
Picot… that’s not what I fight for. I don’t fight for these borders. I fight 
for… I don’t know, I mean it also sounds cliché these days, but I fight for 
freedom, equal rights, justice, whatever. I don’t know…to live. To live 
normally. I don’t know (interview Ramallah 23/10/2012). 
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These words, also from Najid, draw out the first layer of the critique many young 

adults connected to the ‘alternative’ music scene raise concerning the status of 

Palestine in ‘official’ diplomatic spheres. His statement further situates the 

identities he alternatively tasks his cultural work to respond to and capture. He 

articulates unambiguously that in political terms, a direct impact of Oslo has 

been the shrinking of Palestine to the West Bank and Gaza, especially at the 

elite level of Palestinian PA-governance and diplomacy. Such shifts, he alludes, 

have conflated ideas about national self-determination with the search for a 

state. Disidentifying with such institutionalised fragmenting of his homeland, his 

account resonates with how many self-ascribed ‘alternative’ cultural 

practitioners firmly distance themselves from PA-centric political frameworks 

that collapse the struggle for Palestine into an aspiration to formally declare an 

independent sovereign state within the 1967 borders.  

 

While Najd’s oppositional critique is loosely formulated, and without a clear 

forward-looking course of action, it is interestingly rooted in striving towards 

building a “normal” life free from the burdens of occupation and Israeli and 

Zionist settler-colonial controls, as well as a myriad of Anglo-Franco colonial 

legacies. Such narratives thus evoke the desire for a different kind of quotidian 

than that currently available to these young Palestinians. It contains an implicit 

critique of the status quo, a sense that things can and should be different (Kelly, 

2008: 365). Najid picks up further here on how “clichéd” articulating such 

concerns for normality have become, in a context where he feels they have 

been appropriated and emptied of political vitality via the PA’s state-building 

attempts, itself seen as disconnected from the lives of most Palestinians.  

 

Scene members often mobilise around a similar politics of disidentification with 

elite political praxis. Such critiques are analogously without a clear dogmatic or 

prescriptive ideology, yet importantly point to the ideational pitfalls of statist and 

nationalistic political organising based on territorial exclusivity and identarian 

purity. As Ziyad, a percussionist and musician in his late twenties based in Haifa 

described:  

 

I don’t believe in nationalism. […] I believe that all these borders, flags, 
and anthems are just another part of the [settler-colonial strategies of] 
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divide and conquer. I don’t believe that geographical or religious or 
language difference… is what makes a difference between us (interview, 
Haifa, 13/07/2014). 

 

Like Najid, Ziyad reiterates how problematic conflating the movement for 

Palestinian liberation, with the end-point of an exclusivist nation-state entity, is 

in the contemporary moment. His narrative particularly stresses how redundant 

he views politics that operate on the premise that ordering geographical space 

according to (constructed) discourses of self and other, is the only way to 

secure political autonomy for a particularly defined group of people. Indeed for 

Ziyad, such ethno-national units of administration are part of, rather than defiant 

to, Israeli and Zionist settler-colonial forces of control. Many young adults I met 

during fieldwork raised this theoretical point. Yara, for example, an avid hip-hop 

fan and second-generation refugee in her early thirties, whose family were 

expelled from Gaza to Egypt in 1948 and onwards to the US, and who is 

currently living in Amman, reiterates on the mutually reinforcing relationship 

between colonialism and state-centric nationalism, saying:  

 

But… the idea of nationalism and the nation-state came out of Western 
Europe in 1647. It’s not that old of an idea… A nation-state is based on 
dividing people. And a tactic of colonialism is divide and conquer. So 
being nationalistic to me adheres to that phenomenon… so we need to 
be very clear about how nationalism is connected to colonialism. 
Because national movements were important, but at the same time you 
have to put it [nationalism] in the context of colonialism. So it’s just to be 
aware and clear of the connection between nationalism and colonialism 
(focus group, Amman, 12/03/2014). 
 

Like Ziyad, she outlines how she sees nation-state thinking as stemming from 

the normalisation of colonial logics of territorial and demographic administration 

in the region. She thus stresses the links between national movements that 

frame their end-point of liberation as securing a bordered nation-state, with the 

normalisation of colonial mechanisms of exclusion and control. Such narratives 

are not, however, naïve assertions that borders - and the political mobilisations 

of identity on which they are necessarily based – are not attached to real 

material hegemonies of power, or that their violences and oppressions can 

easily be disassembled through mere will. Instead, as points of departure, they 

provide space for these young adults to vocalise political critiques regarding the 
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genesis of exclusivist nationalist discourse that links the decolonisation of 

Palestine to the consolidation of a state, only.  

 

Significantly, their political standpoints therefore stand in stark contrast to 

hegemonic institutional discourses in circulation inside Palestine at the level of 

the PA, as well as outside in the host states, and at regional and international 

(largely North American and European) levels. On the whole, the foreign policy 

these various national regimes adhere to vis-à-vis the ‘question’ of Palestine 

tends to maintain that the ‘peace process’ ought, to a greater or lesser degree, 

be an attempt to realise Palestinian sovereignty on the 1967 borders, alongside 

the (non-deconstructed) Jewish state of Israel. Rizq, a Palestinian-Jordanian 

rapper, spoken-word artist, percussionist, and singer-songwriter resident in 

Amman, picks up on these various power hegemonies, describing how they 

push to normalise Palestine’s political end-goal into a statist framework. 

Detailing to me his problematisation of the replacement of anti-colonial politics 

of struggle constituted musically with a state-building movement, he says:  

 

I don’t even recall one song, whether it’s hip-hop or alternative, or 
traditional, or, like, even very traditional nationalistic music, that talks 
about building a country called Palestine. And that’s a very big 
problem….This is like some PA, Zionist, New-World Order type shit… 
even the old songs about Palestine never talk about a country, even 
when we say the word blad (home) - we say blad, not even balad, which 
is like, countries, or lands. So it’s about the idea of home, and the idea of 
return. It’s not about building a country. In fact I don’t know which 
Palestinians want to build a country… some people from Ramallah want 
for convenience a capital-kind of thing, and … I think that applies for all 
of the Arabs, man. I don’t think anyone wants that… (interview, Amman, 
09/03/2014). 

 

Here, Rizq points to the normalising role the PA plays, matching its methods of 

control with those of Zionism, and ex-US president George Bush’s neoliberal 

New World Order paradigm more broadly (see also Khalidi & Samour, 2011). 

He suggests the perception that music has been used, historically and 

contemporarily, to articulate a desire to create a sovereign state stems directly 

from the intersections between the PA’s, Zionist, and global hegemonies of 

power. The point articulated here suggests the PA have ‘sold’ the national-

independence movement in exchange for a state. He further opines that “home” 
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and “return” are transient, ideational states of being that are incapable of being 

captured in (and indeed they are in fact wholly absent from) the political 

trajectory of the PA’s legalistic and pragmatically-based state-building project 

Oslo enshrined. In opposition to this two-state ‘solution’, these young adults 

therefore stress firmly that their struggle for Palestine is not a national 

movement, per-se. Rather, they go beyond judicial and nationalistic-statist 

structures to encompass a broader anti-colonial politics centred on dismantling 

Zionist ethno-national discourse and Israeli settler-colonial policies, as well as 

the wider colonial and imperial legacies of regional division these grew through, 

and were enabled by, historically and contemporarily. 

 

Similarly to Rizq, Najid also outlines what the struggle for Palestine means to 

him, when it is situated beyond aiming for formally recognised statehood within 

the 1967 borders. Describing his personal political standpoints, he told me that: 

 
It’s [his political point of view] anti-colonialism. I don’t know what my goal 
is, but it’s definitely not a state, borders, whatever. What’s the point in 
having a state? To me Palestine is a part of Greater Syria… And Greater 
Syria is a part of Lebanon and… you know it doesn’t stop…I think they 
actually changed the route of the Palestinian cause to be about the state. 
An independent state, with a corrupt government! I mean what’s the 
point? Definitely this is not what I consider Palestine… I’m definitely not 
with the Palestinian state... And I think it’s a shame for us… we’ve been 
fighting for decades and now it’s like… we just want this… like twenty-
one per-cent [of Palestine] it’s mostly colonial settlements…I don’t know 
it’s just stupid. It’s just not realistic. It’s dumb (interview Ramallah 
23/10/2012). 

 

The point Najid articulates here is a significant and important one, forming a 

further pivotal component of the political critique these young actors’ narratives 

offer about the contemporary political landscape they inhabit. Refocusing the 

PA’s territorial nation-state model, and instead articulating an alternative 

collective imaginary centred on bilad al-sham (Greater Syria), he opines here 

that for him, Palestine is part of Greater Syria, and as such it is almost 

nonsensical – farcical even - to talk about Palestine as a country with a clearly 

demarked territory mapped to rigid borders. Interestingly, the nameless “they” 

he evokes when he laments: “I think they actually changed the route of the 

Palestinian cause to be about the state”, shares Rizq’s notion that the state-
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building project was born of the PA’s normalisation of relations with Zionist 

hegemony constituted in the Oslo process. For Najid, this relationship has 

created a contemporary state of affairs in which the liberation movement is 

reduced to a project that conceptualises Palestine on only twenty-one per-cent 

of Ottoman Palestine, and as such advocates only to secure a notion of 

Palestine on such land, which is largely reduced to a judiciary system under the 

control of a handful of corrupt elites. His statement and those of his 

counterparts demonstrate how defunct (he uses the word “dumb”) the notion 

that the realisation of political statehood will bring self-determination and 

political independence, have become for these young adults in and of the post-

Oslo era.  

 

Such assertions instead articulate that the reference points for a politics of 

liberation in/of Palestine are based on regional-level, rather than national, 

identifications. This must be practiced primarily as an anti-colonial movement 

that is not reducible to the two-state project, if they are to hold any meaning for 

these young agents. Rejecting the borders they see as an artificial infringement 

on the people of bilad al-sham, thus enables these young adults to identify 

alternatively and defiantly to the political frameworks various elites currently 

circulate. While their own critiques are loosely formed and enunciated, 

functioning more as philosophical reflections than pedagogical prescriptions, 

they make clear they are directed at the complex myriad of Zionist, PA, and 

broader metropolitan centres of control, which they frame as existing in a web 

of interconnecting power relations that work to mutually reinforce one another. 

They take issue especially with (proto)state-directed nationalisms, and are keen 

to point how the ruling elite have bent nationalistic discourses to serve their own 

interests in maintaining their monopoly on state-level power. 

 

Given the general contextual disillusion with the PA’s failed state-building 

project, and the wider crisis of the national movement the Oslo period has 

signalled, this push to challenge the statist paradigm is perhaps unsurprising. 

This first layer of these young music-makers’ political standpoint thus refuses 

the idea that a decolonised Palestine is a place with an end-point of secure 

legal statehood. They reject the notion that anti-colonial self-determination is 
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realised when a people have rights to a clearly defined and bordered stretch of 

land; which a governmental body controls, grants citizenship, and monopolises 

the legitimate use of force; and that international law delivers legitimacy to (as 

nation-states are generally understood in classical political science theory). 

They instead invest their political imaginaries and collective referent points 

toward the spatiality of bilad al-sham. In this way, as well as challenging internal 

and external elite-driven post-Oslo state-building frameworks, the critiques of 

these young adults also go beyond – and indeed against - orthodox political 

science, and liberal/realist international relations theory, which propose the 

nation-state is the political ideal for a peoples’ emancipation (see also Richter-

Devroe, 2013). The narratives presented here thus highlight how exhausted the 

state-hood framework has contemporarily become for many young Palestinians.  

 

3) Beyond Identity Politics: “I wouldn’t define myself as a Palestinian 
musician, [I’m] a musician. From Palestine” 
 

Building on these critiques of colonial hegemony, the institutionalisation of 

Palestinian national imaginaries, and the related perception that a series of 

political elites have replaced the struggle for liberation with the movement for a 

nation-state, young cultural actors often also narrated their distancing from 

representational strategies they feel push to reduce their complex political 

subjectivities to singular citations of Palestinian identity, and especially 

Palestinian identities articulated through the lens of the nation. Kifah, a singer 

and guitar player in her early twenties from Haifa, who studies music at an arts 

school in Yaffa, put it to me that: 

 

If the situation wasn’t like [it is] here [in Palestine], I don’t even think I 
would consider myself a Palestinian, I think I would just consider myself a 
human being and that’s it, no nationality, no nothing. I mean, I am an 
Arab, and a human being. That’s it…. when I am defined by somebody 
else, it’s like, as a Palestinian musician. And I don’t know really how to 
work with that, because… I mean, for sure, all my music, most of my 
music has, like, some stuff to do with political things, because it’s our 
daily life. Most songs I’ve written so far have something to do with it, 
even if it’s not direct, [but] I wouldn’t define myself as a Palestinian 
musician. I would define myself as a musician. From Palestine. I’m an 
Arab. And I’m a musician. I mean I don’t know, it never really bothered 
me, but when I think about it, I’m not sure if I want that to be my definition 
(interview, Yaffa, 26/06/2014). 
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As a “48 Palestinian”, Kifah emphasises her Palestinianness because of “the 

situation”, which alludes to Zionist and Israeli hegemonies that deliver her the 

status of ‘present-absentee’ (see Pappe, 2011: 54) inside the state of Israel. 

Her political identity as a Palestinian is on the one hand imposed over her by 

virtue of her subjectification to a regime that constitutes her as a colonised 

subject. Yet it is also a performance, used instrumentally to legitimise a series 

of claim-making strategies of presence that speak back to the terms the settler-

colonial hegemon lays out for her. It is not that she is, or only is, this national 

identity. Rather, she performatively embodies it in order to challenge the status 

quo that denies its existence.  

 

She further draws on the tension between talking about the experiential 

elements of her daily life, while simultaneously maintaining that she does not 

want to be reduced to such reflections. Here, she importantly stresses that she 

writes such politicised music and lyrics not because she frames herself as a 

national figure intent on galvanising nationalistic popular support. Instead she 

highlights it is personally and politically important to her to think through and 

process the realities of her everyday life. On these grounds, she maintains that 

she is a musician, as well as someone experiencing such quotidian realities. 

Her music thus allows her to perform political imaginaries of creative identity 

that are uncoupled from hegemonic national identities, which nonetheless 

remain hyphenated to a particularly politicised form of Palestinianness in order 

to reverse settler-colonial attempts to secure Palestinian collective erasure. 

 

Rizq further reiterates this desire to avoid having his aesthetic identity narrowed 

to national citation, only, saying: “I’m definitely an artist who happens to be from 

Palestine” rather than a Palestinian musician, adding “I am not just the guy who 

sings about Palestine” (interview, Amman, 09/03/2014). Using his work to 

address a wide range of different themes, some of them political and concerned 

with settler-colonialism and occupation, while others are social, to do with 

gendered-relations and romantic love, the rise of a consumption-based 

economy in Amman, and much more, he says: “At the end of the day, I’ve tried 

to stay so far away from that [writing national music], I talk about fuck buddies 
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[adults engaging in casual, premarital sexual relations] and things like that… I’m 

very aware of that when I write”. Not only is his music therefore not reiterative of 

national public culture, it also touches on issues that have been more or less 

taboo to raise in mainstream publics, such as sex outside of, or even in 

defiance to, the framework of heterosexual marriage. The cultural production 

and practices these young auteurs are engaging in thus reflect and enable 

wider, post-Oslo social and political shifts. Their works especially unsettle 

hegemonic public cultures with culturally marginal narratives that distort, rather 

than reaffirm, normative cultural repertoires.  

 

Riziq interestingly builds on his narrated personal distancing from national, and 

nationalistic, cultural registers, interrogating how the symbols that 

performatively transmit and enable such sentiments have achieved centrality, 

saying: “… we didn’t even invent the Palestinian flag, the British did” (interview, 

Amman, 09/03/2014). Probing what it means to use a colonial lexicon of 

territorial administration as a symbol to denote the Palestinian collective, his 

politics of identity asks how performatives of Palestinian resistant-identity that 

have become hegemonic mainstays of elite nationalism, were recruited to 

signify Palestinianness in the first place. Offering a heterogeneous critique on 

top-down national and resistance cultures, he satirically reflects inwards to 

problematise how macro-level Palestinian identities have been constituted, and 

by whom (in this case, British colonial administration under the Mandate), rather 

than deploying these in his cultural work to galvanise popular support. It is not 

that there is an explicit tension between art and politics for Rizq, but rather, that 

the genealogy of the homogenous national movement that came to be 

expressed and enabled in much Palestinian cultural production needs 

interrogating, and the ‘political’ identities it constituted for ‘political’ and 

resistance organising in Palestine questioned. He thus moves his art beyond 

canonical tropes of liberation to articulate and perform a ‘new’ heterogeneous 

political culture and subjectivity, centred on a problematisation of how 

hegemony in Palestinian political identities has hitherto been achieved.  

 

Both Kifah and Rizq remain concerned that they are recognised as musicians in 

their own rights. Their narratives challenge representations of them that assume 
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their national identity is automatically embodied in their musical output, and that 

this is what makes their cultural production significant. Thus, they narrate 

themselves as hybrid subjects with multiple identities, pushing beyond identity 

frameworks of national resistance in so doing. Such self-styled identity 

imaginaries are thus rooted in rejecting the nationalisation of their cultural 

practices, especially when such a process is perceived to shroud other, more 

musical, artistic, and creative assemblages of identity. In the same way that the 

transmission and normalisation of the political ideal of the nation-state in 

Palestinian elite politics is perceived to embody colonial disciplinary logics, 

having one’s identity represented in primarily or exclusively nationalistic terms is 

further seen as subjugation to such power relations.  

 

Challenging depictions of themselves, their communities, and their cultural 

practices that substitute other stratifications of identity with the reductive 

metanarrative of the nation, these agents conceptually challenge Jameson’s 

(1986) theoretical assumption that the national unit is the sole basis on which a 

politics of identity is legitimately able to take shape in so-called non-

metropolitan cultural production. Moreover, and in terms specific to the 

empirical case of Palestine, such critical engagements with locally normative, 

and globally enforced, elite identity politics exemplify the careful ways scene 

members refuse subjection to one of colonialisms central pathologies, whereby 

the colonised subject is dependent on the colonial struggle itself to achieve a 

coherent identity (Fanon, 1952 [2008]; 1963) (in this case, as a Palestinian). 

The nuanced articulation of complex Palestinian subjectivity that traces how its 

dominant signifiers achieved archetypal centrality in (particularly national and 

nationalistic) Palestinian cultural production, thus provides these young adults 

with room to manoeuvre inside the broader structures of colonial subjugation 

that constrain them. This forms the second layer of these actors’ anti-colonial 

politics of struggle, drawing out the role Fanon’s (ibid) work on the need to 

decolonise not only space but also the mind, has on the cultural production 

these young Palestinians engage and contribute to. Such cultural practices 

allow for the imagination and transmission of a different sort of community. 

Their musical practices produce new identities, based on heterogeneity toward 

such elite and exclusivist top-down national identities and their associated 
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nationalisms, which these agents performatively embody through their musical 

lyrics and performances.  

 

4) Epistemic Orientations over Ontological Locations: “I don’t care where 
you’re from” 
 

I don’t care where you’re from, where you’re from 
I don’t care where you’re from, where you’re from 
 
Where you at? 
 

Lyrics from 47SOUL’s track “Don’t Care Where You From”, on their 2015 album 

“Shamstep”. 

 

Reluctant to build a politics of identity on national exclusivity, these lyrics from 

funk-reggae-dancehall-dabke band 47SOUL, capture the imagined community 

these young people do desire to build their collective political alterity around. 

These identities are based beyond a person’s embedded location in geopolitical 

topography, rooted instead in one’s political outlook and standpoint on (among 

other things) how such geopolitical orders have themselves been constituted. 

As these lyrics convey, it is not ontologically “where you’re from” that matters for 

these young adults, but rather epistemologically “where you at” that shapes how 

they imagine and draw lines around their community’s social and political 

identities. These lyrics pay important tribute to the hip-hop artist Rakim’s 1990 

track “In The Ghetto”, and especially the line “I guess it ain’t where you’re from, 

it’s where you’re at”.66 Significantly, then, they open up avenues for 

conceptualising the transnational connections scene members are making with 

diverse global scenes, emphasising the hip-hop sensibilities, and translocal 

conversations and borrowings, around which these young adults’ political 

imaginaries are centred.  

 

In this way, those networked to the music scene in Palestine share in the 

globalised and cosmopolitan notions in circulation in international joint-struggle, 

solidarity discourses that borders, and the exclusivist subjectivities these give 

rise to, inflict multiple violences and oppressions on to the communities such 

geopolitical orders constitute as marginal. Privileging orientation over location, 
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and using this as a basis for the scene’s cultural politics, thus importantly 

exemplifies the networks’ translocal elements. Rizq describes how such a 

position has at its core a commitment to dislodging identity politics:  

 

I don’t use the word Palestine [in my music] a lot. I mean, I do, but I 
mean, it’s kinda like Zion, it’s more of a faith to me, because I don’t even 
know what the real borders of it are. I know all the cities, but I’m not sure. 
Amman is Palestine to me, but like, you know, the Palestinian person, or 
the supporter of the Palestinian cause, is the face of the anti-imperialist. I 
think that’s how it should be. So you know whoever believes in anti-
borders, who ever believes in, like, freedom for all, if they understand 
enough, they should be supporting Palestine. I think whoever is 
supporting [Palestine] from a Muslim dogma is also on the other side; is 
also with the imperialist face, because that’s part of the game too 
(interview, Amman, 09/03/2014). 

 

Palestine, or embodying a Palestinian positionality, is here, then, 

conceptualised as embracing a non-territorially bound politicised standpoint. 

This encompasses a set of globalised concerns directed toward dismantling 

internationalised structures and mechanisms of imperial control based on 

bordered thinking. Significantly, Riziq’s intervention challenges identity-based 

politics of solidarity, to stress that while particular, the issue of Palestine is 

intimately connected to many other struggles against systems of elite control 

and oppression across the globe. The point for Rizq is not so much to provide a 

clear-cut politics of prescriptive antidote to this state of affairs. Instead, it is to 

offer a critical point of view about that status quo in order to make links with 

other groups who also define themselves as defiant and marginal toward such 

productive mainstreams. That the discourses mobilised here share much with 

other youthful, anti-institutional, and globalising left-wing political movements, 

such as Occupy (see Halvorsen, 2012), Black Lives Matter (see Harris & 

Edwards, 2016), and the internationalised Palestine solidarity movement (see 

Bakan & Abu-Laban, 2009; Seitz, 2003). While the histories of each movement 

are distinct (and thus must not be collapsed into one another), such narrated 

alliances do highlight the transnational global youth networks these young 

Palestinians align their community with.  

 

Palestinian-American funk and gospel singer and pianist Laith, supports this 

translocal vantage point, saying: 
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I’m just reacting, you know, to what’s happening in the times. And then 
trying to just act in a way that’s in my sphere of influence, how I wanna 
see things… you know when I go to Palestine, or when I was living in 
Gaza and I see people living under siege for a long time, and I go to the 
West Bank and I see checkpoints and I see the vast discrepancy 
between people’s freedom, much like I see in in Washington, in DC, the 
east and the west parts of the city, I see that it’s not ‘specially ‘Palestine’, 
it just happens to be that I’m Palestinian, and this just happens to be the 
point on the map that I can connect with, you know? But I think the 
principles that we’re discussing are bigger than the point on the map. 
We’re making it specific…because it’s real to us and it’s good to be 
literal. People understand you when you’re literal (interview, Amman, 
10/02/2014). 

 

Here, as with the statements explored above that challenge institutional 

representations which collapse aesthetic production into citation of only national 

identity, Laith makes clear that his music enables him to explore and 

communicate the way he experiences his Palestinianness, and the ‘real world’ 

factors that shape how this subjectivity is produced for him. Importantly, the 

insistence that “it’s not ‘specially ‘Palestine’” further stresses the transnational 

dimensions tied up in this critique. Like Rizq, Laith is particularly keen to draw 

connections beyond national meta-narratives to stress that their concerns are 

“bigger than the point on the map”. Here, he links the struggle for Palestine to 

struggles in other parts of the world that materialise at the intersections between 

ethno-racial power relations, geopolitics, and economic inequalities. Such 

standpoints emphasise clearly the extent to which the issue of Palestinian has 

been globalised in the contemporary era. 

 

Ziyad ties these points together; narrating the translocal politics around which 

he imagines the music scene operates, opining that: 

 

But at the end of the day, what we suffer form here in Palestine, it just 
emphasises the system in its ugliest and most direct form here, and in 
this land. And what we suffer from, it’s in other places, but maybe in 
smaller doses, or in less obvious ways. At the end of the day the same 
thing is happening in Greece, or… in Spain or in Ireland, or in Brazil you 
know? Here it’s just that it’s most obvious. [It shows] the whole machine 
(interview, Haifa, 13/07/2014). 
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In theoretical terms, Ziyad here describes that it is “the system” that oppresses 

Palestinians, linking the Israeli settler-colonial apparatus of control in Palestine 

to wider, and similar, geopolitical neo-colonial and capitalist machineries that 

categorise and dominate collectives of people through the instrumentalisation of 

ethno-‘racial’ and nationalising discourse of self and other. Empirically, given 

that the cultural practices youth actors use to constitute their scene take shape 

across borders - connecting Palestinians across Haifa, Amman, and Ramallah 

(and the larger diaspora beyond) - it makes sense that critique of geographical 

division is so central in the political vantage points of these young agents. It 

hardly needs stating that experiencing everyday the spatial and structural 

prohibition on Palestinian mobility at the hands of Zionist nationalism(s) and 

Israeli state-policies, while simultaneously living at the margins of certain 

aspects of the public cultures constituted by PA, Israeli, and Jordanian state-

structures, can in part explain such sharp disdain with nationalised 

exceptionalism.  

 

Such critiques are nonetheless in other ways tied to how these young people 

have been mobile, spatially speaking. Many are of the returnee generation, and 

thus spent much of their pre-1993 lives growing up in places like the Americas 

and Europe. As second and third generation refugees, others still have 

hyphenated identities, often with one Palestinian parent and another from the 

host nation they or their families were expelled to in 1948 and after. Such 

narrated positionality speaks in different ways to the class-based and 

educational backgrounds of many of these young people. Several have been 

educated in the private English-language schools of Ramallah and Amman, and 

often were able to pursue higher education in North America and Europe, by 

virtue of their parents’ middle-class background and capacity to afford the 

higher fees. Such modernist schooling practices, and various diversities of 

transnational mobility, migration, and return-repatriation bring with it exposure to 

other youthful political movements centred around particular politicised 

discourses of subalternity, meaning many have strong connections and 

friendships to similar youth scenes across the globe.  
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The transnationalisation and opening up of the issue of Palestine to such global 

comparable contexts in this particular cultural forum, can thus in part be traced 

to the class-based and mobility practices of these relatively affluent young 

adults. This is not, however, to suggest that these youth are globalised to the 

extent that they aspire toward ‘westernisation’. Their identity projects and 

imaginaries remain firmly tied to the local, as well as citing these different 

aspects of globalised political solidarity discourses. The scene’s translocalisms 

thus form the third political avenue via which these cultural actors rebuke 

Jameson’s (1986) claim that cultural production outside of the so-called 

‘metropolitan’ world - itself a distinction that the translocal practices described 

here unsettle - function only as a receptacle for public national culture therein.  

 

4.1 Performing Translocal Palestinianness 
 

47SOUL performatively enable and make visible these emerging translocal and 

transnational subjectivities in their debut single, in which they defiantly declare 

over their hybrid sound of dancehall, reggae, funk, and ‘traditional’ Arabic 

musical registers: 

 

What’s the soul of the 47? 
What’s the soul of the 47? 
What’s that soul in the 47? 
Sham [bilad al-sham] put the soul in the 47! 
 
No agent no guarantee 
No landlord on your back 
No country no form 
Back to the peasants to the falaheen born 
 

(Lyrics from 47SOUL’s debut single “Intro to Shamstep” from their album 

“Shamstep”, released July 2015). 

 

As these lyrics attest to, the desired identities performatively constituted in the 

scene are those that celebrate the defiant and pre-liberal subject, who remains 

beyond territorially-bound national identities and, as a result, is able to enjoy 

non-bordered, regional forms of community and movement unencumbered by 

the colonial borders erected and maintained after 1948. Such lyrics express 
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desire for forms of sociability in an imagined social-spatial order that is not 

colonised, both in terms of land as well as subjectivity. In this way, the track 

captures much of the cultural repertoire around which the music scene is 

informally networked. The new heterogeneous identities such discursive 

frameworks productively push to create embody positions whereby the subject 

has not been recruited to colonial pathological controls, and therefore does not 

materialise as a collective seeking political self-determination through the lens 

of exclusivist territorial and identity claims. The signifier of the fālaḥīn (peasants, 

or farmers) is deployed here as a romanticised indicator of such living practices, 

imagining and narrating quotidian livelihood as rooted on land outside of the 

contemporary geopolitical system, rather than dictated by the urban reality of 

capitalist private real estate where landlords and fee-charging property agents 

shape where one can (and cannot) afford to live.  

 

On the one hand, the evocation of the pre-liberal subject emphasises a different 

relationship to the land than that the liberal capitalist market, with its emphasis 

on the individual ‘right’ to private ownership, makes normative. This different, 

non-liberal framing, pushes for a collective, rather than alienated, understanding 

of land usage. This point is important, and unfolds a political reframing of the 

notion of dispossession in the songs’ lyrics that philosophers Judith Butler and 

Athena Athanasiou tackled in a recent book (Butler & Athanasiou, 2013). On 

these terms, the song issues a declaration about colonially-enforced 

displacement that refuses to premise its politics of decolonial struggle on the 

liberal and neoliberal discourses of property and ownership, disavowing how 

these discursive regimes situate such norms as fundamental ‘human rights’ of 

‘free’ subjects. Their politics, in other words, call for a decolonising popular 

movement that is not fixed on the aspiration to gain individualised control and 

ownership of material land, but rather is based on an imaginary that challenges 

the economic and political forms of administration the liberal nation-state 

system makes disciplinary normative (which frame access to private property 

and the control of bordered, legal territory as the end-points of a people’s 

struggle for political autonomy).  
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On the other hand, this non-bordered topography is mapped on regional 

identification. This again centralises the spatiality of bilad al-sham in the cultural 

worlds these young adults are creating. Evoking this locality in the declaration 

that “sham put the soul in the 47”, once more references the imaginary of pre-

colonial Greater Syria. Constituting identity frameworks beyond contemporary 

geopolitics, this echoes and performs the comments explored in this chapter’s 

earlier sections. In some ways, using the trope of the fālaḥīn arguably does 

evoke the semiotic signifiers that classical configurations of Palestinian identity, 

and nationalist movements in Palestine have co-opted and hitherto thrived on 

(see, especially, Swedenburg, 1990), and that the young cultural figures 

introduced in this chapter narrate themselves as taking issue with.  

 

However, there are important nuances at work here. Describing their sound as 

a whole, 47SOUL say they make “electro-mijwez sham-step” music, a self-

stylised genre that references the mijwez reed pipe, which is significantly also 

from the bilad al-sham region. In folkloric circles, the mijwez instrument serves 

as the master of ceremonies in rural Levantine wedding practices and other 

celebratory life-cycle events, during which the dabke dance also features 

extensively. It is thus certainly true that the signifier of the fālaḥīn, the dabke 

dance, and the mijwez reed pipe have been similarly recruited to the signifying 

network of hegemonic nationalism(s) in the Palestinian context (see McDonald, 

2006, 2009, 2013c; Rowe, 2010, 2011). What distinguishes the approach of this 

cohort of young people vis-à-vis these hegemonic nationalistic icons, and the 

(primarily but not exclusively) older generations who have deployed them to 

galvanise support for national identities and their nationalisms, however, is the 

way that such signifiers of folkloric Palestinianness are both uncoupled from 

their institutionalised significations, and reworked using borrowed musical 

techniques and identity performatives to signify new identities.  

 

As well as emphasising their selective borrowing and taking-up of such classical 

tropes of Palestinian collectivity, these are hybridised and reformulated through 

the genre par excellence of hipster cultures – electronically produced sounds, 

samples, and beats. 47SOUL narrate that they translate the sound of the 

mijwez into analog synths, further taking the trope of the celebratory life-style 
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event of an imagined past and hyphenating it to a desired future, stressing that 

they use “…the futuristic sound of a Palestinian wedding; true party music for 

the masses” in a way that is “reinventing the old for the future”.67 As well as 

forging transnational connections with other middle-class and left-wing political 

youth movements in locales beyond Palestine, in this way they also fuse 

stylistic, music, and lifestyle-based connections to other youthful, affluent 

hipster scenes in spaces such as London and Berlin, while remaining firmly 

rooted in discourses and tropes of Palestinian locality and specificity.  

 

The music video that accompanies the lyrics cited above is particularly 

revealing on these grounds, embodying and transmitting productive knowledges 

about the subjectivities this youth scene both gravitates towards, and enables. 

The video is shot in London, around Trafalgar Square (central London), and on 

the streets of graffiti-covered East London, predominantly on Brick Lane – itself 

a gentrified enclave space of youthful hipster culture. The video is littered with 

signifiers that evoke and perform these two diverse cultural milieus. On the one 

hand, it is ‘arty’, shot in black and white, and features the four band members 

wearing hipster fashion items, such as aviator sunglasses, leather jackets and 

androgynous silver earrings. While on the other, the band walk, seemingly 

aimlessly, through the streets of London carrying their musical instruments (a 

guitar, darabūka and duf) on their backs, evoking the 1948 exile of the fālaḥīn of 

which they sing, calling to mind the nomadic existence of the refugee 

community that followed the dispossession. Semiotically and at the level of 

embodiment, then, there are two signifiers operating in conjunction with one 

another here – a self-consciously folkloric Palestinianness, and a globalising 

hipster culture, both of which inhere Derridean (Derrida, 1978) “traces” on the 

cultural product as it is performed. 

 

The embodied practices of the four young musicians in this music video, and 

the lyrics they sing as they manoeuvre on screen, thus attest to the translocal 

identity projects these young adults hinge themselves to. These reference and 

critically engage with the local, while also fusing connections to the global, to 

imagine and constitute their own identity performatives that borrow from the 

two. Straddling both fields, such significations performatively offer an 



	 	 162	

intersectional assemblage of an ambiguous, diversified configuration of 

Palestinianness. In this way, their musical practices perform political identities 

that on the one hand index Palestinian particularity, which on the other 

(re)signify and express this differently, offering a heterogeneous challenge to 

homogenous configurations of top-down Palestinian subjectivity. These young 

actors are thus part of, but not subsumed by, notions of collective 

Palestinianness. From the margins of monolithic national and resistant identity 

cultures, youth actors affiliated to the ‘alternative’ music scene put their cultural 

practices to work to transmit imaginaries of Palestinian-ised alterity, sited 

especially on regional and translocal channels of cultural circulation.  

 

5) “Music is music at the end of the day”: Revoking the Fetishisation of 
Non-Violent Protest Song 
 

Despite the attraction of hegemonic resistant cultures being in decline for these 

particular young adults, the charge that cultural production must remain wedded 

to nationalistic citation if it is to be considered meaningful is still powerful, both 

inside and outside of Palestine. Many times musicians reported feeling pressure 

that local audiences (especially those on the constitutive outside of their self-

defined ‘alternative’ music scene) expected them to represent the national 

struggle in their music, deploying such practices to offer something by way of 

support for the resistance paradigm, or to address political issues relating to the 

Israeli occupation and Zionist ethno-nationalism(s) (see also Maria, 2008a: 

184). As Amjad, a thirty-one year old musician and bar-owner based in 

Ramallah describes: “Not many people like what I do, or my music… because 

it’s not classical resistant Palestinian [music]… I think it’s the worst timing for 

alternative or new age, modern age, music and musicians to come out. But it’s 

our fight!” (interview, Ramallah, 09/07/2014). Here, transmitting seemingly 

apolitical or a-nationalistic cultural forms take on centrality as “a fight” to assert 

defiant counter-identities in public spaces for these young actors (see also Salih 

& Richter-Devroe, 2014: 20). 

 

Others reported feeling that the pressure to remain tightly bound to the national-

resistance field came from outside of Palestine, especially the journalistic press. 

Regardless of music skill and expertise present in a particular musical piece or 



	 	 163	

performance, musicians often narrated the music was almost always “forgotten 

about” (interview, Badr, Ramallah, 06/06/2014) in the analysis and accounts 

such commentators gave. Young scene members were particularly suspicious 

of celebratory narratives that amalgamate musical production with non-violent 

resistance. Badr, an experimental artist and hip-hopper from Ramallah in his 

late twenties echoed these standpoints, stressing:  

 

I was on al jazeera English like a month ago, or 2 months ago or 
something, and the thing was about music as non-violent resistance or 
something like that, and they [the media] really, like, try to stress that 
‘thing’ [that music in Palestine is axiomatically resistant]… It’s their 
imagination, it’s their fantasy of what they want us to be (interview, 
Ramallah, 06/06/2014).  

 

Badr vocalises great suspicion regarding civilising discourses that seek to 

discipline resistance, creating docile patriots who internalise liberal, humanist, 

and human-rights narratives that demand colonised peoples resist the terms of 

their oppression non-violently, only. Aware that their cultural production is often 

read and represented in this way (as non-violent resistance), he narrates his 

distancing from such representations, adding that:  

 

There’s a lot of people that come here [to Palestine] and try to portray 
music as the ‘non-violent’ resistance ‘thing’, or like this is the new ‘non-
violent resistance’, like they have this fantasy about music, you know, 
being the thing that’s gonna save us. And I think, you know, that’s crap. I 
mean, music is music at the end of the day. It’s just something that 
people listen to. In the end it has a lot of power in connecting people, in 
motivating people, in giving people new ideas, but in the end that’s what 
it is, it’s music. It’s nothing more - it can’t be something more than music. 
It’s strong like that as well. It has a lot of advantages, a lot of power, but 
people shouldn’t make this fantasy about music, that it’s something that’s 
much bigger than what it is… It’s still just musically, lyrically resisting, it’s 
nothing more than that (interview, Ramallah, 06/06/2014).  

 

Music, he comments, is important because it constructs and transmits shared 

communal identities, and creates a platform for political and social interaction 

and discussion. While it may be rebellious, in that it creates space to write and 

hear politicised lyrical content, pushing it beyond these bounds, and framing it 

as an outright force of political resistance, however, is to stretch it too far. This 

over-extension is seen as a containing and orientalising “fantasy” that has more 
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to do with an implied (but nameless) west-centric subject-institution who 

produces an exoticisied image of the ‘good’ Arab who resists in ways 

recognisable and legitimate to the colonial hegemon. In other words, such 

representations of contemporary musical practices in Palestine become another 

way that non-violent resistance is demanded of the colonised if it is to be legible 

as resistance and not terrorism.  

 

Importantly, this highlights how the trappings once associated with the struggle 

paradigm have, in the contemporary moment, been ruptured from the signifying 

network of resistance that birthed them, and instead re-located into sanitising 

attempts to disciplinarily humanise ‘the Palestinian’ to a global audience. In this 

sense, Badr’s narrative takes issue with particular depoliticising 

conceptualisations of always already non-violent ‘resistant’ art. Asking whose 

purpose such representations serve, and what sort of knowledges they convey 

about Palestinians, he challenges institutional attempts to humanise him 

through particular staging of his musics (as non-violent protest). This critique is 

timely, given the way European and American funding bodies continue to 

approach and fund cultural production in Palestine, which they do mainly as 

pacified and so-called ‘apolitical’ cultural outlets geared toward containing 

political disquiet across Palestine (see El-Ghadban & Strohm, 2013).  

 

In distinct but interrelated ways, what these two internal and external sources of 

pressure point to is the tendency in local, popular, media, and academic 

analysis of cultural production in Palestine to frame Palestinian cultural 

practices instrumentally, as either resistance, or normalisation, to Israeli and 

Zionist controls. While offering much by the way of celebratory affirmation 

and/or critical denigration of such activities, reading unqualified political 

resistance or co-optation, and the capacity to either unsettle or reinforce the 

status quo into all forms of cultural output produced in Palestine, risks masking 

the subtler, more nuanced ways people imagine, talk about, and task their 

cultural practices to perform and transmit knowledge of in their daily lives. 

Clearly, not everything in Palestine is political. Of course, the meanings around 

cultural practices stem as much from their reception as their production, 

however the critique that cultural actors felt on the one hand pressure to write 
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political songs from audiences in Palestine, and on the other that audiences 

outside of Palestine would always already label such songs as political 

regardless of actual lyrical or musical content, is important. It gets to the heart of 

questions as to who, institutionally speaking – rather than what, as an aesthetic 

characteristic or quantifier - makes a particular cultural form oppositional, 

nationalistic, and/or about resistance for ‘the cause’. As Laleh Khalili (2015: 9) 

opines elsewhere, it demonstrates that if there is a resistance in these young 

music-makers and goers’ cultural practices, it is toward the notion that all 

Palestinian thought and praxis can be interpreted as inexorable drives toward 

revolution. As Rizq (09/03/2014) put it to me: “I honestly think music at the end 

of the day is music. We make music ‘cos we like it. I don’t wanna give it more 

than its weight”. Framing music beyond its instrumental value is thus the fourth 

significant element of the cultural network this chapter is concerned with.  

 

6) Creating Conviviality through Music 
 

If these young adults describe their musical practices as outside of rigidly 

institutionalised nationalistic signifying networks, and more modest than a 

resistance lens would suggest, it seems reasonable to ponder how these 

translocal musics and their practices do appear in the quotidian living practices 

of the urbanised Palestinian youth who gravitate toward them. In a very 

straightforward way, many young musicians often emphasised that they made, 

and were involved in, music cultures of alterity primarily because they enjoy 

doing so. This seems an obvious and perhaps unnecessary point to make, but 

in a context where virtually all activity undertaken by Palestinians is subject to 

interpretation as overarching dissent, it is an important one nonetheless.  

 

Najid, for example, describes that he became involved in making music 

because he fundamentally “really likes” doing so, an interest, he told me, which 

continues to motivate his output today. He elaborated that: 

 

I think music plays a really strong role everywhere in the world. Everyone 
listens to music, or, most people listen to music. And I think a lot of 
people… really do listen to what’s being said in the music, because they 
also enjoy it, and they’re being – you know, I don’t wanna say 
entertained, but they’re kinda like [pauses] - I mean there is an 
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entertainment side to music, the enjoyment side, like you know it plays 
with people’s emotions and feelings and it gives them… this lift… it has 
this kind of good vibe to it, even if it’s, like, the darkest track in the world, 
it has something. It’s not like reading… it’s not like reading an article for 
example, I mean for me at least, and it’s not like watching a movie either, 
or even reading a book, it’s just this thing that’s not that long. It’s short – 
it comes, it goes, and it sticks (Ramallah, interview, 23/10/2012).  

 

Here, musical practices become a source of (transient) fun and play, and a 

means to convey information to others. As well as acting as vehicles of 

transmission for particular ideas, it also augments feelings of joy outside the 

narrow confines of political certitude, from which many of these young people 

feel excluded or misrepresented. Establishing sites from which their marginal 

political critiques and re-workings of hegemonic tropes of the national 

resistance paradigm can be launched, music-making and going therefore also, 

and perhaps more importantly, creates spaces of youthful pleasure and fun. On 

related terms, music was also attractive because it offers an antidote to 

boredom and the monotony of living under prolonged conditions of political 

stalemate. As Najid further narrates: 

 
In 2002 [during the Second Intifada] we were under curfew for about 
twenty-one or twenty-two days, and I was really bored. The only thing I 
had to do was make music. And I was doing that every day. But then I 
felt like, you know, I wanted to say more than just, like, instrumental 
music, and that’s really when I started to write… that’s when I started to 
write and rap… it was very basic stuff… I was, like, repeating what the 
Israelis were saying through their megaphones and speakers, on their 
homers and jeeps and tanks, that was kind of like the hook for the track, 
and then I talked about, you know, our situation, and… living under 
curfew, and living under occupation, being colonised… so I started with 
that, and that’s how I started to rap. But music was way before that 
(Ramallah, interview, 23/10/2012). 

 
Here, Najid describes how the genesis of his musical career was born not of a 

clear-cut and ideological commitment to intervening on Israeli constituted 

publics, but rather, because the scope of actions available to him in such 

occupied spaces had been seriously confined by that hegemon. He reiterates 

here that his musical activities do not stem from a wholesale heroic and valiant 

quest to pursue a politics of revolt to challenge the terms of his oppression 

(although this is of course also important). Rather, they grew out of a context of 

feeling “really bored” and fed up with nothing to do, stuck in his home under 
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curfew, without an outlet for entertainment or field of practices that felt 

meaningful. He narrates that hearing the materialisations of occupation outside 

of his home pushed him to politicise the things he chose to express in his 

music, but importantly, he attributes his desire to make music to the enjoyment 

he takes in doing so, rather than a latent drive to resist the order of things. 

Again, the identity he imagines for himself engages with and expresses the 

immediacies of occupation he is forced to confront in his daily life, yet he further 

shows the ways that he resists being reduced to such registers. Articulating 

other, musical and creative indices of identity, he references and yet moves 

beyond hegemonic national resistance motifs. He performatively offers, then, 

neither heroic citations of national-level resistance, and yet neither passive 

capitulation to colonial oppression.  

 

What statements like Najid’s and his counterparts therefore emphasise is an 

awareness of the extent to which cultural practices have tended to be conflated 

and co-opted to the national movement. They again highlight attempts by these 

young adults to situate themselves beyond the framework of the nation, 

stressing that music in Palestine can play many roles - not only, if even at all, as 

forms limited to resistance, allegories of national public culture, or servants of 

the ‘cause’. Fatigued with a context they feel is bursting with over-signified and 

now largely defunct national resistant and Palestinian-ised iconography, these 

young adults push hard to stress that their cultural practices often represent the 

mundane, the quotidian, and the unremarkable. In a context where hegemonic 

political Palestinian cultural production has been taken to mark the opposite, 

represented both inside and outside Palestine as carrying out the extraordinary 

task of resisting Israeli-imposed abnormality, the political cultures articulated 

here point to the national-level shifts that have beset Palestine since Oslo. This 

closes and clarifies my fifth, and final, point about the political identities and 

standpoints those affiliated to the youth music network perform through their 

cultural practices in Palestine today.  

 

7) Conclusions 
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This chapter was framed by Fredric Jameson’s (1986) notion of “national 

allegory”, which argues that the individualistic production of cultural objects is 

representative of collective national public culture in so-called third world 

societies. In the contribution I made here, I suggested that this is not always, if 

necessarily even at all, the case. Using material gathered from young, urban, 

secular, and middle-class cultural producers and their audiences in Ramallah, 

Haifa, and Amman, I have shown how the cultural scene these young adults are 

constructing and engaging in offers a heterogeneous critique that creates gaps 

in the mainstream public cultures Jameson’s (1986) thesis situates them as 

axiomatically representative of.  

 

In the Palestinian context, the discursive spaces of multiple publics have been 

both historically produced by, and enabling of, the national movement. Cultural 

production has been variously and contingently co-opted by these nationalisms, 

becoming all the more institutionalised after the arrival of the PA to Ramallah in 

1994/5. Post-Oslo and its failings, however, for many Palestinians, the national 

paradigm is in crisis. This has especially (although not exclusively) been the 

case for the younger generations, who grew up in contexts shaped by national 

fatigue and the collapse of a unified, national-level Palestinian polity across all 

of Ottoman Palestine. In the shadow of the PA’s state-building project, and 

Oslo’s broader shortfalls of which it is a citation, for many of these young 

Palestinians, the notion that the achievement of political state-hood is akin to 

self-determination and political independence, has been exhausted.  

 

These shifts have been expressed and enabled by changes in cultural 

production, which these young adults who position themselves as both different 

and defiant to hegemonic national identities, use to interrogate – rather than tell 

the story of and represent – national imaginaries. Those involved in 

contemporary popular musical practices in Palestine instead express deep-

rooted disillusion with the existing political frameworks they find themselves 

forced to navigate in the post-Oslo era. Establishing anti-colonial paradigms 

that move beyond the PA’s nation-state, they instead construct non-bordered, 

pre-liberalist subjectivities for themselves and their community. These take 

shape through the discourse of a community based on the spatiality of bilad al-
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sham, rather than a national-level entity. The identities this collective is 

imagined through hinges onto regional fault lines, and offers a challenge to 

especially the PA’s elite brand of institutionalised and homogenising nationalism 

(as well as the regional and international elites who prop this up). Politically, 

then, these particular young cultural producers articulate critique of nationalist 

thought and praxis that articulates for self-determination on the basis of 

securing a territorially bound, bordered nation-state entity that operates under 

the rubric of the historically-nationalistic movement to galvanise popular 

support.  

 

Instead, offering divergent accounts of their imagined Palestinianness from the 

margins of such classical nationalistic and resistant cultures, they put their 

cultural practices to work to envisage and enable different, non-statist, and non-

monolithic nationalistic realities. Cultural production deploys what is frequently a 

satirical, deconstructivist, and inward-looking critique about who it is that has 

produced “the Palestinian” in its hegemonic form, rather than as valorisations of 

what the homogenous “Palestinian” is imagined to be.  

 

They are further very critical of representational mediums, especially the 

journalistic press, that present cultural production in Palestine as the ‘new’ 

cultural, non-violent resistance. While they do use their music to critique the 

status quo, and convey deeply politicised, rebellious lyrics that comment on the 

harsh realities and conditions under which they live, they are also critical of 

representational devices seen as conflating rebellion with resistance, which in 

effect disciplines the latter so that it is normatively prescribed to be always 

already non-violent. Music, they maintain, is part of the struggle, but it cannot 

and will never encompass all of it.  

 

Musical production and practices thus perform political identities, social 

relations, and embodied knowledges that push beyond the nation-state. The 

young people driving them make transnational connections with other 

globalising, left-leaning, youthful, hipster, and affluent music-based cultural 

scenes across the globe, highlighting their view that the issues afflicting 

Palestine and the Palestinians are present in similar oppressive structures, 
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arising from the intersections between discursive ethicised categories of self 

and other, across the globe. As well as offering space to vent particular political 

points of view about their immediate surroundings, music-making and going 

also fills a series of social functions, connecting (at the level of embodiment) 

people to a loose network based on shared musical tastes and preferences, 

and the interpersonal relations these are constituted through. Having friends 

involved in this network; desiring to carve out spaces for playful and enjoyable 

ephemeral moments outside of the monotony of the everyday of occupation; as 

well as finding a forum for debate that is not as heavily saturated with 

nationalistic-resistant imagery as other cultural forms available to them, all drive 

affiliation to the music scene in conjunction with the desire to perform 

Palestinian politics and identities that extend the hegemonic national imaginary. 

Like their political standpoints and identity projects, these young adults also 

narrate the multiple roles musical practices have the capacity to play in 

Palestine. 

 

Clearly, cultural production does not take place in a vacuum. As explored here, 

the critiques these young, affluent, and more or less globalised Palestinians in 

urban enclaves are making, are mediated by broader transnational youth 

cultures and solidarity discourses. Unlike Jameson (1986) however, I have 

endeavoured to show how divergence in identity markers such as generational 

and class-based belongings shape the experiential elements of belonging to a 

particular community, and thus how such differences in spatial positionality 

impact on the ways ‘public’ (in other words, hegemonic) cultures are 

approached, struggled over, and re-constituted in heterogeneous cultural 

practices.  

 

Finally, throughout this chapter I dealt with the narratives the young adults 

presented use to describe and create their political imaginaries. As we have 

seen, such articulations have unambiguously stressed their narrators repeated 

attempts to distance themselves from the classical national-resistance 

paradigm. Almost unanimously, the normalisation/liberation binary, which local 

and global commentators alike use to normatively assess Palestinian cultural 

production, has been rejected, largely because the young adults drawn on here 
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feel it is too narrow to fully map the complexity of their everyday lives. Moving 

forward, in the next chapter, I problematise these discursive utterances to ask 

how they are translated on the ground. Analysing how such narrated content is 

mapped onto Palestine’s post-Oslo emerging worlds of leisure and 

consumption, in what comes next I pay particular attention to the sites and 

spaces in which such clear-cut disavowals of conventional national resistance 

language (may) encounter slippages, and become potentially more problematic 

to implement for these young adults of the self-titled ‘alternative’ Palestinian 

music scene.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 
CONSUMING POLITICAL ALTERITY 

 
At 9pm, it was around an hour before the show was due to start. The brightly-lit 

and cigarette-smoke filled garden had been steadily amassing with young 

adults, who, having paid the 30NIS (ca. 7GBP) cover charge on the door, had 

been permitted entry into the bar-cum-club. A hip-hop gig featuring three central 

acts in the self-defined ‘alternative’ music scene in Palestine was shortly to 

begin, showcasing a Palestinian-Jordanian spoken-word artist, percussionist, 

and rapper from Amman renowned for his cutting social and political critiques of 

multiple hegemonies; an emcee, beat-maker, and experimental musician local 

to Ramallah, similarly notorious for his critical lyrics, and edgy sonic output; as 

well as the infamous nationalist hip-hop trio, DAM, of Lydda.68 

 

The performance was taking place in Beit Aneeseh, a chic lounge-bar in 

Ramallah’s upmarket district of Al-Masyoun. It opened in 2009, and like the 

many other similar urban spaces proliferating in the pseudo-capital since Oslo, 

it is popular with the city’s young elite, and the clientele is generally comprised 

of Palestinians from the city’s wealthier families, often the returnees who came 

back to Ramallah after Oslo; as well as foreign NGO and aid workers, largely 

from Western Europe and North America. The food and drink items on sale in 

the bar are reflective of this demographic, the price of which is relative high, 

European-inspired, and mostly written in English on the bar’s printed menus. 

Alcoholic cocktails, French wines and beers, and foodstuffs such as pizza, 

pasta, and salads are its mainstays. When the venue put on special music-

based events, such as this one, patrons also often include Palestinians who live 

on the other side of the Green Line, who must make the arduous journey 

through the checkpoints controlling permeation across the apartheid wall to 

Ramallah to attend such concerts.  

 

Four high walls, attached to which are four tall wicker screens, enclose the 

performance space, entirely obscuring the garden from street view. The bar’s 

owners rigidly control access to this inner semi-public sanctum, employing 

several hefty-looking local men as bouncers. Entrance is predicated on patrons’ 
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arrival in (heterosexual) “couples” or “mixed [gender] groups”, only: a policy 

often enforced in the up-market leisure spaces young people frequent in 

Ramallah. Ostensibly put in place to prohibit lone males, and groups comprised 

solely of men, from using entertainment venues and parties as places to pick up 

women, as Samir, a manager of a different venue in the city described to me, 

this policy functions as a form of social control that allows proprietors to exclude 

working-class shabāb (young guys) – mainly the urban poor from the city’s 

peripheral refugee camps - from access to the ‘civilised’ worlds in these 

exclusive upper-class gated communities (interview, Ramallah, 16/05/2014).  

 

Those whom the bouncers had deemed acceptable to ‘pass’ their screening 

test to attend this particular gig were uniformly young. Many present were 

dressed in the clothing style that is ‘typical’ to the upper-class crowds Beit 

Aneeseh attracts on weekends: young women in stylish ‘modern’ party dresses, 

elaborately coiffured ‘European’ hairstyles, and intricately applied make-up; and 

men in jeans or slacks, wearing smart, button-down shirts with designer logos 

stitched over the chest pockets, their hair slick with gel. Others, however, 

departed significantly from this aesthetic, their fashion practices marking them 

as actors associated with the self-defined ‘alternative’ music scene. These 

young adults wore fashionable, ‘hip’ clothes. Several women were sporting 

black ‘skinny’ jeans and androgynous dark blazers. Their male counterparts, 

with long or dread-locked hair tied back into ponytails and fuzzy, unruly beards 

framing their faces, appeared in the low-slung jeans characteristic of a 

borrowed hip-hop sensibility, localised through t-shirts with politicised 

statements and ironic images in Arabic script. Although a handful of these 

young scenesters were local to Ramallah, they were mainly comprised of their 

counterparts in the ‘alternative’ arts and cultural scene in the 1948 areas, 

predominantly from Haifa and its surrounds.   

 

As well as highlighting general points about Ramallah’s class polarities; while 

also showing the gendered transgressions on wider social, religious, and 

generational public structures the young men and women in this semi-public 

make as they socialise, dance, and drink alcohol together; this particular gig 

was especially revealing for who was not there.69 Despite their access to such a 
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venue being remarkably more straightforward than for the  “48ers” and those in 

Jordan, deliberately boycotting the event were many of Ramallah’s self-defined 

really ‘underground’ music crowd. Ali, an avid hip-hop fan and active scene 

member described his motivation for not attending to me a few days after the 

concert, saying:  

 

It’s really good you’re connected with [one of the rappers playing] and his 
circle, totally fun and interesting people to hang out with. I heard about 
the gig in Beit Aneeseh, although I heard and read a lot of negative stuff 
on Facebook: that he shouldn’t be rapping in such venues, because 
people go there to get drunk and dance and so on, and are not really 
interested in hearing real words... I have a lot of mixed feelings about 
that venue. It could have been something really nice, but somehow it’s 
not (interview, Ramallah, 30/10/2012). 

 

Although hosting many artists from the scene and their audiences, this 

sentiment voices how Beit Aneeseh, as a performance space and site of 

youthful leisure-going, generates ambivalence for some Ramallah-based 

actors. In particular, Ali’s critique is articulated on the lines that patrons attend 

such parties to socialise, get drunk, and dance. They are thus, he pushes, 

disinterested in politicised conversations, and unconcerned to listen to the 

messages ‘alternative’ artists such as those performing in this show convey in 

their lyrics. For ‘really’ alternative Ramallah-ites, patrons who go to parties in 

sites such as Beit Aneeseh are, in other words, approached and described as 

normalising the neoliberal controls Israeli occupation and settler-colonialism 

contemporarily function through in the West Bank. The performatic (non-verbal 

and embodied) (Taylor, 2003: 6) props that mark out this space thus become 

evidence of such hedonist refusals of reality, whereby the normatively gendered 

and modernist dress practices of (some of) the crowd present; the strict 

admission policy; the relatively high price of predominantly European-ised food, 

drinks, and the entrance ticket, become performative technologies that mark 

those who use them as reinforcing Palestine’s post-Oslo globalising, and 

depoliticising, embourgeoisement. 

 

However, what is interesting about this narrative is that while the aesthetic of 

consumption is criticised, the practice of consuming is not. As Ali implies, he 

does not take issue with bars per-say, just this one. His objection is thus 
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directed at the way such commercial consumption is practiced, rather than the 

actual act of consuming itself. There is thus something of an aporia emerging 

here. It is not the case that Ramallah’s music-goers boycott entirely all spaces 

of leisure their city post-Oslo makes available to them. Rather, scenesters do 

form their own recreational and scene-building spaces, which – as we shall see 

- they mark and make meaningful in highly stylised ways, through consumption. 

This statement and the wider social politics it references are therefore 

illuminating on many grounds, and unfolding their contents is what motivates 

this chapter. Asking how scenesters involved in commercialised club, party, and 

bar-going cultures, make sense of, and give meaning to, their leisure practices, 

I explore the various mechanisms they use to inscribe their own consumption 

acts with significance, as well as productive difference, vis-à-vis those they cite 

their ‘elite’ counterparts are engaged in.  

 

My lines of enquiry in this chapter follow two parallel paths. Firstly, while 

scenesters’ narratives are critical of neoliberal changes that increase outlets of 

middle-class leisure across certain urban Palestinian enclaves, such fractious 

social and economic transformations nonetheless enable many of their 

practices. I thus explore how the recreational activities these youths use to build 

their scene are both symptoms of, and – paradoxically - imagined escapes 

from, neoliberal shifts in Palestine today. Secondly, as hinted in my 

interlocutor’s statement above, the ways their narrated challenges to neoliberal 

hegemony are given vehicle often superimpose the classical national paradigm, 

and especially the normalisation/resistance binary, onto the emerging worlds of 

capitalist consumption they find themselves negotiating. This is interesting, 

because it unexpectedly departs from the statements highlighted in the previous 

chapter, where I argued scenesters’ narratives challenge, rather than reiterate, 

top-down nationalistic cultures. This therefore raises further questions about the 

relationship between national and neoliberal subjectivising structures in post-

Oslo Palestine. Since I deal explicitly with the Haifa context in chapter six, my 

investigation of these themes is here mainly focused on Ramallah and Amman, 

although as the scene is translocally embedded across all three field sites, I do 

draw some smaller examples from al-jalil as well.  
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1) Consumption and Community-Building 
 

Staying with the case of Ramallah in the interim, although problematising bar-

going in some venues, the city’s hipsters networked to the ‘underground’ scene 

do manage, own, or meet in similarly capitalist urban spaces of institutionalised, 

commercial leisure. There, they engage in hetero-social association, sell and/or 

buy alcohol, while listening to, sharing, performing, playing, and marketing (in 

the form of CDs, vinyl records, posters, band t-shirts) the translocal musics the 

scene centres itself on (‘independent’ music that is not nationalistic, ‘classically’ 

resistant, commercial, or religious). In 2014, amidst the ever-mushrooming up-

market lounges, bars, restaurants, and globalised fast-food conglomerates to 

have grown from Ramallah’s neoliberal urbanisation and gentrification, there 

were two such main urban sites of sociation scenesters had appropriated to 

gather and stage their scene identities in.70  

 

1.1 Performative Taste Cultures 
 

The first is a bar in Ramallah’s old city, called Al Maghaara (The Cave, or La 

Grotto as it is also known). Opened in 2011, this is a small, intimate venue, 

which local composer, acoustic guitar-player, and singer-songwriter Hisham - a 

key actor at the centre of the music scene – runs. Set in a beautiful ‘traditional’ 

building typical of the old city’s architecture, the bar has domed ceilings covered 

in Arabic calligraphy, and the original brickwork, whitewashed, remains 

exposed, enfolding anti-modern locality into its corporeality. There are several 

ouds and hand drums littered around the small area available for socialising, 

and clusters of retro tables and chairs for people to gather around. Musicians 

often bring their own guitars and other instruments, and most evenings start late 

and end in the early hours, after long debates and ad-hoc jamming sessions.  

 

There is a small bar set up in the corner of the room, atop of which is a 

chessboard and various other assorted knick-knacks. Bottles of spirits clutter 

the shelves behind the counter, where there is also a small fridge for beer, all 

sold at cheaper prices than in other youth semi-publics in the city. A few local 

young men are employed to keep the establishment running, serving drinks and 
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more generally maintaining its upkeep. Hisham, the owner, described his vision 

of the pub to me, saying:   

 

I try to basically get all the musicians drunk when they come, so that they 
play. No mics [microphones], it’s just you and the people. If you’re good, 
they will listen, if you’re not good – ! You can never calm a drinking 
crowd, all in a room, it’s all happening in a room, it’s not even a bar, it’s a 
couple of chairs and a counter, but that’s the idea (interview, Ramallah, 
17/07/2014). 

 

The bar’s aesthetic is self-consciously unpolished. As Hisham makes clear, the 

undisciplined nature of its arrangement (“it’s not even a bar”), coupled with the 

projected unruly spirit of the “drinking crowd”, are envisioned to signify a 

deliberate and staged aesthetic of nonconformist discord: as he states, “that’s 

the idea”. The focus is on music-making, and the ethos informal and designed 

to produce feelings of conviviality and collective engagement in the ephemeral 

space the bar constitutes. The sensibilities Hisham reads into this semi-public 

are thus particularly imagined to transgress rationalist and modernist discourse, 

which mandate that behaviour in institutionalised public spaces (of school, 

employment, university, and so on) be composed and ordered. Encouraged 

instead are subjectivities that embrace affability and fun. Such performatives 

are especially captured in the spontaneous and unstructured nature of 

anticipated musical performances, which are further non-verbally transmitted in 

the various items in the bar. In this way, the assorted instruments, mismatched 

bottles, and uncoordinated tables and chairs work as props that perform social 

capitals of an aspired-for bohemianism. 

 

Alcohol is central in this narrative. Interestingly, as consumption practices, 

buying, selling, and social drinking are here highlighted as exercises in 

community-building, rather than hedonistic normalisation with the status quo of 

occupation (as we saw Ali narrate the hip-hop concert outlined above 

symbolised). Indeed, the meanings Al Maghaara’s patrons deliver to the bar 

often materialise via negated ideals, framed through descriptions of the leisure 

practices and forms of sociation they suggest take place in ‘other’ spaces 

labelled ‘elite’, which they subsequently use to distinguish their own 

‘underground’ alterity through. Narrating why he enjoyed frequenting Hisham’s 
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bar rather than others in the city, Omar, a student, and regular patron, in his 

early-twenties from Ramallah’s neighbouring town Birzeit, for example, 

described to me that: 

 

If you’re on the streets of downtown Ramallah, and then you go to [the 
city’s up-scale bars], it’s like a different world… I’m not a big fan of those 
places… I think there’s lots of people showing off. Like, these groups 
sitting around on tables. There’s not much interaction between people. 
It’s the music too. It doesn’t encourage people to interact (interview, 
Ramallah, 03/07/2014).  

 

Using the authenticating trope of “the street” (with its transglobal associations 

with projected sensibilities of ‘uncommodified realness’) to describe in binarised 

terms his perception of up-scale bars in the city, Omar productively carves out 

an identity for himself and his community via the stylised choice to stage his 

commercial leisure practices elsewhere in the city. In an immediate way, this 

narrative makes a criticism about social relations in post-Oslo Ramallah. 

Claiming that social atomisation and individuation mark ‘other’ recreational sites 

in the city – where patrons do not interact, but rather “show off” - become 

means to make the forms of sociation performed in a bar such as Hisham’s 

meaningful, because they are narrated as qualitatively different in character to 

those my narrator here seeks distinction from. Hisham’s bar is thus locally 

coded as a site rich in Sarah Thornton’s (1995) “subcultural capital”. As an 

identity imaginary, this enables actors such as Omar to affectively register 

critique of post-Oslo economic transformations in Ramallah that have, in 

particular, deepened the class polarities many see as fragmenting the social 

fabric of the city.  

 

Here, then, we get the first insight into the ways that commercial consumption 

play important roles in the construction of the social and political identities 

proliferating in the scene. Of significance is the weight given to music to direct 

how these self-defined ‘alternative’ actors deliberate where, how, and with 

whom they ‘hang out’ in Ramallah. Omar makes the case that certain sonic 

worlds are not conducive to scene building, because the musics therein 

condition social relations that are “like a different world” from his own quotidian. 

Scenesters thus render such sites of recreation as too overtly preoccupied with 
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conspicuous consumption (see Veblen, 1899), geared toward staging 

aspirational middle class identities, rather than collective engagement in a 

community. Such constructions produce subsequent taxonomies of alterity 

those desiring to can mobilise to erect borders around their own collectively 

imagined difference.  

 

As I shall get to, these statements are revealing not because they are true or 

false. Rather, they are interesting because they show how criticisms of certain 

engagements with the capitalist market are paradoxically made through that 

very same consumption-based machinery. Social drinking in such a locally 

coded ‘underground’ venue as Hisham’s thus offers those who meet therein 

means to fashion and display shared identities, which transmit inexplicitly 

political critique of Ramallah’s embourgeoisement. I will elaborate on this point 

below, but for now it is important to benchmark that these imaginaries ironically 

materialise through, and not outside of, similar engagements with the market.  

 

Hisham adds to this description of the centrality consumption-based musical 

and stylistic taste cultures have in staging the scene’s identities of distinction in 

Ramallah. Building on Omar’s narrative that drew boundaries around different 

leisure venues in the city, he told me that:  

 

I don’t like the term ‘alternative’, because alternative is: “there is a 
mainstream and there is an underground” - it’s not like that. It’s what 
people are listening to, and which people (interview, Ramallah, 
19/07/2014). 

 

His statement here suggests that belonging to a community structured around 

music-based activities is about performatively embodying a set of shared, 

idiosyncratic practices. He articulates these imaginaries of alterity through the 

lens that collectives are formed via “what people are listening to, and which 

people”. In a straightforward way, such highly stylised bar-going, and the sonics 

that produce and mark such spaces, thus become means to produce the taste 

cultures necessary to forge the community of musicians, artists, and writers 

Hisham narrates affiliation to. This does not relate to an objective or fixed state 

of being, but is contingent, made tangible when people already locally coded as 

possessing the necessary credentials to claim “subcultural capital” (Thornton, 
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1995) together meet and share, play, and make musics they deliver subversive 

meanings to. Hisham’s bar thus acts as a site where such taste cultures are 

both produced, and subsequently marketed and sold to its potential patrons.  

 

That such consumption practices get coded as ‘alternative’ sites productive of 

‘subversive’ capital, demonstrates how agreed upon notions of alterity in 

Ramallah are structuralising and subjectivising achievements (not givens), 

which create categories of distinction through their enactments. Patrons who 

take up and consume the community-centric experiences of musical and 

alcohol-based conviviality that Hisham’s bar makes available, thus become 

performatively identifiable as figures who have such capitals, the music therein 

their benchmark. As taste cultures of consumption, these produce Bourdieuian 

habitus to draw powerful lines around this community and its constitutive 

outside. Consuming in a particular place and in a particular way thus offer youth 

means to construct their desired community.   

 

1.2 Scene-Building and Party-Going 
 

The other primary location Ramallah’s artistic youth meet in is Lawain (to 

where), a hybrid bar/nightclub on the other side of town. Taken over in 2014 by 

a cohort of scene affiliates, where Hisham’s bar offers an aesthetic worked 

through tropes of locality, this urban site more directly embodies the globalised 

trappings of a particularly ‘hip’ dive-bar, common to urban locales in Berlin and 

London. Similarly to such bars and the scenes they house elsewhere, obviously 

‘hip’ aesthetics are wholly disavowed (itself a stylistic marker), and the bar is 

dimly lit and dingy, the décor sparse, and the foodstuffs available for purchase 

minimal. As an enclave space it attracts much the same arts-crowd as Al 

Maghaara, and on the weekends tends to reveal something more akin to a 

nightclub. Defying the PA’s irregularly implemented policy that demands all bars 

in the city close at midnight, it often stays open long until the early hours, with a 

DJ and dancing. Again like Hisham’s bar, drinks are cheaper than in other up-

scale lounges in the city, and beer and whiskey are the primary substances 

consumed. There is also an informal music industry in operation in Lawain, and 

the proprietors market scene-affiliated artists’ CD’s and vinyl records to their 
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patrons. For the city’s ‘hip’ avant-garde, the cheap drinks, ‘cool’ clientele, and 

the particular types of music played and on sale in the bar, all mark this urban 

space as a site rich in consumption-based, cosmopolitan alterity. 

 

For many scenesters in Ramallah, this venue gave the local scene a well-

needed boost. Bishr, an electronic and hip-hop musician and fan described the 

importance of such a music space to me, again via recourse to how it differs to 

other places in the city. He told me that: 

 

Before Lawain [opened], we didn’t have any real music venues, like a 
special venue just for music, like electronic music or hip-hop music. It’s 
mostly cafes, bars, theatres, and none of that is really the best thing for 
hip-hop…There’s a lot of hip-hop fans, but there’s no place in which you 
will find them all. There’s a lot of them always on-line, at home, and a lot 
of them don’t have much money, you don’t see them going out to these 
[other upscale] places (interview, Ramallah, 02/06/2014). 

 

Despite the fact that the city’s hipsters who performatively form the self-ascribed 

‘underground’ scene are often (generally, although not uniformly) of Oslo’s 

returnee generations, middle-class, or at least in possession of the purchasing 

power to afford recreation, financially and temporally, Bishr’s narrative 

resonates with those elicited about Hisham’s bar. Making his own leisure 

practices meaningful via an assumption that ‘other’ social spaces in the city are 

accessible only to the moneyed classes, again produces a class-based critique 

that becomes the productive referent point for his community’s own self-styled 

performative leftist alterity. Again, borders are erected around this enclave 

space through the construction of an ‘other’, which is also narrated as 

Ramallah’s bourgeoisie ‘mainstream’ in the city. 

 

Within the social space such narratives produce, Lawain thus clearly plays an 

important role in the development of the local music scene, providing a site 

where protracted scene-building activities can take place, enabling regular face-

to-face contact for likeminded individuals in Ramallah (and also further afield in 

Jordan and ‘48). Indie-rock concerts and acoustic gigs regularly occur, as well 

as special club nights with DJ sets featuring translocal and hipster musical 

genres, such as electro, funk, dub-step, psy-trance, trip-hop, and reggae. 

Echoing the cross-border and translocal nature of the youth network more 
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broadly, these parties are sometimes arranged in co-operation with the Haifa-

based arts and cultural collective, Jazar Crew, who bring artists and audiences 

from al-jalil to perform in this West Bank youth cultural space. Musicians, DJs, 

and audiences from Amman also regularly travel to the West Bank to attend 

and play in such party nights.  

 

Local emcee, beat-maker, and electronic-experimental musician in his mid-

twenties, Yusuf plays a key role in the organisation of the bar. Acting as a DJ of 

sorts, he compiles a playlist or two per month, around a specific genre, to play 

in the bar on weekends from the state-of-the-art surround sound system 

installed under the new management. Over whiskey in Lawain, he told me that 

he wanted the bar to act as an “alternative” (interview, Ramallah, 21/05/2014) 

venue featuring “alternative” live music. As with the scene more broadly, these 

parties are centralised around producing an avant-garde, translocal, and 

cosmopolitan sensibility made material via the ludic acts and gestures of 

communally drinking alcohol and dancing, which are embodied and come 

together through shared musical tastes. In addition, by hosting artists from the 

regional music scene he is networked to, Yusuf extends on Bishr’s narrative of 

distinction, informing me that he hoped the bar would function differently to 

other “party-based” venues in Ramallah. Filling his playlists with “alternative” 

musics that are not “west-centric” in focus, he described would help achieve an 

ambiance focused on musical quality, rather than (what he describes as) 

hedonist party-going.  

 

This sentiment highlights how some young Ramallah-ites attribute different 

consumption practices, and the spaces they are embodied in, with different - 

variously more or less - politicised meanings. These become vital mechanisms 

used to imagine their own ‘defiant’ social, political, and economic identities in 

particular ways. In the spaces they code with alterity, paying money to purchase 

entrance tickets to club nights, in venues that embrace deliberately shabby-chic 

aesthetics, where translocal musics (rather than industrial pop) are endorsed, 

and importantly in which social drinking is promoted (and particularly drinking 

beer and whiskey, rather then imported wine), while displaying ‘hip’ fashion 

items such as tattoos and piercings, are imagined to build their community, 
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rather than demonstrate a concern with status (as they productively situate the 

‘others’ their narratives also create). As we shall see in later parts of this 

chapter, the underlying suggestion here interestingly hints that urban social 

spaces where up-scale leisure sensibilities are overtly performatively cultivated, 

are problematic because they normalise an abnormal status quo by pretending 

occupation is not there. Similar to Hisham’s bar, Lawain therefore markets and 

makes available leftist, ‘hip’, and self-consciously culturally heterogeneous 

experiences to its patrons, who are encouraged to consume such offerings to 

mark their desired subversive distinctions to their counterparts in other parts of 

the city. Selectively displaying intricately coded items and experiences thus 

offers powerful tools for those seeking affiliation to the scene to perform their 

belonging to it.  

 

1.3 One Band, Three Concerts 
 

The way scenesters produce their self-ascribed imaginaries of cultural and 

generational alterity through their consumption practices is not unique to 

Ramallah, and resonates across the Amman and Haifa contexts. In the 

Hashemite capital specifically, which as a city shares many of Ramallah’s class-

based socially segregating spatial dynamics catalysed by neoliberal shifts, 

several times I found that the various political meanings scene members 

invested in particular leisure spaces directed their consumption practices 

therein. In the space of around two weeks, for example, I saw the same electro-

synth-indie band perform three different gigs in different venues, located in 

different parts of the city. While the sonic material performed remained the 

same across all three shows, each concert was markedly different in reception. 

This dramatically changed the character of each.  

 

The first show was a sell-out night put on by the ‘hip’ and indie party-planners, 

TBA. This performance was in a club in jabal el-weibdeh, an area of Amman 

locally known as home to the capital’s burgeoning cultural collective of artists, 

musicians, poets, and writers. Parties in that locality are therefore usually widely 

attended by young people across the city, both self-defined scene-affiliates who 

live in that part of town, and their constitutive non-scene affiliates alike. Those in 
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this latter contingent are generally wealthy inhabitants of West Amman, or 

Western European and North American migrants working in Jordan’s NGO and 

aid sectors. Like the hip-hop concert narrated at the outset of this chapter, this 

party elicited mixed meanings for those in Amman’s self-defined really 

alternative music scene. Many narrated their unease with the perceived 

bourgeoisie appropriation of the meanings and identities spaces such as jabal 

el-weibdeh embody, coded locally by scene affiliates as a space productive of 

alterity vis-à-vis sites they frame as more obviously based on the performance 

of particularly modernist, middle-class identities premised on purchasing power 

and conspicuous consumption. The musicians themselves especially articulated 

concern that many in the audience at this gig did not “know what to do” with 

their sound, which they felt was too avant-garde and alien for those on the 

constitutive outside of the music scene to “understand” (interview, Hussein, 

Amman, 24/02/2014). 

 

A few days later, the duo performed again. Similarly organised by TBA, yet in a 

different venue, the small crowd present consisted almost exclusively of those 

in the close-knit community of self-defined ‘proper’ members of Amman’s 

‘alternative’ arts and culture community. This show, in a bar called Las Tapas - 

a central ‘hang out’ among Amman’s ‘hip’ and ‘arty’ urban youth – was viewed 

as a great success by the musicians and their audience alike, carrying on long 

into the early hours of the next morning, with much alcohol-drinking, dancing, 

and cigarette-smoking to mark out the special-ness of the occasion.  

 

The final performance I saw the duo give during this time period was in a flashy 

and expensive bar in Abdoun, a wealthy sub-district in West Amman. At this 

gig, there were only a handful of people present – myself, and two other friends. 

Together with the band we travelled to the venue, which remained largely 

empty for the duration, joined only by the musicians’ sound technician shortly 

before the performance was scheduled to begin. Discussing such widely 

shifting audience demographics during an interview the following morning with 

said sound technician, he remarked that: “nobody [in the scene] wants to go to 

fucking Abdoun!” (interview, William, Amman, 02/2014), alluding to the 
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meanings scene-affiliates attribute to the parts of the city they perceive 

represent the flashy world of the city’s bourgeoisie.  

 

Such sites of sociality manoeuvre within the macro-architectures the 

neoliberalisations of the city have created, seeking to activate its subjectivising 

properties differently. Like Ramallah, in Amman, consumption is practiced in 

accordance with local hierarchies, whereby boycotting certain enclave leisure 

sites becomes an affective way to assert agency within a broader system 

fraught with anxieties about socially polarising class-based divisions. Club, 

party, and bar-going practices take on important roles in the formation of 

youthful imaginaries and identities of ‘doing things differently’, which are 

nonetheless ambiguously taking shape within the urban and economic 

conditions being negotiated with.   

 

As in the Ramallah case, this criticism is less an all-out rejection of consumption 

itself, and more a stylised negotiation with liberal and neoliberalising paradigms 

that produce individualised atomisation. Amman-based percussionist, party-

goer, and prolific musician Hazim explained such contradictions of urbanisation 

to me. Outlining a song he wrote about such emerging contexts and the ways 

the music scene is inserted into them, he detailed feeling that the social space 

available for him to operate in is either saturated with the depoliticising 

machinery of capitalist liberalism, or – as an alternative – with conservatism. 

Describing this attitude to me, he explained: 

 

It’s like [his outlook], fuck being stuck in history and, like, tribal ideas that 
we have about how we’re supposed to be living [but also] fuck the new 
city, like fuck Amman with all it’s malls and all that fucking fake Gulf 
money shit, but also fuck the idea of not building because of that, you 
know what I mean? You know, build! Yeah you will love the city, and you 
want it to be a new city, you don’t want it to be old – you don’t wanna be 
stuck in some bullshit old shit, but you also don’t want to just be very 
shallow about how you wanna advance, ok? [Criticise] the closed-
minded mentality, and also, like, the fake liberal shit… We’re [people 
connected via shared musical tastes] in the middle [between 
conservatism and liberalism]. We’re the third kind. (02/2014) 

 

Importantly, that he stresses the political imaginary hinging together the artistic 

community he is affiliated to is “the third kind”, highlights the way consuming 
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musics and leisure take on core roles in the establishment and performance of 

a community centred on achieving social, political, and economic modalities of 

alterity in their local contexts.  

 

2) Neoliberal Negotiations and Consumer Agencies  
 

Consumption practices and the spaces these inform, and are informed by, thus 

construct scene identities. Similarly to the bars scenesters seek distance from, 

however, so-called ‘alternative’ bars, are clearly also organised around market-

based political economies run on the monetised exchange of goods and 

experiences, for the generation of profit. As leisure sites, their materialities are 

accomplished through the commercialised consumption practices their 

denizens perform to bring them into being. Regardless of location, money is still 

passing hands in exchange for a series of items (drinks, foodstuffs, entrance 

tickets) and experiences (socialising, partying, having fun). Despite scenesters 

insistence on the opposite, it would thus be artificial to suggest that all this 

points to an order of things in which one way of consuming is superficial and co-

opted by the market, while another is alternative, authentic, and resistant vis-à-

vis these same market forces. The division these young adults employ is, of 

course, a socially productive one. At each side of the discursive binary they use 

to galvanise support for their own identity projects, while denigrating those of 

their constitutive ‘others’, scenesters’ identities and social relations are 

consumption-born, birthed from the same capitalist family. Such emerging 

social contexts are thus inherently tied up with the commercialisation of urban 

enclaves Palestine’s globalising, neoliberal ‘turn’ entailed.  

 

Because of these neoliberal origins, there is a general tendency in scholarship 

on Palestinian cultural production to shy away from dealing with aspects of 

commercial, and commercialising, social relations and identities. Contributions 

from Marxist-inspired cultural studies more broadly have left a legacy that is 

especially suspicious of mass-produced and mass-consumed cultural forms, 

which are taken to be inherently alienating (e.g. Adorno, 1972, 1976, 

1981/1991). These resonant in the literature dealing with profit-making leisure in 

the Palestinian context, where critics frequently take consumption and 
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commodity relations to indicate the consolidating middle-classes’ turn away 

from the political, signalling the final collapse of the national paradigm already in 

crisis (see Abourahme, 2009; Grandinetti, 2015; Taraki, 2008). In such analysis, 

the ‘polluting’ effect of money on the ‘purity’ of recreation means practices such 

as the bar-going ones outlined above, call in to question leisure owners’ and 

promoters’ motivations, as well as the ‘authenticity’ of their users’ and patrons’ 

experiences. 

 

Thus while scholars do study folk cultures (songs, dances, social celebratory 

rituals such as weddings and funerals), engagement with the club, bar, and 

party-going practices enabled out of Palestine’s post-Oslo neoliberalisations are 

deemed arenas of disempowerment, the ‘dead-end’ of ‘proper’ political analysis. 

In a scathing review of Ramallah’s café-hopping and bar-going elite, for 

example, Lisa Taraki (2008) despairingly laments how neoliberal shifts in the 

West Bank city have produced apolitical consumption-based subjectivities for 

the elite, arguing that the city’s post-Oslo and upwardly mobile bourgeoisie 

appropriate nationalist discourses of play-as-resistance to justify their 

engagement with consumerism and consumption. What such discursive 

strategies actually do, she suggests, is mask a whole host of normalising 

activities, shrouding the social divisions and class-inequalities such 

neoliberalising actions accentuate in Ramallah. What is at stake in Taraki’s 

(ibid) analysis, I contend, is not whether having fun is an act of resistance or a 

form of normalisation, but rather, that the possibility of seeing pleasure and play 

beyond their instrumentality (as protest and/or co-optation) are foreclosed.   

 

Importantly, that this is similar to the normative criticism the young people cited 

above deploy to situate their own consumption practices as relationally and 

productively ‘other’ to, offers revealing evidence to make the case that 

commercialised relations cannot, however, simply be trivialised as the 

alienating triumph of capitalism over human agency. Ignoring how young people 

themselves attribute meaning to their own consumption practices is to 

marginalise the many ways they make sense of their wider contexts on a 

regular, quotidian basis. Unable to simply exit the warren neoliberal 

urbanisation and consumption have created in their locales, these young actors 
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must necessarily operate, to an extent at least, within such political economies 

of capitalist leisure (see also Khalili, 2015: 9). Taking seriously the meanings 

scenesters imbue their commercial experiences and practices with, thus 

demonstrates that while alienation may characterise the production of the 

commodity form in capitalist societies, the act of consuming does not 

necessarily partake in that same alienation (see also Fowkes Tobin, 2009: 3). 

Belittling such acts as politically and socially redundant thus misses how people 

manoeuvre within the wider power structures their contexts position them in. 

These may not signify overarching dissent to the neoliberal status quo, yet 

neither do such ambiguities and contradictorily negotiated accommodations 

with the market need be seen only as all-out agential lack. 

  

This is not to suggest that neoliberal political economies are not profoundly 

depoliticising macro-mechanisms of control. Shifting the responsibility for social, 

political, and economic imbalances from the structures and centres of power 

that create them, and instead making the subjects such regimes both produce 

and discipline accountable for managing the impact of such 

disenfranchisements (which they are expected to address in the private 

sphere), a core feature of neoliberal machinations globally is to deny the 

subjects they produce access to political power. Importantly, the capacity to 

effect political change is, under neoliberalism, replaced with enhanced access 

to consumer markets. The ‘freedom’ to choose where, and how, consumption is 

practiced thus supersedes the possibility to make inroads into classical sites of 

political power. This is clearly reductive of people’s political agencies in an 

explicit sense. 

 

Commenting on such themes, the cultural studies literature has nonetheless 

widely demonstrated how these top-down political systems of governance 

produce micro social contexts where people can, and do, resignify such 

totalising forces of control. Clearly, neoliberal re-ordering effects deep changes 

in the institutions and structures of the societies dealing with their encounter, 

which at the level of the quotidian erodes conventional anchors for social and 

political identities (of religion, the family, political party, and so forth) (Morey et 

al, 2014: 253; Giddens, 1991: 170-171). In the absence of such ‘traditional’ 
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forces of social subjection, and largely prohibited from access to political power, 

these studies show how consumption takes the reigns as one driving force in 

the constitution of subjectivities (see Bauman, 2007; Fowkes Tobin, 2009; 

Giddens, 1991; Miller, 1995). Identities are thus increasingly assembled via the 

display of goods and experiences (Morey et al, 2014: 253; Belk, 1995; Dittmarr, 

1992; Sassatelli, 1997; Walkerdine, 2003). Leisure here comes to represent 

scope for expressing individual identities (Morey et al, 2014: 253; Slater, 1997) 

and collective distinctions.  

 

Despite lacking access to conventionally understood political power, recreation 

– and indeed even monetised recreation – need not, therefore, be seen only as 

apolitical. Indeed, as Walter Armbrust (1999 [2003]: 124) explains about beach-

going in the Egyptian context, while such leisure acts are “not identical to those 

in forming an opposition party, neither are they entirely separate from 

conventional politics”. Drawing on what often gets assumed to be the 

discontinuities between orthodox political acts and assumedly non-political 

leisure-going, he argues instead that each have political ramifications, stressing 

that “Both are potentially important aspects of social change, and we should not 

automatically assume that the social consequences of leisure are always of a 

lower level of importance than the consequences of explicit politics”, especially 

when explicitly political forms of organising are potentially easier for the 

governing regime to control (ibid).  

 

Neoliberalism is thus certainly depoliticising. However, since Palestinian 

scenesters in Ramallah and Amman are constrained in how much public space 

the PA and/or Jordanian government makes accessible to them to (see chapter 

three), and given that they cannot lightly overthrow the entire global capitalist 

economy that has steadily encroached into their post-Oslo livelihoods, tracing 

their bar-going commercial practices can offer us modest insights into how they 

negotiate the contexts their practices are informed by, and in turn are informing. 

Despite the fact that scene identities and the semi-publics they are staged in 

are clearly produced out of capitalist engagements, as situated and everyday 

sites of meaning-making there is room for agency here, albeit not of an explicitly 

political nature. These practices highlight, in other words, how neoliberal 
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changes are made sense of by those who have no choice but to encounter 

them. 

 

To return to the way Hisham, the bar-owner of Al Maghaara in Ramallah, 

described how he runs his bar, for example, he revealing told me that while his 

focus is on marketing an atmosphere of ‘hip’ and bohemian alterity, he 

elaborated that: “I live from the bar, not from music. The music is supported by 

the comrades and the brothers”. Importantly, narrating his patrons are 

“comrades” and “brothers” evokes connotations of left-wing (gendered) 

community building and unity in the bar and the wider music scene. These shed 

further light on the identities embodied through such commercial contexts. At 

the same time, however, he makes clear it is only through the revenue 

generated via his venue that he is economically able to support himself. Here, 

however, the monetary and capitalistic aspects of such interactions are 

deliberately downplayed. He focuses instead on music, community building, 

and enjoyment. As he light-heartedly narrates (through further gendered terms): 

“I wish I was a lawyer or something, I’d make much more money… [laughing] I 

spend all my money on music, women, and alcohol!” (19/07/2014).  

 

This on the one hand self-consciously evokes the authenticating trope of the 

struggling artist that plays such a central role across the music scene in 

Palestine, drawing on the precarious conditions under which self-defined 

‘alternative’ musicians produce music in contemporary Palestine. This is thus a 

self-styled validating identity marker, conjuring a desired-for, bohemian self, 

which many ‘hip’ music and fashion scenes across the globe thrive on. On the 

other hand, it also displaces his capitalist identity, stressing his musical rather 

than entrepreneurial agencies. In an immediate and obvious way, such 

silencing of his neoliberal self resolves the tension the ‘polluting’ effect of 

money visits on the ‘authenticity’ of his commercialised social relations, limiting 

the anxiety produced when fun and pleasure become sites made material via 

the exchange of financial capital. We can, therefore, should we wish quite easily 

disregard such narrated positionalities as trivialised attempts to construct 

legitimacy.   
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However there are additional nuances threaded through such utterances. 

Situating this more widely in the Ramallah context, Hisham’s narrative departs 

from other bar owners and managers I spoke to, who stressed often that their 

primary goal in setting up leisure spaces was to run a profit-maximising 

business, particularly gearing their output to Ramallah’s ‘internationals’, who 

have significantly more purchasing power than their Palestinian counterparts. 

My point here is not a romantic one. I am not suggesting one site of income 

generation is ‘better’ than another. What I am instead situating are the 

discourses differently situated proprieties use to market the spaces they run. In 

his bar, Hisham deliberately makes leftist aesthetics and experiences available 

to his clients. These centralise music-making and collaborative selves, offsetting 

the monetary and consumption-based exchange of goods and services that is 

at the same time taking place in his bar. Such statements are interesting not for 

their accuracy, but rather, for the ways that they highlight how imagined 

relationships with the market become core means through which this 

community is fashioned.  

 

This simultaneous taking up, and speaking back to, consumption-based forces 

of social subjection, demonstrates how actors assert micro-agencies within the 

macro-systems of control that enfold them. On the one hand, bar owners and 

employees who market stylised aesthetics of alterity to their patrons materialise 

as performative iterations of the neoliberal subjects of Ramallah’s urbanisation 

par excellence, appearing as self-enterprising actors who generate agency and 

income for themselves on an individual and profit-making level via the 

exchange of goods and services. Identifying a desirable experience and 

aesthetic to market to an expanding target audience who want to consume it, 

Hisham finds means to financially sustain himself.  

 

On the other hand, however, the relationships projected and performed through 

the life-world of his bar, (as well as others like it) push for slippage on these 

neoliberal disciplinary logics of atomisation and extreme individuality. In 

Hisham’s bar, consumption practices and the imagined social relations these 

perform are projected on community, sharing of musical recourses and 

expertise, and the collective engagement in institutionalised pleasure, play, and 
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fun. Such simultaneity demonstrates that neoliberal power relations are not 

totalising forces of localised oblivion that operate in vacuums. Rather, such 

systems of control do encounter pre-existing fields of social relations and 

situated agents who are able to push neoliberal structures in different, and 

perhaps even unexpected, ways (see also Kymlicka, 2013: 99). These signify 

and constitute this community and its subjects’ desired alterity through the ways 

they interact with, and consume objects and experiences from, the capitalist 

market.  

 

This is not to over-determine or romanticise such acts – they are of course 

facilitated and arise out of the neoliberalisation and expansion of the capitalist 

sector these youth actors ironically aspire to mark their distinction from. It is 

instead to move away from conceptualising commercialised relations as 

inherently productive of alienation, to argue that the display of experiences 

encoded with alterity in Ramallah and Amman enable those engaging in them 

to produce ideas about themselves and their community that defy, at least 

affectively, atomising neoliberal subjectivising power. This youth scene is 

therefore a symptom of post-Oslo neoliberal commercial change in the region; 

its contours and identity projects made possible via the capitalist machinery 

such regimes operate through. At the same time, however, neoliberal market 

dynamics are also the paradoxical means by which young adults in the scene 

perform their imaginaries of escape from the very same contexts that enable 

them. 

 

Meeting in a bar locally coded as having “subcultural capital” (Thornton, 1995), 

to ‘hang out’ with ‘politicised’ people and share ‘subversive’ art forms, while 

engaging in monetised consumption thus on the one hand reiterates neoliberal 

performatives of consumer agency and choice. On the other, however, such 

consumption performances also fail to fully reproduce the entirety of the 

neoliberal project. Gathering in a certain urban space with the express purpose 

of producing shared collective identities goes against the grain of neoliberal 

logics of individuality, atomisation, and blind profit maximisation. The 

consumption practices the scene is fused through thus only partially 

accommodate capitalism’s terms of social administration. While certainly not 
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expressive of all-out resistance on the order of things, scenesters’ practices do 

nonetheless speak back to such neoliberal subjectivising macro-architectures. 

Part of, and enabled by, the neoliberal gentrification of both Ramallah and 

Amman, these scene members are thus gentrifiers who paradoxically seek to 

assert their alterity to such urbanisational processes by engaging in differently 

formulated, no less capitalist, commercial relations with it. Neither solely 

liberatory, yet nor entirely co-opted, their consumption and leisure practices are, 

in other words, meaningful “diagnostics” (Abu-Lughod, 1990a: 42) of neoliberal 

hegemonic power. 

 

3) National Hangovers and The Politics of Pleasure 
 

There are further repertoires of meaning emerging from the material presented 

here. As we have seen, a central normative criticism and force of self-

identification for these self-defined ‘alternative’ actors, is that their so-called 

‘elite’ counterparts’ consumption practices and social spaces are apolitical 

because they senselessly pursue hedonistic and frivolous pleasures: drinking to 

get drunk, dancing without listening to carefully thought-through lyrics being 

performed, uncritically attending flashy bars to stage ostentatious aspirational 

middle class identities, and so on. As I have argued, these divisions are 

constructions, rather than utterances of fact, and yet, that the young adults in 

the scene engage in many of the same behaviours, this fictitious 

political/apolitical division warrants unpacking a little further.  

 

Describing a concert he played in one of Ramallah’s social spaces scene 

members negatively described as ‘other’ to their scene’s principles, Musa, a 

hip-hop artist in his late twenties who is local to Ramallah, outlined how 

uncomfortable he had felt performing in a bar associated with the city’s 

discursive ‘elite’. He told me that: 

 

People there [in the concert he performed in] were, like, really drunk and 
dancing and most of my lyrics are really serious stuff, you know? It was a 
very strange feeling, for the first time... in Ramallah, singing about 
something serious, and to see the people and they just didn’t look 
interested. It’s like they come to forget these things, and then you’re 
reminding them of stuff. I don’t think hip-hop is supposed to be just about 
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entertaining these people. It’s not supposed to be entertaining anywhere 
(interview, Ramallah, 28/05/2014). 

 

Musa here suggests that actors in Ramallah who engage in practices too 

obviously concerned with entertainment, are divorced from the quotidian 

realties Palestinians living under occupation face on an everyday basis. 

Establishing a framework in which they city’s middle and upper-class elite flock 

to Ramallah’s newly consolidated sites of leisure and capitalist pleasures to 

forget the traumas of occupation, he finds means, through negation, to 

relationally produce and perform an identity for himself, and his musical 

contemporaries, which situates their own consumption practices as qualitatively 

different to (what are framed as) their counterpart’s normalising activities. By 

contrast, scenesters’ recreational practices are constructed as being about 

actively remembering the political situation, whereby bar-going and music-

sharing provide performative means of activating and performing decidedly 

political identities. Musa’s statement thus interestingly builds on the material 

introduced earlier, in which certain sites of recreation and sociation in 

contemporary Ramallah come to take on meanings about broader depoliticising 

shifts the neoliberalisation(s) of the West Bank pseudo-capital is felt to have 

brought to the city. Here, however, these are more directly sited on the 

dynamics of occupation, rather than the maintenance of the 

mainstream/underground binary explored above.  

 

Yusuf, the DJ in Lawain reiterates many of Musa’s words here, who in an earlier 

interview told me that:  

 

A lot of people now in Palestine, in Ramallah, you come to talk to 
someone about some ‘thing’ or event that happened, like a problem, 
something political, and they’re like “oh sorry I’m not really into politics”. 
It’s like, I can appreciate them, I just don’t understand them. Because I’m 
not talking about politics as a politician or as a diplomat, I’m talking to 
you about something that happened in your hood, in your neighbourhood 
three or four days ago, or in the centre of your city, I’m not talking about 
just the [PA’s] political agenda… I’m just discussing the things that have 
happened. [And yet the response is] “No, I don’t wanna talk politics”. And 
this is something you would have never seen. You would have never 
seen this like five or six or seven years ago. It’s something that’s really 
new. And it’s scary… [We’ve] become more individualistic (interview, 
Ramallah, 16/10/2012).  
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Yusuf here relates the turning away from “politics” to the ways that neoliberal 

governmentality intersects with Israeli settler-colonialism to create shifts in 

forces of subjection in Ramallah. These changes, he narrates, constitute 

subjects as outward looking and dislocated from Palestine’s wider social and 

political fabric (as Taraki’s (2008) argument posits). So-called elite-focused 

leisure spaces in the city thus become representative of these transformations 

for young people who feel alienated and confused by them. As he states: “it’s 

scary… [we’ve] become more individualistic”. His narrative thus makes a direct 

statement about the depoliticising facets of neoliberalism, and uses such 

awareness to repoliticise his, and his community’s, practices. Such self-

ascribed positions are given vehicle through the suggestion that the scene is 

politically engaged, rather than apolitically disengaged, with the realities of 

settler-colonialism and occupation.  

 

Interestingly, in extension to the point I made earlier about bar-going forming 

scene identities, the sentiments Musa and Yusuf express here fold an additional 

layer into the identity projects performed in these youths’ leisure practices. In a 

revealing and somewhat surprising way, their narratives revisit the national 

resistance discourses I emphasised these same youth actors taking issue with 

in the previous chapter. Here, however, such national cultures are 

superimposed onto the emerging warrens of neoliberal capitalist exchange 

scenesters’ consumption practices are enabled by. The nation, and indeed 

Palestinian nationalism(s), remerge as significant sites of mobilisation for these 

young adults. However in this instance they are intrumentalised not in terms of 

the Palestinian struggle for collective liberation, but rather, as tools with which 

scene members can further delineate their alterity to the depoliticising effects of 

neoliberalism’s capitalist machineries. The imaginaries of consumption-based 

escape from post-Oslo commercialisation explored in the section above are 

therefore given vehicle through the national resistance paradigm in these 

youths’ narratives.   

 

Building a discursive ethos of moral restraint into the descriptions of their own 

behaviours (that they attend parties to listen to ‘political’ music, rather than 
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engaging in blind consumerism, for example), the fictions these young adults 

use to position their own recreational practices hint at a wider underlying regime 

and set of anxieties about the political dimensions pleasure, and especially 

monetised capitalist pleasure, in post-Oslo Palestine represent for them. By 

isolating sites of so-called apoliticisation, or indeed even normalising 

depoliticisation, the accounts they give to situate their community thus reveal 

their additionally interesting hyper-anxieties about being properly recognised as 

political subjects engaged in political practices. As Ghaith, a Haifa-based 

musician, party-goer, and events’ organiser in his early thirties described:  

 

The spirit of the festival [he was organising] is like Woodstock – it comes 
with a message, [it is] not just a party. Shows for me should never just be 
about putting on a party (interview, Haifa, 13/07/2014).  

 

On the one hand, this account is revealing for its localised dynamics. In Haifa, 

where the Israeli state both disavows overt expressions of politicised 

Palestinian identity, and makes all Palestinian cultural activities subject to 

appropriation and performance of Israeli societal diversity and depoliticising co-

existence, Ghaith insists Palestinian cultural events inside Israel must be seen 

as political, in order to refuse their sanitation by Israel’s state-led modernising 

discourses. His narrative demonstrates how Palestinian musical parties and 

festivals in Israel are about asserting presences the state officially denies its 

second-class Palestinian ‘citizens’ (see Karkabi, 2013). On the other hand, 

however, Ghaith’s statement reiterates the notion that if consumption and party-

going are to be deemed morally, socially, and politically meaningful, their 

political dimensions must be foreground.    

 

This statement, and others like it, thus capture how the absent-present of the 

national haunts, in the Derridean (Derrida, 1993) sense, these particular young 

people’s contemporary attitudes towards youthful pleasure produced and 

mediated by capitalism. Such struggles over meaning show how national 

sources of social subjection and forces of political mobilisation intersect with 

emerging neoliberal subjectivising structures, to produce novel consumption 

based urban identities. The identities that proliferate in the scene are thus born 

of post-Oslo’s capitalist machinery, yet the youth subjected to such shifts make 
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them meaningful by selectively reworking them through parts of the national 

resistance paradigm. They thus superimpose nationalistic cultures onto the 

leisure worlds they operate in to further distinguish their scene from aspects of 

their locales they take issue with. The political struggle over what sort of 

normative understandings ‘should’ be attached to their own, and others, 

engagements in capitalist pleasure, play, and fun are thus negotiated via wider 

nationalistic discursive tensions about the appropriateness of abstaining and/or 

indulging in pleasure-based activities; debates that have variously underscored 

Palestinian nationalism(s) over the past (at least) three decades. 

 

In particular, scenesters evoke the resistance/normalisation binary, which posits 

that acts have to be resistant if they are to be meaningful, to construct the 

repertoires of meaning they use to make their scene significant.71 The national 

leadership has historically mobilised this disciplinary discourse, in shifting ways, 

to call people to political action since at least the First Intifada (1987-1993). For 

our purposes, there are two distinct disciplinary socio-political frameworks about 

the intersections between cultures of nationalism and cultures of conviviality, 

that here leave marks on how self-ascribed ‘alternative’ scene members situate 

their consumption practices. Iris Jean-Klein (2001) describes the older of the 

two the “suspension of everyday life”, which the national leadership used to 

encourage Palestinians to embrace an ascetic “ethos of restraint” (Jean-Klein, 

2001: 96) during the First Intifada (1987-1993). Practices and occasions used to 

mark joyous activities, such as birthdays, weddings, and religious ceremonies, 

were to be withdrawn from, and acts that Jean-Klein (2001: 83) terms “self-

nationalisation” disciplinary promoted instead. Placing hardship and struggle at 

the core of the quotidian was intended to demonstrate the abnormality of Israeli 

control over Palestinian lands and bodies. Joy in everyday life was to be 

refused, and the engagement in pleasurable acts of ‘normality’ only legitimately 

resumed once independence had been achieved (Richter-Devore, 2011: 38). 

This normative asceticisation of everyday life is not unique to Palestine, and 

has been used by many anticolonial nationalistic movements globally (Khalili, 

2015: 10). 
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This particular denigration of pleasure shifted during the Second Intifada (2000-

2005) (Richter-Devroe: 2011: 39). Fed up with the failed sate-building project, 

lack of promised independence, and shattered peace process, a shift in 

Palestinians’ ‘everyday’ understandings of resistant sumūd cultures, and the 

role of conviviality therein, took place (ibid). In this cultural moment, frivolity and 

fun in and of themselves came to represent resistant acts, and the maintenance 

of hope took on ‘new’ national meanings as central ways to refuse Israeli-

imposed abnormality. The point here is not that such actions were considered 

capable in and of themselves of halting Israeli settler colonialism, but rather, 

that the political meanings the national movement directed towards abstaining 

and/or indulging in the pleasurable shifted key. 

 

As I have argued, the consumption acts the young people I have been 

describing in this chapter cannot be reduced to totalised acts of normalisation 

and/or resistance to the status quo of neoliberalism, and the dynamics of Israeli 

occupation such capitalist relations work in tandem with. While they may narrate 

criticism of, and even resistance toward, neoliberal market relations, their 

practices are, as I have argued, enabled out of such shifts. It is therefore 

significant that these young adults narrate concern that they are read as 

subjects who have not betrayed national politics, and that the way they perform 

such politically committed identities in their narratives reverberate with traces of 

these different conceptualisations of the national resistance paradigm. Despite 

disengaging with such nationalistic cultures in different settings, the particular 

lines they draw around themselves and their cultural activities at this juncture 

echo the national movement’s historical strategisations of pleasure-based 

activities.  

 

Their hyper-anxieties about being perceived as properly politically engaged 

subjects who listen to music to hear ‘real’ words, drink alcohol to produce 

convivial togetherness, and more generally ‘hang out’ to re-position class 

hierarchies and the neoliberal subjectivising powers these cite, thus reveal that 

when faced with a seemingly ever-proliferating sphere of consumerism, coupled 

with shrinking space in which to express political concerns, the national 

paradigm offers means to signify opposition to such changes. Indulging in 
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ephemerally celebratory acts of personal and collective release from the 

humdrum of everyday life, familial, economic, and political responsibilities, 

these youth cite consumption-based pleasure practices are permissible as long 

as they are not seen to be frivolously in denial of the wider contexts that 

enframe them. Scenesters thus overlay the historic normalisation/resistance 

binary onto their own neoliberal practices, as well as those of others, in order to 

imagine their engagements with the market are politicised, while denigrating 

those they seek distance from as its opposite. They thus instrumentalise the 

fact that neoliberalism can be depoliticising, and use this to guide, and – at the 

level of affect – politicise, their own consumption practices and capitalist 

engagements with the market.  

 

This desire to inhabit subjectivities that are different and defiant to such elite 

tastes and consumption practices does not occur in a political vacuum. Since 

neoliberal penetration in post-Oslo Palestine is partial, it intersects and overlaps 

in significant ways with other subjectivising structures residing in the spaces it 

travels to (see chapter three). In Ramallah especially, the capitalist 

machinations of control that have recently gained ground function in particular 

in conjunction with the forces of Israeli occupation. In this context, national 

resistance discourses - which have for many years offered people sustained 

means and identities for opposing such dynamics - provide youth fed up with 

neoliberal changes, the ready-made cache of oppositional identities surveyed 

here.  

 

As capitalist practices that ironically launch anti-consumer critiques via the 

avenue of consumption, such leisure-born scene identities therefore occupy 

grounds that can neither easily be framed as entirely depoliticised, and nor 

ought they be seen as resisting the capitalist order of things. Clearly, these 

youth agents are complicit with the capitalist machineries of consumption, which 

they make meaningful through historically powerful resistance discourses. 

However, at the same time, that they engage with the market does not, I have 

argued, make them readable only as agents who lack agency or cognizance of 

the neoliberal conditions that enable their identity performances. In the same 

way that Tobias Kelly (2008: 36) has described how walking around a 
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checkpoint during the Second Intifada could be read as both national 

resistance, and its opposite, my closing argument in this chapter is that these 

young people’s leisure-going practices are sites of inexplicitly political 

association, which they overlap with nationalistic discourses, in order to mark 

their desired consumption-based alterity. It is not so much that these 

consumption practices are doing wholly neoliberal, or wholly national work. 

Rather, when these two distinct subjectivising structures intersect, their 

productive impact provides these youth agents with imaginaries to signify their 

practices as legitimate and distinct from other similar actions they seek to 

distinguish themselves from (which of course ironically take place through the 

exact same means as those they seek distance from). 

 

4) Conclusions 
 

The commercialisation of Palestine’s urban enclaves post-Oslo is also 

producing emerging social contexts in which new social relationships are 

performed and struggled over. In this chapter, I surveyed how these shifts 

impact the self-defined ‘alternative’ music scene that is the subject of this 

research. To do this, I analysed how young adults involved in the club, party, 

and bar cultures of this music network use consumption and leisure-based 

practices to constitute their cultural community, and the shared identities within 

it. The material I covered was therefore invested on tracing how subjectivities 

are formed through the stylised consumption of recreation, which I explored 

using data from, mainly, Ramallah and Amman. My analysis was built up in 

three interrelated layers.  

 

At the outset, I argued that, in a quite straightforward fashion, scenesters’ 

identity imaginaries of alterity are in part produced through carefully coded, and 

highly stylised, ideas about leisure in their particular locales. Using examples 

from bar cultures in Ramallah and Amman, I showed how these young adults 

construct complex taxonomies about bar-going, which they use to dictate 

where, how, and with whom they ‘hang out’, in order to mark their scene 

belonging(s) to themselves and others. In particular, these youth produce 

shared scene identities via the creation of a constitutively external ‘other’, which 
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is used as a referent point to erect borders around their community. As with 

many other self-styled ‘alternative’ scenes across the globe, this ‘other’ is 

narrated as the cultural ‘mainstream’, which becomes the productively 

oppositional site against which scene members stage and perform they own 

desired alterity.  

 

As well as such translocal identity distinctions, these self/other constructions 

contain additional points specific to the Palestinian context. Since 

commercialised sites of leisure and pleasure proliferated following Palestine’s 

neoliberal ‘turn’, for young people in the city, bars often come to take on and 

represent wider fears about the depoliticising and socially segregating effects 

such shifts have wrought on the social fabric of their cities. Youth in particular 

thus narrate their desire to meet in bars and related leisure spaces they code as 

different to the aspirational middle-class ones the post-Oslo era has steadily 

consolidated across their urban locales. While scene affiliated youth narrate 

that those who frequent such ‘flashy’ and up-market bars, and consume 

recreation therein, are symptomatic of their respective city’s 

embourgeoisement, they deliver their own, similar, bar-based consumption 

practices with markedly different meanings.  

 

I thus showed that the pubs and clubs scenesters congregate in are self-

consciously arranged (by scene members) and marketed (to scene members) 

as sites where subversive musics are shared and played, social drinking is 

encouraged as a means of community building, and patrons attend to engage in 

political debates, as well as hear and perform musics with political lyrical 

content. Bar-going is thus a vital part of scene building for these young people. 

As a social practice, it produces “subcultural capital” (Thornton, 1995) and 

shared taste cultures, which these youth use to mark their collective social and 

political identities. While these identities are subversive at the level of affect, 

rather than the explicitly political or transformative, the embodied act of ‘hanging 

out’ in certain semi-publics (and not others), in order to meet up, socialise, 

share ideas, and to listen and endorse translocal and ‘alternative’ musics, 

nonetheless does deliver the young people who use such urban leisure sites 

means to both form their community, and perform their desired social 
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differentiation from their constitutive ‘outsides’. The display and accumulation of 

experiences of consumption encoded with subcultural capital thus become core 

mechanisms through which identities of alterity can be formed for those who 

desire to signify their subjection to them. 

 

Secondly, I built on this analysis of consumption based identities, and argued 

that while the young adults surveyed here articulate critique of the 

neoliberalisations of their particular locales, their own commercial leisure 

practices are nonetheless enabled out of the very same capitalist machinations 

of control they narrate defiance to. I therefore suggested that scenesters’ 

leisure and recreational practices are conditioned by broader discursive 

formations and subjectivising forces that inhere in neoliberalising processes 

taking place in Palestine’s contemporary urban enclaves. While meeting in a 

bar to buy and sell commercial objects (alcohol, musics, and so on) thus 

certainly does entail engagement with the market, I continued, however, that 

this need not be framed as evidence only of totalised non-agency.  

 

I instead made the case that this highlights how the scene itself is both 

produced by, and yet importantly produces imaginaries that accommodate 

differently, the neoliberal ‘turn’ in Palestine. Meeting in bars to engage in 

community-based experiences, which produce shared – rather than atomised or 

individuating – identities, on the one hand reiterates the neoliberal performative 

of consumption, and yet on the other fails to ‘fully’ reproduce the entirety of its 

terms (by producing a community, rather than increasing social fragmentation). 

Young scene member’s music-based consumption practices and performances 

of counter-identities, I argued, are thus simultaneously the symptom of 

neoliberal change in Ramallah, Haifa, and Amman, as well as the means by 

which those subjected to such shifts imagine and stage their fantasies of 

escape from it. Scenesters are therefore complicit in, yet discursively position 

themselves apart from, the capitalist regime in contemporary Palestine.  

 

Finally, I deepened how scene members narrate such imaginaries of alterity 

toward embourgeoisement, and the wider capitalist contexts that paradoxically 

provide parts of the backdrop to their scene. Specifically, I showed that in their 
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narratives they superimpose discourses of Palestinian nationalism, which 

reverberate around the resistance/normalisation binary, onto the commercial 

leisure sites they operate in. What shifts here, however, is that such discourses 

are articulated not so much in light of collective notions of liberation, but more in 

ways specific to the scene, and the identity imaginaries sought there. Aware of 

neoliberalism’s depoliticising effects, these youth agents put such knowledge to 

work to re-politicise their own identity projects. Thus, they narrate they meet in 

bars to engage in political debate centred on actively remembering the 

dynamics of occupation and the capitalist contexts such controls contemporarily 

function through, rather than hedonistically refusing reality, as they narrate their 

so-called ‘elite’ counterparts’ leisure-going symbolises. This distinction is of 

course productive rather than reflective of fact. Rather than expressing attempts 

to justify capitalist engagements with the market as critics have posited (Taraki, 

2008), I argued this moreover reveals scenesters’ hyper-anxieties about being 

framed and understood as political subjects engaged in political practices.  

 

This closing point of my argument is therefore the most significant. In particular, 

it contrasts interestingly, and even unexpectedly, with the way I have until now 

been situating the scene. Toward the end of the previous chapter, I stressed 

that youth in the scene are especially insistent that representations of them and 

their musics go beyond framings which foreground only musics’ instrumental 

value, particularly as resistance and/or normalisation. In light of the material I 

explored there, I argued that these young adults instead are keen to emphasise 

the role their musics play as sources of conviviality and joy, regardless of the 

wider political implications this contains. They were, in other words, 

uninterested in upholding discourses of national-resistance in their narratives.  

 

In this chapter, however, we have seen how such positionalities unravel when 

sited on different contexts. While pleasure and play are similarly central to the 

consumption settings described and analysed here, I showed how scenesters 

interestingly (re)place important qualifiers on the political meanings such 

practices elicit when these are mediated by capitalism. On these grounds, youth 

instrumentalise the resistance/normalisation binary to guide their forays into the 

complex warren of monetised exchange and consumption their scene practices 
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are both produced by, and in turn are producing. Thus, when fun is sited at the 

level of capitalist consumption, engagement in the social worlds such neoliberal 

markets create becomes socially and politically permissible only when it is 

imagined and situated as cognizant of, and at times even defiant to, that same 

order. Rejecting non-politicised frivolity, and instead embracing politically 

committed fun, is key in these deliberations.  

 

The nation, and indeed Palestinian nationalism, thus interestingly remerges as 

important sources of social subjection, which these youth mobilise to negotiate 

the encounter with the conditions of late-modern capitalism they are unable to 

simply exit. Registering such affective (rather than explicitly political) critique of 

the neoliberal status quo in Ramallah and Amman thus materialises via 

scenesters’ highly stylised decisions to boycott specific social venues, and not 

other, in their locales. It is not so much that these recreational practices do 

national work, but rather, they provide means by which tensions about the 

‘polluting’ effect of money on the ‘purity’ of their musical practices can be 

resolved.  

 

Thus, as I have argued across this thesis, their acts can neither be explained as 

clear-cut indications of all-out resistance, nor complete co-optation, to the status 

quos of occupation and/or neoliberalism. However such discourses are 

interestingly littered across their narratives as they struggle to make sense of 

the post-Oslo contemporary contexts they mobilise in. Taking these insights 

forwards about the complex identity negotiations with globalising and 

nationalising power structures made and remade in emerging sites of 

consumption, in what follows I deepen the analysis made here to explore the 

specifically gendered dynamics such leisure spaces are producing. Scenesters’ 

recreational practices thus draw boundaries around their scene. It remains at 

question, however, as to how such identity borders also produce differences 

within the sameness’ they construct. It is to such problematisations that I now 

turn.  

  



	 	 205	

CHAPTER SIX  
EMBODYING GENDERED ALTERITY 

 

In June 2014, I attended a ḥafla ṭabī‘a (a nature party, or rave) in al-jalil. 

Spearheaded by various Palestinian arts and cultural collectives, such 

gatherings have become fairly common outlets for leisure among Palestinian 

youth in recent years. A handful are organised each summer on both sides of 

the Green Line, as well as more recently in Jordan. This particular party was 

held on Palestinian-owned private land, around an hour’s drive northeast from 

Haifa. It was dark when we arrived, but we could see a large space for dancing 

lit up with generators, full of young men and women of polyvalent sexualities 

‘raving’ to the psychedelic (psy) trance the DJ was spinning from the mixing 

desks in front of the people partying. Several industrial-sized speakers pumped 

music into the crowd, the beat so heavy it reverberated through the dusty 

ground. Brightly coloured neon flags flew all around the makeshift dance space, 

above which hung mesh-like camouflage material, marking out the area for 

dancing, and providing shade from the sun the following morning. The adjacent 

field housed a temporary campsite, full of tents and campfires, around which 

people were sitting and chatting, smoking hashish and drinking beer together. A 

small outhouse provided room for a makeshift bar, selling cheap alcohol, water, 

and snacks.  

 

Those present encompassed a wide geography. Many were local to nearby 

Haifa and its surrounding areas, yet others had travelled from as far as the 

Golan Heights in Occupied Syria. There were also several young people from 

the Occupied West Bank in the crowd. Mainly from Ramallah, these attendees 

had managed to successfully navigate the complex realities of vehicle 

registration in the context of settler-colonisation and apartheid separation to 

‘illegally’ sneak through one of the many checkpoints that block access for 

illegally militarily occupied West Bank Palestinians to the 1948 areas without a 

taṣrīḥ (permit), the official permission they must receive from the Israeli state to 

enter land on the other side of the Green Line. Cars registered to the West 

Bank have green number plates, and are prohibited from moving outside of the 

1967 territory. Cars with yellow number plates, on the other hand, are 

registered as Israeli, and can travel freely on both sides of the Green Line.72 
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While West Bank Palestinians cannot therefore themselves access such 

vehicles inside Israel, those with the blue Jerusalem ID, Palestinians with Israeli 

passports, and foreigners with foreign passports, can. For West Bankers, 

catching a ride with such individuals makes it possible to risk arrest, and slip 

through a quiet checkpoint unnoticed by the soldiers administrating it. Since the 

soldiers manning such exit points are likely to assume a Jewish-Israeli settler is 

driving the yellow-plated vehicle, they are unlikely to check the travel 

documentation of its passengers. This creates an opening for West Bankers to 

pass undetected through the apartheid wall.  

 

The partygoers in attendance that evening were uniformly young, under 25 

perhaps. The dress code was homogenous, blending fashionable hipster 

aesthetics with softer, new-age hippy styles. It was hot, so clothing was 

minimal. Many men had removed their t-shirts, wearing only denim or khaki 

shorts. Others wore waistcoats embroidered in the ‘traditional’ taṭrīz style, or 

tops with inscriptions in Arabic of villages ethnically cleansed during the Nakba 

and other Palestinian-ised identity markers, such as slogans reading “I am 

Palestinian” on them. This created a translocal fashion aesthetic, drawing from 

both local tropes of Palestinianness as well as global hipster referent points. 

Several ‘ravers’ had necklaces with shell pendants and stone carvings dangling 

from them, and often tattoos and facial piercings. Many had beards, some 

dreadlocks or long hair tied back into ponytails, or heaped on top of their heads 

in buns. Others had undercuts shaved into the sides of their heads with 

elaborate patterns stencilled into them. The girls wore shorts too, or long ‘boho’ 

flowing skirts and dresses, as well as loosely fitting ‘hippy’ trousers with cut-up 

cropped tops or t-shirts. Several had embroidered pashminas or golden-silk 

scarves tied around their bodies, sometimes with corresponding ‘hippy’ 

headbands adorning their heads. Many wore binidis, or silver jewellery and 

fabric bracelets around their wrists and ankles, and also had facial piercings. A 

few had deadlocks or brightly coloured, died hair. Most ravers in the crowd also 

had fluorescent decorative body paint on their faces and chests.  

 

As the night wore on, the beer was swapped for harder, hallucinogenic 

substances like LSD, as well as ecstasy, a ‘dance’ drug popularised by Britain’s 
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youth during the heyday of the UK rave scene in the 1990’s (see Reynolds, 

1999). Ravers especially favour ecstasy as it gives the user prolonged periods 

of energy that make it possible to dance for much longer than usual. It also 

heightens perception of colours and sounds, and increases feelings of love and 

affection between persons who take it. These alter the temporal regime of the 

rave-space, shifting the users sense of time-as-linearity that undermines the 

panoptic disciplining of temporality enforced by modern power relations (see 

Foucault, 1977). On the margins of the regulatory mechanisms of the capitalist 

‘working-week’, ‘everyday’ life is effectively checked out of, with parties like this 

one going on for as long as three or four days, seemingly without end. 

Repetition – rather than teleological progress – is stressed, as the body dances 

for hours to a steady stream of digitised musical sounds. Narratives stressing 

the atomised and discrete nature of the subject-as-individual are undone in 

such rave-spaces, as the affective dimensions of drugs on the collective 

dancing bodies blurs the rigid boundaries between self and other that 

characterises quotidian living practices dictated by modernity.  

 

The addition of narcotics to the heady mix of alcohol and electronic trance 

music thus intensified the mood of the party, creating powerful senses of 

euphoria, timelessness, communal togetherness, and collective de-individuation 

between ravers who were steadily filling the dance floor. Such affects were 

embodied perhaps most forcibly as the sun rose, revealing the beautiful, lush 

green countryside surrounding the dancing area. Much to the ‘ravers’ surprise, 

as the sun became increasingly hot, someone set off a water sprinkler system 

rigged up in the canopy above the dance floor. Water poured down so heavily 

that the dry earth turned quickly to mud, and many dancers took off their shoes 

and began to slide around in it, laughing and hugging each other as they did so. 

From the back of the crowd, a girl with thick ‘rasta’ (Rastafarian) dreadlocks and 

a multitude of silver bangles and facial piercings was weaving her way through 

the crowd with two water pistols filled with bright red and yellow paint, which she 

was shooting up into the sky and onto the bodies of the ravers. A young man 

was following her, throwing blue paint powder up into the air around the 

dancers. The atmosphere was convivial, bright, and festive, and remained thus 

for several hours longer. The psy-trance boomed long into the following 
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afternoon of the next day, and the ravers remained glued to the dance floor until 

the drugs started to wear off, or they wearied and went to ‘chill’ in the camping 

field before eventually making the journey back toward Haifa and beyond.  

 

1) Gendering Liminal Spaces in Live Music Performances 
 

In this rave, those present position themselves as rebellious and youthfully 

defiant to a series of constitutive status quos. In particular, these are performed 

through their use of drugs, consumption of psy-trance music, and the purchase 

and display of ‘alternative’ fashion wear. As media studies scholar Tim Jordan 

(1995: 128) describes: “Raving is a constellation of music, drugs, youth, 

dancing, law-evasion, fashion and money… Raving consists of thousands of 

people dancing all night to a specific form of music, in a venue fitted with a 

lightshow and with many people taking drugs, usually “E” (Ecstasy)”. In the 

Palestinian context, such events house male, female, and queer positionalities; 

emphasise the pursuit of embodied social pleasures realised through drug-

taking and alcohol-consumption; and privilege lifestyles those who subscribe to 

them label ‘progressive’ and left-leaning. Thus, as performative identity tropes 

and embodied practices, the hipster fashion-items worn by the ravers, the 

drugs, the visibly non-conformist gendered interactions, and the technologized 

music affectively make material the youthful subjectivities constituted in the 

rave-space. These perform the group’s collective, translocal, and subaltern 

identifications as a community that defines itself through discourses of 

bohemianism and alterity. 

 

Given that Zionist and Israeli settler-colonisation spatially fragments 

Palestinians living in differently administered areas of land from one another, it 

is significant also that such raves are comprised of Palestinian youth resident 

on both sides of the Green Line. These young people must navigate highly 

complex systems of topographical surveillance and containment in order to be 

part of these parties (see Hanafi, 2009; Weizman, 2007; Yiftachel, 2009a). In 

anthropology, Nadeem Karkabi (2013) has provided an illuminating 

ethnographic account of such dynamics in the Palestinian context, using 

Foucault’s (1986) notion of heterotopic space to do so.73  
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In this chapter, my intention is to build on Karkabi’s work by highlighting more 

explicitly the gendered aspects of live music events both he and I write of. I do 

so not because I take issue with his framing of rave assemblages as 

heterotopias (far from it), but rather to avoid rehashing arguments made more 

succinctly elsewhere. Karkabi’s central premise is that sites of youthful party-

going in Palestine constitute “colourful spaces”, in contrast to the infamous 

“gray spaces” Yiftachel (2009b) writes of. The former reorder Zionist and Israeli 

colonial space to assert playful and defiant subaltern Palestinian subjectivities, 

while also creating room for empowered internal differences. In Karkabi’s 

analysis, the challenges this community poses are thus twofold – on the one 

hand, their referent is Israeli and Zionist ethno-national topographical 

hegemony, and on the other, religious and familial controls that locate bodies in 

particular places on the grounds of gender, sexuality, class, religious belief, and 

cultural lifestyle (Karkabi, 2013: 325). This chapter thus offers an extension on 

his framing of rave-as-heterotopia.  

 

Adopting an explicitly gendered lens, my contribution considers and 

problematises the gendered identities and relations, as well as their 

transgressions and resignifications, live music parties (such as the rave outlined 

here), are expressing and enabling for the self-defined ‘alternative’ young 

people who use them. Focusing on events that centralise around audience 

participation, the body, and dancing, I trace firstly the politics of gendered 

identity embodiments taking place on dance floors, and secondly on 

performance stages, in these parties. I argue on the one hand that the secular 

ritual of participating in dance cultures in Palestine is, broadly speaking, 

productive of secular and youthful semi-publics of liminal spaces of in-between-

ness (van Gennep, 1909 [1960]; Turner, 1969).74 As we shall see, such 

liminalities form caesuras within orthodox public spheres, meaning that inside 

them parodies on the gendered body politics of several top-down identity 

structures can be made, in particular to the homogenising projects of the nation 

and modernity. This allows the wider normative modes of binary gendered 

social interactions such subjectivising regimes institute to be undone inside rave 

spaces.  
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On the other hand, however, I push to complicate this line of argument, showing 

the stoppages that hinder transgression in certain ways and at specific levels of 

live music concerts. I thus ask what the gendered identities live music events 

perform are, as well as whether or not there are any internal heterogeneities, or 

external practicalities, which shift how far trangressive identity performances 

can be enacted in such spaces. I thus contextualise the different levels and 

manners in which gendered challenges are permitted, and/or blocked, from 

taking shape in dance and party cultures. Thus, in this chapter, I explore the 

challenges these youthful actors narrate they make to the social controls 

generational and political elites deploy to govern youthful behaviour, as well as 

when and where such challenges on these frameworks is made more difficult.  

 

While the music events I trace encompass many different musical genres – hip-

hop, psy-trance, reggae, indie, metal - each of which certainly contain their own 

particular gendered nuances, in the ‘alternative’ Palestinian music scene the 

lines of deliberation between each genre are fluid. Bodies, sounds, styles, and 

musical roles (performer/artist/producer/promoter) traverse from the 1948 

areas, to the 1967 lands, across to those in exile in Jordan, and back again. 

Persons who are hip-hop artists in one context are dub fans in another; electric 

guitarists in ‘indie’ bands on stage are simultaneously trip-hop producers off; 

and ‘ravers’ in psy-trance parties are acoustic singer-songwriters in concerts 

and gigs when they are not ‘raving’. I suggest that musical identities are 

themselves liminalities, context-bound and derived relationally through 

encounters with others, rather than timeless or coherent. Thus, since such lines 

of fragmentation between these different musical genres and identities are 

undisciplined, I keep my analysis unbound by static taxonomies of sound, 

genre, identarian role, and place.  

 

1.2 Gendered Embodiments Off-Stage: Spatial Practices On Dance Floors 
 

As the description of the rave above suggests, off-stage at the level of audience 

spaces in live music events, dance cultures offer points of departure for thinking 

about how space and gender can intersect differently, producing ruptures in the 
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way orthodox spatial orders institute normative gendered identities and their 

associated disciplines of self-governance. Here Raya, a young Palestinian-

Jordanian party-goer and Amman resident in her early-twenties, describes to 

me her experience of being in an ‘underground’ hip-hop gig in a hipster club in 

the Jordanian capital. Comparing her time in the party to her experiences in the 

everyday spaces of the street, she told me that:  

 

What I hate the most is having to walk in the street and deal with groups 
of guys. So being in a venue [during live music performances] where it’s 
mostly guys, and a bunch of the same guys that I see out in the street, 
made me instantly feel uncomfortable. But for the first time ever I was in 
a place with more boys than girls - rowdy, young boys - and I never felt 
that a group of people were so much like a family. I felt so comfortable 
and we felt so together in the venue (interview, Amman, 12/03/2014).  

 

Capturing these terms of spatial inversion, her statement expresses that while 

gendered markings of the body continue to function disciplinarily, she reports 

feeling that the gendered topographical organisation of the street is undone 

inside this dance party. This relaxing of more rigidly regulated socially 

differentiated positions, she states, enables differently gendered bodies to take 

up space conterminously, bracketing the normative hierarchical power relations 

between “guys” and “girls” in the space the music event creates. Men and 

women are free to engage in conversation, dance, listen to music, consume 

alcohol, and otherwise mix with one another in a way that is (perceived to be) 

less permissible in exogenous spaces. For Raya, dance parties thus offer her 

and her male counterparts greater scope to play with normative gendered 

technologies that divide broader publics, performatively embodying the roles 

and identities these cement, differently. On these grounds, she highlights the 

sense of community she experiences in the party, saying she felt “like a family” 

and “so comfortable”, from a speaking position that stresses her embodied 

subject-position as a woman.  

 

Many times, young men and women reported feeling the gendered 

cartographies of self and other that govern spaces outside youth leisure sites, 

held less weight as they engaged in embodied practices like party-going. As 

Lubna, a thirty year old Palestinian-Jordanian party-planner, band-manager, 

and central scenester in Amman’s hipster scene, put it: 
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The people are there for freedom. They’re [young people in parties] there 
[in parties] in the name of having a good time, and we [the organisers of 
parties] couldn’t care less if they’re straight or gay or black or white or 
poor or rich, they’re all there to just watch and enjoy some good quality 
entertainment (interview, Amman, 02/03/2014). 

 

Lubna here describes young people’s consumption of party and rave cultures 

as productive – at the level of affect - of utopian “freedom” from the obligations 

and constraints of quotidian living. These importantly create spaces where both 

identity and difference can exist alongside one another. In both this account and 

Raya’s above, being part of a live music event as an audience member on the 

dance floor, is described as making possible the temporary waning of external 

social orders that position gendered, sexed, and classed bodies in socially 

differentiating roles and spaces. Such statements thus evoke in particular the 

liminal properties of dance cultures, and the ways they produce communitas in 

the sense Turner (1969: 96-97) meant, stressing the temporary break such 

semi-public arenas offer from the regulatory dynamics of more visible publics.  

 

In an illuminating ethnographic piece about youthful cinema-going in Cairo, 

Walter Armbrust (1998: 416) has explored a similar line of thought.75 Drawing 

from Victor Turner’s (1969) work on rituals, he comments on the potentialities 

for re-significations of gendered identarian codes youthful sites of leisure make 

available to the young people in them. Armbrust argues that movie theatres 

produce liminal spaces in which everyday social norms are partially relaxed. For 

the youth agents in the spaces he surveys, to attend a film screening is to enter 

into a zone of ritualised in-between-ness that is both apart from, yet also 

indexed by, broader and more visible publics: they are in-between social orders 

of the ‘real’ and the ‘not-yet-realised’ (see also Nooshin, 2005: 463-464). For 

the spatial-temporal duration of a film screening, young men and women mix 

with one another, often engaging in heterosexual pre-marital courtship rituals 

such as flirting, in a manner neither perceptible nor permissible in mainstream 

publics.  

 

Armbrust on these grounds suggests cinema-going constitutes spaces that both 

express normative forms of gendered relations, as well as capture how these 
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may be changing. He draws further on Bakhtin’s (1984) work on the 

carnivalesque to highlight that tensions between establishment visions of order 

and youthful playfulness are also embodied in the temporal spatiality of film 

screenings. As social space, the cinema both reflects the broader gendered 

macro-norms that structure quotidian publics, while simultaneously allowing for 

their reconfiguration in the semi-public of the cinema hall. Liminal spaces thus 

provide “temporary liberation from the prevailing truth and from the established 

order” (Bakhtin, 1984: 10; cited Armbrust, 1998: 420), while simultaneously 

indexing that which is normative by transgressing on its boundaries. Raya 

experiences the liminality of the dance party as undoing gendered regimes, 

especially those that construct and maintain rigid boundaries around 

differentiated social positionings in the space of the street. Like Armbrust’s 

(1998) cinema spaces, such parodic identity embodiments thus further 

reference the normative gendered order by reiterating it differently.  

 

Other actors reported different ideas about such transgressions. Citing the 

affective dimensions of drugs on the dancing body set to electronically 

produced sounds, many young people I spoke to articulated powerful feelings of 

the fleeting dissolution of the self in favour of a larger collective in the temporal-

spatial worlds dance cultures produce. Indeed, a driving motivation for being 

part of such parties is the way they enable participants to feel embodied 

belonging to a community whose values they share. Amman-based electronic 

musician and pianist Nasim, for example, explained it to me in this way: 

 

Music is - it’s like guerrilla hypnotherapy, because you can speak to 
people on a physical level, like really physical, you know? Like a more 
physical level than maybe writing can, because just the nature of sound, 
the nature of groove I think can really specifically… hit people’s bodies, 
and their bodies react, and then, it’s trance, you know? Music is a trance 
for me, it’s a trance experience and it’s really powerful too, live, when you 
have a trance experience with a collective, it’s like church or like any kind 
of collective ecstasy that people experience. And I think there’s 
something really powerful when a group of people are in that state of 
trance, that state of surrender… when you hit these magic moments 
there’s something really powerful. You elevate as a collective. You can 
transcend all of the typical bullshit. (interview, Amman, 10/02/2014). 
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Nasim’s narrative complements Raya’s, yet suggests in slightly different 

terminology that rave spaces undo individuated identity conceptions. The 

affective pleasures (which he calls “collective ecstasy”) in the liminal space of 

live music events, Nasim reports, make him feel connected to part of a larger 

whole without the “typical bullshit” - the subjectivising identarian tropes - that 

mark and differentiate bodies and identities outside the semi-publics produced 

in dance parties. He suggests instead that he feels a subjective loss of self that 

replaces the notion that people are atomised individuals, with a trance-like 

sense of being part of a collective who share a group identity for the spatial-

temporal life span of the live music event (see also Jordan, 1995). His account 

highlights the extent to which this loss of self is constituted bodily, and (as he 

narrates it) the homogenous meta-identity of alterity embodied in, on, and 

through the collective mass of people in live music dance parties.  

 

Amman-based music producer Malik also draws on similar themes, formulating 

in analogous language the sense that live music events produce shared 

identities that transcend people’s everyday understandings of themselves and 

others. He says: 

 

On the stage, there is a rapper... He’s a rapper… It doesn’t matter where 
he’s from. The family’s last name – nobody knows, he’s rapping. That’s 
what he’s doing… I’m not just saying that political art only does that. No, 
we can do it with jazz, when you have for example a brilliant jazz 
musician, he’s just playing a piano, he’s playing bass or whatever he’s 
doing, and he’s perfecting it so well that you’re [creating] a new identity 
of professionalism. It’s respect for the art, it’s mastering one’s trade… 
and you’re judging him by that. Again, not where he’s from, not his 
religion, not if he’s a guy or a girl or a gender or whatnot. And that’s why I 
love going to shows for local bands and elsewhere where it’s jazz, and 
there’s no singing, there’s no political content, but I find it very political. 
The fact that you’re putting girls and guys – in a society like ours – in the 
same place. How good the guys are, how much they’ve worked to get 
there, to have careers as musicians in a country that has no industry – 
more or less – for such things as a musician. That to me is also an 
identity (interview, Amman, 11/02/2014). 

 

Malik’s narrative supplements Nasim’s comments by pointing more directly to 

the gendered politics the loss of individuated identities produces in live music 

shows. In terms of audience space, he notes he feels there is something 

inherently political about creating avenues of participation in which “girls and 
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guys” are present alongside one another. Such a description notably maps the 

understanding of liminality outlined above – as softening the otherwise 

normative categories that mark bodies in distinct ways in public spaces. Like my 

interlocutors cited earlier, he also suggests modernist gendered organisations 

of space, and the normative gendered regimes and identities these mandate, 

are undone in audience spaces. 

 

Many times, individuals articulated similar feelings that being part of such 

parties created a sense of belonging to a collective whose values they share. 

As Hind, an art curator and frequent party-goer, told me: “it’s also a community. 

And now, what you saw on Friday [a rave we had been in together], we always 

see each other on weekends and in parties. There’s a lot. It’s nice” (interview, 

Haifa, 14/07/2014). As demonstrated by Hind’s use of the collective pronoun 

“we”, party-going is important to these young people because it solidifies their 

social connections to one another, constituting a community to which they can 

claim belonging. Angela McRobbie (2009 [2010]: 120) describes the attraction 

of such spaces for young people as lying in the fact that, like Armbrust’s (1998) 

liminal cinema spaces, they are outside the nuclear family and patriarchal 

nation, producing instead “…some other more socialised youth cultural spaces 

where there is the possibility of a dissolution of this self, or a suspension of self 

in favour of ritualised communality” in which scene belonging offers young 

people the promise of “escape and possibilities” (ibid: 121) – escape from wider 

subjectivising forces in society, and the possibility to act in ways otherwise 

prohibited outside of such youth enclaves.   

 

That such feelings of community are produced affectively, through a series of 

interrelated embodied practices centred on dancing in parties, sharing dress 

and fashion practices, and using narcotic substances, points to an important 

element of live music and rave cultures. These highlight how central bodily and 

movement practices are in the undoing and re-doing of modernist, and statically 

national, gendered identities on dance floors.  

 

1.3 Dress and Movement Practices Off-Stage 
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The relaxing of gendered relations and hierarchies are further expressed and 

enabled in the dance practices that characterise audience spaces. Ways of 

moving the body in time to music is undisciplined and unbound to gendered 

codes of social interactions on the dance floors of this community. In raves 

especially, where psy-trance is the characteristic musical genre, dancers ‘rave’ 

together in collective isolation, ungoverned by any formulaic or pre-defined set 

of corporeal rules. Through movement on dance floors, then, we are presented 

with a further site through which young people embody the transgressions on 

normative gendered identities they narrate involvement in dance cultures 

enables them to make. As a style of dancing, this way of moving the body in 

time to music further draws bounds of belonging around members of the 

cultural network. At least for the duration of a particular party, this stylistically 

marks members as a collective through shared, dance-based performances of 

collective identities.  

 

These identity distinctions are further realised in the clothing styles young 

people wear to attend dance parties. As alluded to in the vignette I opened this 

chapter with (and the broader youth scene in Palestine it indexes), ways of 

dressing the body for attendance in such events entail practices that are both 

inward and outward looking. On the one hand, young people’s fashion-based 

body projects evoke localised tropes of Palestinianness, in that young people 

often wear t-shirts with falasṭīn (Palestine) and other Arabic place names of 

villages and towns ethically cleansed in 1948 on them. Further regional and 

local identity markers are also consumed and displayed in parties, and taṭrīz is 

worn frequently, as is the kūfīya. On the other hand, however, such allegories of 

Palestinianness intersect and reference the hipster and hippy fashion styles of 

globalising youth cultures at the transnational level – young people wear jeans; 

have tattoos, facial, and body piercings; present avant-garde hairstyles; and 

wear t-shorts with ‘ironic’ and/or geo-politicised statements and images on 

them, for example. These young people’s embodied dress practices thus 

highlight and perform the transnational and globalising connections their cultural 

practices performatively network them to, as well as the tropes of locality they 

remain concerned to invest in. Their dress practices thus rework national 

identity tropes, hybridising them with globalising clothing styles. 
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Such body practices also contain gendered dimensions, which are revealing for 

the way they construct social and political identities for these youth actors. In a 

manner that reverberates widely across hipster scenes globally, many of these 

young Palestinians reject items that obviously reiterate modernist and hyper-

patriarchal dress codes, which often demand women’s bodies materialise in 

public space in ways that uphold definitions of hegemonic femininity. Such 

hipster clothing items often privilege ambiguous and androgynous dress 

practices, signifying gender in-between the rigid cartographies of ‘male-ness’ 

and ‘female-ness’ enforced by modernising discourse. As one young 

Palestinian scene member put it in an interview with the Israeli newspaper 

Haaretz (30/11/2013) “I’m not into evening dresses and feminine clothing, I 

prefer vintage and men’s clothes - I like my dad’s clothing best.”.76 

 

Youths’ emerging dress practices are thus further productive of novel normative 

gendered codes about how their imaginaries of cultural alterity are made 

material. In addition to androgynous hipsters items, for example, young women 

and girls often also wear highly feminised long, flowing ‘hippy’ dresses and 

skirts to parties and raves, which generally evoke translocal femininities that 

reference especially ‘new-age’ modalities of being. Such novel ways for 

marking aesthetically non-conformist feminine identity favour lose-fitting and 

comfortable clothing items, which make movement and dancing easier and less 

restricted. Like their hipster counterparts, such hippy fashion especially can be 

read as subversive to more sexualised forms of dress associated with 

hegemonic femininity as informed by capitalist patriarchy, which dictates 

women’s bodies appear in public space as sculpted and thin, in tight and 

revealing clothes designed to heterosexually sexualise the female form for the 

male gaze.  

 

This is not, however, intended to suggest that powerful ideas about marking 

feminine sexuality on and through the body no longer preoccupy these young 

people. Raya, introduced earlier, describes her ambivalence at entirely rejecting 

symbolically patriarchal fashion items in the name of adhering to a politically 



	 	 218	

subversive identity imaginary. Describing her process of dressing for a ‘night 

out’, she says: 

 

I like to wear heels. If that’s practicing oppression I’m doing that, I know 
that. I like heels. I will walk around in them. At the same time I don’t 
wanna be characterised as a - if I wanna be revolutionary I have to look 
like shit and like have dreds in my hair? No! I want to enjoy my life, and if 
I wear heels and I’m happy in them then I’m going to fucking wear heels, 
do you know what I mean? (interview, Amman, 12/03/2014). 

 

In a particularly contemporary fashion, Raya here re-politicises her choice to 

dress her body in traditionally de-politicising fashion items (high heels). Her 

statement evokes two powerful stereotypes of feminine identity (one 

heteronormative/‘oppressed’, one feminist/‘liberated’), to perform an identity she 

situates as speaking to the demand that women must disavow all patriarchal 

markers of heterosexual femininity to be considered ‘proper’ feminists. 

Negotiating these two subjectivising regimes, she stresses - in a manner that 

resonates with much current global popular feminist praxis - that she dresses 

her body in this way to express her individuality, reclaiming symbolically 

heteronormative items, and reiterating them with her own, personalised feminist 

meanings. While clearly substituting access to political power with consumer 

agency in a highly individualistic manner, as an identity performance her 

narrative is nonetheless significant in that it highlights the globalising political 

alliances young self-ascribed ‘alternative’ young women in Palestine are 

especially aligning themselves with. 

 

In this way, such dress practices speak back to the discursive points of 

departure young people in the scene more broadly use to situate themselves, 

stressing how highly stylised consumption practices centred on fashion enable 

the production and transmission of collective scene identities to be made. Here, 

these are used especially to narrate ‘progressive’ left-leaning and pro-feminist 

political views and lifestyles. As the interlocutor quoted in Haaretz cited above 

articulates it:  

 

It’s [the youth scene in Palestine] a generation that wants to express how 
it feels through both clothing and a way of life. Every year there are more 
people [in the scene]. Kafr Qasem is a very religious place where 
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everyone shares the same ideas. When you’re born there, every stage of 
your life is planned for you. As a feminist, it’s hard for me when women 
lack control, and are expected to stay at home and produce children. My 
mom, for example, who owns two pharmacies - it’s clear that she 
deserves more than that. I don’t want to be stuck at home (Haaretz, 
30/11/13). 

 

This dynamic interaction of self, body, and dress therefore enables these young 

actors to perform their desired translocal imaginaries of local and generational 

alterity to themselves and others, while also acting back and reinforcing such 

identities for these individuals on a material level. Nonetheless, they also 

reproduce and are subject to broader norms regarding how ‘subversive’ 

gendered femininities and masculinities materialise. For these young people, 

these are realised through the adoption of hipster and hippy fashion styles, 

which are of course replete with their own norms and codes. Such dress 

practices are thus ambiguous: trangressive locally on the one hand, but co-

opted, on the other, to broader capitalist machinations that offer youthful agents 

the opportunity to signify their social and political alterity through the 

consumption of identity-items available in the free-market economy.  

 

With this intersection between rebellion and accommodation in mind, I close 

this section by highlighting the need to avoid romanticising or too readily 

celebrating the ‘progressive’ nature of these gender transgressions. As 

anthropologist/ethnomusicologist Martin Stokes (2007b: 685) remarks, “gender 

and sexuality are the touchstones of modernity”, by which he means that 

particular social groups often perform (or indeed have assessed by others) their 

‘modernity’ to their constitutive ‘outsides’ through their treatment of those 

normatively marginalised by patriarchy and heteronormativity. Keen to paint 

Israeli society as ‘multicultural’ and ‘diverse’, the capacity to translate these 

Palestinian youths’ dress and fashion practices into discourses that bolster the 

Israeli state’s projected modernity in part explains why an Israeli newspaper 

such as Haaretz takes an interest in showcasing – in deeply normalising terms 

– such young people’s practices.  

 

Refuting the teleological logic of modernity and its paradigmatic focus on the 

progress/stagnation binary, Angela McRobbie (1994) has written extensively 
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about youth cultures and postmodernity, and her approach is illuminating on 

these grounds. She advocates the use of such networks as sites through which 

to analyse shifts – rather than overhauls - in gendered practices and meanings. 

Deploying the term “changing modes of femininity” (ibid: 157), she argues that 

transformations in hegemonic constellations of femininity do not mean that 

women and girls (and in my analysis, young men) have either simply seen 

progress, or stagnation, in the ways that they are socially marked as women (or 

men). Instead, citing Bourdieu (1984), she suggests that an approach 

privileging postmodernity highlights how the “habitus of gender relations has 

opened up” (McRobbie, 1994: 157), and that the field available for gendered 

significations of identity and difference expanded in (what she describes as) 

postmodern popular cultural objects and practices. Drawing out cultural shifts in 

dress practices thus provide frameworks with which such underlying social and 

political transformations can be placed and traced.  

 

McRobbie (ibid: 163) further notes that feminist readings of cultural production 

and processes (also in the British context) have tended to focus on the 

“seamless text of oppressive meanings held together by ideology” apparently 

inherent in cultural texts, rather than the “the disruptions and inconsistencies 

and spaces for negotiation” of gendered roles and relations made available to 

young people in the youth cultural formations they claim belonging to. In paying 

attention to the latter, McRobbie pushes that tracing sites and spaces of 

transgression, as opposed to restriction, offers a dynamic view of the ways that 

modes of gendered significations proliferate in social processes, and ‘new’ 

ways of performatively embodying discourses of gendered and sexualised 

selves become available to actors within them. Such emerging youth cultural 

processes thus create novel technologies of gendered and sexualised identity-

discourses that discipline the subject in different ways, making available to them 

previously unchartered modes of being. Rather than different modes of 

corporeal significations corresponding to ‘tradition’ or ‘progress’, this instead 

highlights that changing social and political conditions of youthful sociation bring 

into being “different, youthful, subjectivities” (ibid: 179).  
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The first line of argument in this chapter is thus that as ‘ravers’ on dance floors, 

young people are able to temporarily relax how social and generational controls 

order orthodox public spaces. Specifically, their practices challenge the ways 

that the gender binary positions bodies in space, and in this manner undoes 

modernist and top-down Palestinian national imaginaries about ‘appropriate’ 

gendered comportment. The gendered distinction of public and private space is 

collapsed, and men and women interact freely with one another inside these 

urban and secular semi-public liminalities. Such identity performances reference 

Palestinianness fluidly. These youth maintain its particularity, while also 

signifying on and through their bodies other translocal and global sensibilities. 

This highlights the contemporary alliances young agents in Palestine are 

making to other similar youth scenes, globally.  

 

2) Modernist Constraints: The Stage as Spatial Regime  
 

In live music events, however, the audience space is only one component of the 

wider spatial order therein. Shelving for now this empirical concern with 

negotiations over gendered embodiments taking place on dance floors, I am 

here shifting focus to ask if these dynamics look different when we relocate our 

analytic lens to the heightened and more visible level of the performance stage. 

In an immediate way, when discussing with performers how space is taken up 

on stage, with striking resonance both male and female auteurs often 

suggested to me that in musical roles where the singing voice is privileged, 

many felt there was a greater demand for female, rather than male, vocalists. 

As Farah, a self-described “alterative pop” singer-songwriter in her early-

twenties based in Bethlehem told me: 

 

There is [in the music scene] something about people wanting to hear 
the female voice, maybe in music more than the male voice. I don’t know 
if it has anything to do with being a woman in a man-orientated world, 
maybe it’s just that people want to hear the female voice. On the other 
hand I do feel that I need to work much harder as a woman in this man’s 
world, especially here in the Middle East it’s not like - even in Israel it’s 
the same. (interview, Bethlehem, 16/07/2014). 

 

While reluctant to directly link the demand for female singers to socially 

regulatory gendered identity discourses, she muses here (somewhat 
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ambiguously) over the different roles women can and cannot play in the music 

scene she claims belonging to. In particular, she highlights the dual demand for 

the female singing voice, as well as the specific difficulties women and girls face 

in occupying roles outside this capacity in a cultural world dominated by men (at 

the level of performers), in the Middle East and elsewhere. Party-planner Lubna 

(cited earlier) builds on such sentiments, describing that: 

 

One thing is there are [in the scene] many more male artists than female 
artists, which is sad because a lot of these artists are looking for female 
vocals and they can’t find them. Be it religion, be it family, be it social, I’m 
not quite sure. I think everyone has their own mix of how they grew up 
and what they stand for, that they need to either fight or be against. I just 
feel - I know that there’s a lot of need for female vocals, I get that all the 
time, asking for female vocals or if I know any, ‘cos of bands forming 
looking for that. In Jordan there’s not many. There’s not many in the 
region (interview, Amman, 02/03/2014). 

 

Both Farah and Lubna suggest that there is a demand inhering in the scene 

itself for the female singing voice. According to this line of thought, women are 

able to appear alongside their male musical counterparts, and are granted 

access to the male-dominated worlds of musical production and performance, 

in this primary capacity as vocalists. These terms of access are thus equivocal, 

as unlike on dance floors, space on stage is offered to women only in so far as 

it does not threaten pre-existing normative gendered orders. This means 

women often find themselves able to take up space on stage as singers, in 

roles that privilege their explicitly female singing voices. This links the voice to 

bodies gendered female, and thus feminises this role. By contradistinction, 

playing musical instruments is an opportunity made available to hegemonically 

masculinised bodies. In Lubna’s description especially, this sexual division of 

musical labour is normalised to the point that it appears unremarkable, and as 

she describes it, it is taken for granted that women sing music, while men play 

it. Thus, as with many such hipster music scenes across the globe, in the self-

ascribed ‘alternative’ music scene in the Palestinian case, men tend to take up 

space as drummers, electronic guitar players, as well as singers, while women’s 

participation is more localised and contained to the role of vocalist. 
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In the context of the UK, Lucy Green (1997; 2002) has written extensively about 

how musical educational practices reinforce broader societal gendered roles, 

which grant musical opportunities on gendered grounds. She suggests that 

through the types of socialisation taking place in schools, young boys and girls 

are taught to play music in a manner that reproduces gendered norms. She 

reports that musical educational practices transmitted by teachers and taken up 

by pupils, normalise the narrative that the musical worlds of singing, and/or 

playing classical musical instruments like the cello, flute, and violin are 

predominately zones of female-ness, open more readily to girls than boys. She 

suggests these roles exaggerate tropes of conventional femininity, such as high 

emotionality and delicacy, privileging bodies gendered female. Young girls thus 

find they are more readily able to adopt certain musical practices that “affirm 

femininity” (Green, 1997: 21) and reproduce gendered norms, such as singing 

in a manner that exaggerates hegemonic constructs of feminised gendered 

identities.  

 

Boys in schools, on the other hand, are much more likely to be encouraged by 

teachers to take up roles in popular music, as technical masters of instruments 

like drums, electric guitars, and digitised musical forms that stress production, 

she suggests. Since slow, high-pitched, and ‘soft’ music is associated with 

femininity, the young boys she interviewed said many times they liked making 

music that was harder, and faster-paced (Green, 2002: 139). Clearly, the UK-

context is distinct to the Palestinian case. However, since the early Christian 

missions to Palestine and subsequent direct British rule under the mandate, 

musical conservatories and western-inspired forms of teaching and practicing 

music have been translated and taken up in the Palestinian context (see 

Beckles-Wilson, 2013).  

 

Thus, as a gendered and colonial culture, music taught in such institutions can 

be read as offering specific and gendered musical opportunities (at the level of 

instruction) on different grounds to men and women, which perpetuates broader 

social norms of masculinity and femininity. While such regulatory roles can and 

indeed are taken up and resignified differently on the ground – whereby boys 

clearly do ‘cross’ gendered lines to take up ‘feminine’ musical roles, and vice 
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versa, as a general point, Green’s work is useful for providing some background 

insight into the ways music acquisition is gendered. In one sense, then, the 

musical field can function as a space that enables actors to negotiate and 

challenge the terms of their own gendering. On the other, however, music may 

also act as a disciplinary site that actively polices gender roles, providing “the 

means by which gendered behaviour is learnt” (Stokes, 1997a: 22). 

 

Kaleem, the electric guitarist of a rock and metal band based in Akka echoed 

such gendered forms of musical socialisation to me. He said:  

 

When Basam [his band’s previous singer] left us, we were looking for a 
vocalist, and the first thing I wanted to do was to bring a female vocalist 
for the band, and I couldn’t find any [laughing]. Like, I did some auditions 
and beside the problem of whether you can find a female who’s into 
metal and rock – it’s really hard to find those girls – … first you have to 
find a female who is into metal and rock, then you have to find a female 
who can sing. Then you have to find a female who can sing metal and 
rock and at the same time you have to find a female whose parents are, 
like, open minded enough to let her go to shows, and come back late. Or 
go to rehearsals. So like, in the end, I thought, “ah fuck it. Bring a dude!” 
[laughing] (interview, Akka, 06/2014). 

 

Kaleem’s narrative emphasises the ways that metal and rock music constitute 

discourses of hegemonic masculinity and subcultural social capitals (Thornton, 

1995) that are more difficult for bodies gendered female to embody (see 

Walser, 1993). In his narrative, women are less straightforward to recruit to the 

male dominated world of metal and rock music because they are assumed to 

be other to such scenes. In this way, the musical field itself discursively 

demands that bodies gendered female in broader publics remain wedded to 

normative feminine identities on stage in the semi-publics of the youth scene: 

something considered less possible in the (globally) masculinised world of metal 

and rock music. The levels of production and performance are thus cast as 

predominantly male sites of experience, which women can permeate if they 

become intelligible and visible as singers whose feminised identity is 

foreground. The gendered dynamics of the scene itself thus mean that men and 

women are hailed to the stage in different ways, and often on normatively 

gendered grounds.  
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In the heightened space of the performance stage, room for parodic gendered 

enactments is thus reduced, especially for women when singing is a central part 

of the performance. Indeed, in several of the performances I saw, gendered 

embodiments on stage reaffirmed body placement and identity policing that 

exist in broader publics, often at the same time such regimes were being 

undone on the dance floors bands perform to. On one level, as some scene 

members describe it, the reasons for such gendered restrains can be seen as 

emanating from the gendered musical culture of the scene itself, and the 

broader (global) musical cultures that inform it. This is a line of argumentation I 

will build on and problematise in what follows. 

 

2.1 Dress and Movement Practices On Stage 
 

Men and women are often interpellated to stages in ways that situate their 

bodies as perennial others to one another. There are several female singers 

who have carved out positions for themselves as active and visible performers 

on stage in such roles. Often, these women articulated feeling subject to higher 

levels of scrutiny than their male counterparts to me. Beesan, a prominent 

acoustic solo artist and singer-songwriter who plays the guitar; also sings in a 

Haifa-based band dub band; and in 2013 began singing as part of a popular 

hip-hop group, told me: 

 

I’ll tell you what: it makes it sometimes harder for me to be a Palestinian 
musician, here in Palestine, and easier abroad. Because I mean here I 
can perform but there is always feedback, like “look at what she’s 
wearing” or “she’s in short sleeves, and she’s dancing on stage”. I 
actually had a show with Dubkey, in the Jordan valley, and they [the 
audience] came and stopped the show and said that if I don’t get down 
from the stage they would burn it. But also being a female musician is 
also one of the reasons that I have so many opportunities from abroad, 
because as stupid as it may sound, the media is like [adopting a 
sarcastic voice] “Oh my god! Look she’s not wearing a hijab, and she’s 
performing with guys on stage”, so they do want that. So it really 
depends a lot on where it is and the type of people that are there 
(interview, Yaffa, 26/06/2014). 

 

Here, Beesan emphasises the unstable way her body is used by competing and 

contradictory regimes to signify different agendas that shift according to the 

space from which she is represented. Since performing to an audience involves 
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hyper-elements of bodily display, dress practices on stage often function as 

flashpoints for conflicting social and political values about ‘appropriate’ 

gendered norms (in Palestine and beyond). Interestingly, Beesan states she 

feels her body is used to semiotically narrate two conflicting ideas about the 

type of community she is co-opted into signifying as she performs.  

 

On the one hand, she suggests her presence as a visible performer unsettles 

local, generational, and monolithic national identity discourses about 

appropriate public gendered comportment, in that by taking up space on stage 

(as she narrates it, especially in rural areas of the West Bank) she flouts social 

demands that her body materialise in accordance with local gender codes (as 

static and modest). Her public gender performance is, she pushes, in these 

instances subject to criticism, because she transmits ideas about the 

community her audience position her as representing that reiterates gendered 

imaginaries differently to the ways these are practiced locally (by that 

audience). On the other hand, however, she is further critically aware of the 

ironic ways that such locally divergent embodiments of femininity mean her 

body becomes simultaneously open to absorption into modernising narratives 

that fuel civilising discourses of neo-colonial patterns of control. In other words, 

her departure from hyper-nationally derived gendered comportment hinders her 

in one context, yet paradoxically favours her in another (because her identity-

performance corresponds to modernist and patronisingly colonial stereotypes 

about what ‘free’ Arab women look like, which the west-centric press is keen to 

pick up on). 

 

In this way, she also points to two interesting sets of regional power relations 

made visible through the gendered cartographies of modernity and tradition that 

structure her narrative. Beesan is from Haifa, in 1948 Palestine. By articulating 

that the way she embodies gendered discourses of femininity on stage in 

concerts in the West Bank is challenging for audiences there, she carves out an 

additional space for herself as ‘modern’ because she sees herself as refusing to 

be bound to ‘traditional’ significations of gendered identity, elevating the 

discursive space of Haifa in the process of doing so. On these grounds, she 
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also reports feeling under pressure to conform to certain standards of normative 

femininity and present her body on stage in a certain way. She says:  

 

I don’t change the way I dress, if I have a show in Tel Aviv or if I have a 
show in Ramallah, I dress the same way. Even though I know that in 
Ramallah I’m gonna get some really bad feedback. I actually had 
someone send me a message once saying that I shouldn’t be ashamed 
to clean my hair! [laughing] Seriously! And he said “you’re 20 years old, 
you shouldn’t be ashamed to actually wash your hair!”. So I wanna 
change that! Even though it’s funny, but I wanna change that [because] 
why should I change myself when I go on stage in the West Bank, or in 
any other Arabic village? … that’s what I wanna do. People can talk and 
say whatever. I’m not here to make everybody love me, I’m here to sing 
what I want, and to make what I wanna say, and stand up for what I 
believe in […] And being a woman makes it kinda a lot harder, but it’s 
fun. It’s a challenge for me (interview, Jaffa, 26/06/2014). 

 

Aesthetically, the way that Beesan stylises her body in public space embodies 

highly feminised, hippy, and hipster fashion styles that mark many ‘alternative’ 

youth cultural scenes globally. Like the gendered identity-performatives that 

shape the dance floors dealt with in section one, she is small and feminine, 

wears a silver hoop piercing in her nose, adorns her wrists and arms with silver 

bangles and woven cloth bracelets, and has a mass of thick curly brown hair 

that offsets her petite frame. While she occasionally performs on stage with a 

kūfīya wrapped around her shoulders, on the whole she is visible in clothing 

styles that evokes youthful ‘alternative’ femininity on a translocal scale – plain, 

un-logoed sleeveless vests; cut-up denim shorts or jeans; and occasionally 

‘bohemian’ dresses or skirts. Such bodily comportment and presentation stands 

in stark contradiction to female singers outside of the youth scene who perform 

in mainstream public events, who often appear on stage wearing highly 

nationalised feminine identity markers, such as the thūb.  

 

Visually, her embodied appearance on stage thus evokes the underlying ways 

the youth cultural scene broadly distances itself from homogenising narratives 

of timeless national identity. The occasional addition of the kūfīya to her 

presence on stage further indexes the highly complex way in which the youth 

scene straddles the interface between local Palestinian identity and global 

cultural trends. Interestingly, she suggests here that for those outside the 

musical community she claims belonging to, her bodily comportment is 
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considered in need of modification – in this case, she reports feeling her hair is 

subject to social scrutiny because it does not correspond to ‘appropriate’ 

notions of femininity in circulation in Ramallah. This offers her a way to situate 

herself as ‘alternative’ vis-à-vis what she suggests are hegemonically feminised 

forms of Palestinianness, embodying a mode of femininity that references 

translocal forms of youthful alterity instead. While her presence on stage thus 

upholds the normative demand that women take up space on stage as 

feminised singers, the manner in which she embodies this role, however, 

performatively reiterates the ‘new’ translocal modes of gendered signification 

constituted in/at the Palestinian youth scene I discussed in section one. It is for 

these reasons, she suggests, that her public performances sometimes unsettle 

her audiences. 

 

Asef Bayat (2010), in a particularly fascinating discussion of the politics of 

pleasure in the Middle East, has offered an exploratory piece that inquires why 

particular forms of youthful fun are subject to scrutiny and repression by local 

elites (he comments on Islamists). He notes that “…whereas the elderly poor 

can afford simple, traditional, and contained diversions, the globalised and 

affluent youth tend to embrace more spontaneous, erotically charged, and 

commodified pleasures”, to which he adds that “this might help explain why 

globalizing youngsters more than others cause fear and fury among Islamist 

anti-fun adversaries” (ibid: 138-139). The young people in the self-described 

‘alternative’ Palestinian music scene are indeed generally elite, secular, and 

situated in zones of liminality between the inward and the outward looking. 

Furthermore, as we have seen, the commodified pleasures they partake in 

certainly do flout normative social regulatory discourses of appropriate 

behaviour. On these grounds, Bayat elaborates that: 

 

The extent of discipline [by elites] varies depending on the forms of fun 
practiced (traditional or commoditized, erotically charged or not charged, 
private or public), the target population (young or old, men or women, 
rich or poor), and the type of adversaries (individual puritan zealots or the 
doctrinal states). Certain forms of fun (e.g. those expressed through 
sexuality, drugs or alcohol) more than others (e.g. laughter, music, or 
games) are subject to prohibition and regulation. And certain target 
groups (e.g. young women) more than others are subject to severer 
surveillance (ibid: 157).  
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Thus, women become the targets of critique not because certain elements of 

Palestinian culture are ‘backward’ while others are ‘progressive’. Rather, the 

lifestyles and forms of sociation practiced by youth actors threaten to undo and 

unsettle hegemonic systems of sociation. For those in positions of power who 

benefit from such hierarchies, this means obvious and visible transgressions on 

the normative status quo – such as here in the heightened space of the 

performance stage – become the object of surveillance and control. As new, 

emerging forms of social interaction take up greater space (such as those I 

have described taking place in this youth scene), previous hierarchies and elite 

power centres are threatened with being dislodged. As Bayat puts it “The 

adversaries’ fear of fun revolved ultimately around the fear of exit from the 

paradigm that frames their mastery; it is about anxiety over loss of their 

“paradigm power”” (ibid: 139).  

 

Social control over young women’s cultural practices in Palestine can thus be 

taken to index generational and patriarchal anxiety about this loss of “paradigm 

power”. Given the highly visible nature of live performances, attempts to exert 

control over the gendered embodiments taking place on stage in such concerts, 

becomes a fairly straightforward way such elites can seek to contain potential 

challenges to the social orders they benefit from. Such scrutiny demonstrates 

the extent to which sites of affluent and youthful spaces that privilege 

subversive fun are productive of moral panic for those in positions of social and 

political authority.  

 

Since the types of fun pursued are socially and politically trangressive – young 

people mix with other genders; alcohol and drugs are consumed readily; non-

heteronormative sexualities are visible and enfranchised, and so on – the 

gendered identity performances that take place in them are subject to regulation 

more readily than, say, nationalist and public music performances. This is not 

because Palestinian society is somehow more ‘traditional’ than other places, 

but rather, because the threat such young people pose to the status quo is 

perceived to be so great by those who benefit from it, that they must be 

contained and reduced. This tendency is fairly typical of the way established 
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elite power centres have historically treated self-defined ‘non-conformist’ youth 

movements across the globe (see Thornton, 1995; Hebdige, 1979). 

 

2.2 Feminist Disavowals in Neoliberal Times  
 

These insights from Bayat’s (2010) work thus point us in the direction of how 

the gendered dynamics of musical prohibitions and openings traced above 

cannot be so neatly reduced to the musical scene itself. While the scene offers 

gendered opportunities as Green’s work (1997; 2002) leads us to, the selective 

way in which these are accommodated and/or taken up by young people are 

rooted in wider social, political, and economic dynamics that are specific to 

Palestine post-Oslo. In this post-Oslo context, much neoliberal reform has been 

enforced by various international funding bodies, and implemented by the PA 

on the ground. Such neo-colonial structural readjustments have worked largely 

to secure a free-market neoliberal economic model, which Palestinian and 

international elites seek to top-down sell and package to Palestinian citizens as 

‘liberal democracy’: in other words, the hallmark of the so-called ‘civilised’ world.  

 

As in all such liberal-capitalist state-systems, these stress individualism, which, 

in gendered terms, promotes the narrow agenda of gender mainstreaming (as 

opposed to sustained social critique that takes intersectional feminism as the 

more fitting ways to transform social differentiation) to enforce selective, 

modernising gender-based rights geared toward individual capacity building, 

such as the right to education and access to the workforce. This combined 

transposition of neo-colonial reform, and laissez faire capitalism on to the 

economic, social, and political landscapes of post-Oslo Palestine has worked to 

transpose largely Anglo-American, mainstream neoliberal narratives of ‘feminist’ 

equality, which situate feminist politics along a standpoint axes that stresses 

increasing female visibility in traditional male-dominated spheres equates to 

feminist-based deconstruction of patriarchal hierarchy. Such narratives 

emphasise individual-capacity building, leaving larger gendered (and other) 

productive and subjugating power hierarchies in place. The result of which is 

the normalised equating of the image of emancipated female subject-hood, with 

the productive, individuated worker-subject capitalist mechanisms of production 
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require to reproduce themselves. Neo-colonial and capitalist reforms in this way 

constitute and enforce subjectivities based on increased individuation and 

neoliberal rights and privileges.  

 

In an illuminating critique of the ways that capitalism has given women access 

to such selective rights in public spaces – such as the right to education and the 

right to enter the workforce – McRobbie (2009 [2010]) has succinctly made the 

case that such controlled access to the workplace functions to normalise the 

notion that late-modern capitalist societies are post-feminist. Since the 1980’s, 

she argues, this has instituted the belief that femininity and feminism are 

perennial others to one another, in the sense that being a feminist is to 

somehow ‘fail’ to be a woman in the way that capitalism dictates women ‘ought’ 

to be – as mothers and workers who are simultaneously educated and 

independent, but dependent on men at the same time (and of course as 

sexually attractive, beautiful, and physically fit – but not thin – while fulfilling 

such roles). As McRobbie (ibid: 110) puts it: 

 

Young women find themselves positioned in a post-feminist frame where 
notions of equality are routinely invoked, while, at the same time, new 
terms and conditions are being set. This is a socially induced imbalance 
accruing the female subject having become ‘gender aware’ as a result of 
previous feminist activity and struggles associated with sexual politics, 
while also now being expected to disregard this awareness. 

 

As McRobbie highlights, in many capitalist societies this has led to the 

construction of post-feminist ‘common sense’, in which young people no longer 

deem feminist critique necessary, because they have access to rights and 

privileges they are told are emblematic of gender ‘equality’. The selective 

freedoms capitalism has delivered to young women, McRobbie opines, have 

instituted post-feminist common-sense hegemonies that pit feminism against 

femininity, instituting what she terms the “post feminist masquerade” (ibid: 101). 

This creates the illusion that feminism is no longer required because women 

have been granted the ‘right’ to build their own capacity (via schooling and 

entrance into the economic workforce), and access the same rights and 

privileges previously reserved for men. The gendered status quo thus remains 

in tact, yet the reasons for its existence are relocated from the realities created 
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by neo-colonial and capitalist dynamics, to elements of society that bar subjects 

on an individual basis from access to the freedoms they are pursuing – for 

example, in the narratives I highlighted above that young people used to situate 

why women were less visible in the music scene than men, many cited the 

atomised units of families, society, and religion as the genesis of such 

disparities. The intersecting roles capitalism and colonialism play in maintaining 

gendered distinctions are thus subsumed beneath such modernising narratives. 

These implement initiatives that reduce gendered concerns to neoliberal, liberal 

and hegemonically ‘western’ (i.e. white and heteronormative) concerns, which 

stress gender-equality is little more than having the ‘right’ to partake in 

individual capacity building initiatives.  

 

Feminism or the embodiment of feminist sensibilities is thus reduced to being 

an exercise in personal choice. Amman-based party organiser Lubna (cited in 

section one) put it to me that while she felt the music industry as a whole is 

male-dominated, she believed that: 

 

The point [about ‘making it’ in a man’s world] is that I’m a driven person, I 
love what I’m doing, and I’m working my butt off to get there. That could 
be anyone. It could be a man, a woman, a tranny, whatever, it could be 
whatever you want, it doesn’t matter […] but I don’t think it’s about 
gender, I think it’s about standing your ground no matter what your age, 
sex, gender, sexuality – it’s important to just be yourself as a human. 
Run after what you want (interview, Amman, 02/03/2014). 

 

Her narrative emphasises the complex way in which ‘success’ is individuated, 

aligned with the capacity to be “driven”. It further echoes McRobbie’s (2009 

[2010]) point that in capitalist societies socially differentiating power relations 

gender and sex bodies differently, according to them different access to 

protection from structural violences. However such disparities are disappeared 

from public discourse. Women instead are expected to publically embody the 

post-feminist trope of the resilient ‘strong woman’, privatising the social ills that 

may or may not constrain them in order to preserve social normativity (see also 

James, 2015). This was echoed by Amal, a Haifa-based arts curator and 

frequent party-goer in her late twenties, who told me that: 
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…it’s [classed and gendered power relations] not related to art. Here [in 
Haifa], we are all middle class. We don’t feel it. Now, with the new 
generation, the art world is middle class - you don’t feel the class divides.  

 

I asked at this point about gender divides, and she replied that: 

 

You don’t feel it, because we [the Israeli government] passed the 
Woman Empowerment Bill, we passed it. I’m talking about Haifa. I don’t 
think you feel it [gendered disparities]. And in Ramallah [where she 
works], all the directors of Sakaini [cultural centre], and all the other arts 
centres are women (interview, Haifa, 03/06/2014). 

 

Her thoughts relayed here echo McRobbie’s (2009 [2010]) point that state-

regulations, and increased visibility of women in public roles, normalises “post-

feminist” common sense that negate feminist discourse and praxis to the realm 

of the unnecessary. My inclusion of such narratives here is not to suggest that 

the young women I spoke with are living in a state of false consciousness, it is 

rather to demonstrate the highly complex ways that the technologies of 

capitalism and colonialism functions productively, instituting novel gendered 

controls through the normalisation of neoliberal subjectivities.    

 

3) Queering the Stage Electronically 
 

Finally, there are also some important points of departure in sites of youthful 

party-going that challenge the way such modernist and normative nationalised 

identity discourses interpellate bodies to stages in the youth cultural scene. In a 

similar vein that room for signifying different modes of gendered subjectivities 

proliferate in the spatialities of liminal dance floors, there are also important 

queer transgressions that challenge heteronormative constellations of sexuality 

in these secular youthful semi-publics. As we have seen, in genres that 

privilege singing, women find they are able to become intelligible as subjects on 

stage through highly stylised and gendered fault lines. Concerts of this ilk tend 

also to create heightened performance spaces in which the audience focuses 

on the activity of the performers on stage. In the rave and club cultures of Haifa, 

however, where music is digitally and electronically devised and transmitted 

from stage to audience by a DJ, the amplified focus on activity taking place on 

performance stages is reduced. Unlike the hip-hop and indie gigs in the urban 
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centres of Amman and Ramallah outlined above (and also in chapter five), club 

cultures such as those in Haifa enable for transgressions on heteronormative 

cartographies of self and other to take place on stage as well as off stage.  

 

To illustrate with an example, a few weeks after attending the ḥafla ṭabī‘a 
elaborated in the opening section of this chapter, I went to a party at Wunderbar 

club in downtown Haifa. It was summer in 2014, and at the time such parties 

were held every other Thursday, under the tutelage of the Haifa-based 

Palestinian arts and cultural collective, Jazar Crew77; attended largely by the 

same group of ‘hip’ young people who had been in the rave described at the 

chapter’s outset. At about 10 o’clock in the evening, I received a text message 

from a friend on my mobile phone. It read: “Sami will pick you up at around 

11pm, but tonight you can call him Samira”, which was followed by an image of 

a ‘winky face’ emoticon. Sami is a name that evokes gendered connotations of 

masculinity, and is normatively associated with bodies gendered male; Samira, 

semiotically marks the reverse. Sami was Dj-ing at the club that night, and it 

was in this latter capacity – as Samira – that s/he wished to be referred for the 

duration of the party.  

 

At around 2 or 3 am, Samira took over the stage from the DJ who had been 

playing before. Gone were the casual shorts and vest Sami had been wearing 

when we arrived. Instead, Samira was decked out in a floor-length blue dress, 

with khol-pencilled eyes, and high-heeled shoes. Around her shoulders hung 

thick, unkempt hair, offset by a long unruly beard. Samira’s bodily presentation 

thus visibly straddled normative tropes of femininity with those of masculinity in 

a highly stylised fashion: the thick, unkempt beard juxtaposing the high-femme 

style of the dress and the high heels. This type of dressing is known as 

“genderfucking” – the deliberate mixing of ‘male’ and ‘female’ identity markers 

on the body to discursively ‘fuck’ gendered signs that taxonomize bodies into 

discrete and self-contained entities, thus demonstrating the performative nature 

of gendered identities themselves. For the spatially and temporarily-bound 

duration the dance party, and as a DJ on stage, Sami/Samira’s body lies 

somewhere between the interfaces of intelligibility that deliver to bodies 
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recognisability as subjects in hegemonic and normative discourse of gendered 

selfhood.   

 

Using drag to present the body in this way is a highly stylised mechanism that 

exaggerates hegemonic tropes of masculinity and femininity that inhere in 

particularly modernist constellations of patriarchal power. On the one hand, the 

dress and the high heels parody the effeminate behaviours of normative female 

sexuality, amplifying the way women’s bodies in patriarchy function as objects 

of heterosexual masculine desire. On the other hand, the scruffy beard and 

unkempt hair vamp up discourses of rugged masculinity and male virility (see 

Geczy & Karaminas, 2013: 18-22). Discourses of gender and sexuality are thus 

embodied on and through the body in multiple and contradictory ways, 

highlighting the fictive nature of narratives that suggest a ‘natural’ connection 

between the always-already sexed body, always-already ‘coherent’ gendered 

identity, and always-already heterosexual sexual desires. Such identity 

performances thus expose the highly performative nature of even the most 

mundane and everyday performances of identity. In the particularities of the 

Palestinian context, such ‘failed’ reiterations of gendered identities also entirely 

disrupt the gendered codes that classical nationalist discourse, and its 

associated top-down national identities, (re)produces, turning on their head the 

normativities such regulatory narratives signify about ideal-type Palestinian 

femininity and masculinity. Such cultural spaces thus transmit gendered 

embodiments that create pockets on the fringes of wider, orthodox public 

cultures.  

 

4) Conclusions 
 

This chapter extended my research premise that where consumption practices 

have been relatively neglected in studies of Palestinian popular musics, their 

gendered dimensions have received even less attention. Thus, taking a 

gendered lens, and applying it to live music performances, I traced different 

identity performances to argue that the urban, secular, and largely middle-class 

semi-public spaces outlined in chapter five, are also productive of liminalities 

that enable those who use them to transgress and play with normative 
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gendered regimes that structure orthodox public spaces, which are, in these 

youthful caesuras, temporarily relaxed (see also Armbrust, 1998). 

 

I split my approach between two main zones of inquiry. Breaking the larger 

macro-spatiality of dance events down into micro-interstices, I contrasted and 

compared divergent gendered embodiments on dance floors with those on 

performance stages. In the former, I argued that the body politics of modernity 

and classical national public cultures and identities are relaxed (although 

Palestinian particularity is maintained), and transgressions on normative modes 

of gendered subjectivity affectively realised on and through the dancing body. 

On dance floors, the gender binary is less rigidly disciplinary. Young people 

narrate their engagement in raves as affective processes of de-individuation, 

which many report produce powerful feelings of unity and community that 

transcend the individual. In such moments, femininities, masculinities, and 

queer subjectivities centred on pleasure, joy, and subversive fun proliferate.  

 

Such identity performances are reflected and enabled in fashion practices, as 

well as styles of dancing. These emerging significations of gendered identity do 

not, however, reveal teleological progress (or stagnation) in the marking of 

gendered selves. Instead, I argued that shifts in dress styles highlight changing 

modes of femininity and masculinity, which, in post-Oslo Palestine, are closely 

tied to the middle-class and neoliberal ‘turn’ explored elsewhere in this thesis. 

Affluent and secular young Palestinians find themselves ever more able to mark 

their desired social and political distinctions from what they narrate the cultural 

‘mainstream’ through their consumption of particular translocal fashion items. In 

this way, then, while certain constellations of gender normativity may be undone 

in the dance cultures I surveyed, new globalising subjectivising regimes are in 

their place are evoked. Tracing micro-dress practices is thus important because 

it enables us to empirically analyse shifts in wider, macro-political and social 

dynamics in the contemporary moment. 

 

Shifting focus to the heightened space of the performance stage, I subsequently 

made the case that less scope is available for young people to play with 

gendered norms therein. This is especially so when women are interpellated to 
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stages as singers. Men and women in the music scene often highlighted their 

perceptions that there is a demand from musicians in male-dominated bands to 

find female singers to supply vocals to their acts. This means women often find 

themselves able to take up space on stage as singers, in roles that privilege 

their explicitly female singing voices.  

 

Such divisions of labour are also reinforced through movement and dress 

practices, which on stages similarly evoke clearer-cut gendered distinctions of 

bodies than on dance floors. Musicians’ gestures and ways of presenting their 

bodies while performing live, for example, often mirror normative modernist and 

national gendered cartographies of body-knowledges. Female singers are often 

small and slight, take up minimal space on stage, movement is contained, and 

they adorn their bodies with feminised identity markers, such as delicate silver 

jewellery. While not impossible, generally speaking transgression between 

these male and female gendered sites of experience and bodily performativity is 

more rigidly maintained than in spaces off stage. Young women especially 

reported during interviews that they felt their clothing choices were subject to 

greater scrutiny than their male counterparts, especially when they appeared in 

styles departing from local norms. In these instances, female bodies on stage 

act as flashpoints for competing interests between differently situated social and 

political actors.  

 

The reasons for this are complex and interlinked. In accounting for such 

dynamics, and a line of argument musical practitioners often use, is that this 

subaltern music scene is itself gendered, and contains powerful male and 

female identarian norms. Thus, gendered musical divisions of labour are 

instituted in and at the ‘alternative’ Palestinian youth network because, in 

borrowing transglobal cultural forms from elsewhere, it has inherited certain 

gendered stereotypes that are inherent to particular musical forms and styles 

(metal and rock music are male domains, for example). In this way, specific 

musical genres are described and situated as containing disciplinary ideas 

about ‘appropriate’ gendered roles for men and women that vary according to 

sonic sound and its associated style. Young musicians take up and (re)transmit 

such norms as they are socialised to embody the habitus (see Bourdieu, 1984) 
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and its attendant “subcultural capitals” (Thornton, 1995) the scene produces. 

These shape the material spaces men and women are able (and not able) to 

take up as they play and listen to music. In this way, the forms of socialisation in 

the scene, and the different opportunities these make available to male and 

female musicians, works to simultaneously gender the music itself, and produce 

certain ideas about who does what on stage and how.  

 

While it is certainly true that musics do indeed contain gendered norms, 

pushing to complicate this slightly reductive argument, however, I further 

suggested such prohibitions cannot be so neatly reduced to the music scene 

itself. While it offers gendered opportunities, these are also rooted in wider 

local, regional, and transnational social, political, and economic dynamics. I 

offered two lines of argument for deepening this somewhat culturalising 

argument scene members used to explain the gendered division of musical 

labour. I argued on the one hand that such conflict arises because music that 

performs social orders against the grain of established hierarchies, threatens 

the “paradigm power” (Bayat, 2010: 139) of the generational and patriarchal 

elite who benefit from such structures. These youthful actors thus find their non-

conformist gendered performances are subject to greater levels of scrutiny, 

because they unsettle the pre-existing status quo. Rather than pointing to 

inherently ‘traditional’ aspects of the contexts my research focuses on, I instead 

suggested that gendered embodiments on stages are subject to discipline by 

powerful elites outside the scene, because they more visibly and overtly flout 

social orders that grant such powerful actors social power. Such external 

crackdowns on youthful cultural practices thus highlight power struggles 

between the established order and emergent youthful negotiations with it. 

These disputes are, in other words, political, rather than cultural, timeless, or 

particular to the Palestinian case. 

 

On the other hand, I contextualised this argument by drawing on narratives 

some young women in the music scene use to talk about these dynamics. On 

several occasions, in spite of the political power struggles that materialise in 

gendered asymmetries, many stressed that such structural disparities could be 

overcome through individual perseverance and hard work. These narratives, I 
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suggested, resonate with the neoliberal subjectivising discourses that shape 

capitalist societies, and which promote individual capacity building (such as the 

acquisition of education and economic employment) as end points in 

themselves. Globally speaking, and in feminist terms, such shifts institute post-

feminist ‘common sense’, whereby feminism is no longer a necessary 

endeavour because women have ‘won’ the ‘right’ to work and pursue an 

education alongside their male counterparts (see McRobbie, 2009 [2010]: 110). 

While impartial, certainly not uniform, and incomplete, I suggested that such 

narratives in the Palestinian context may highlight the impact the more recent 

colonially-enforced and PA administered shift toward neoliberal governance is 

having on some affluent and globalised young women’s approach to their 

gendered positions in society. This effectively shrouds the role colonialism and 

capitalism play in creating and perpetuating structural inequality, re-locating the 

emphasis for overcoming social ills onto the individual. Such discourses thus 

situate that for a woman to ‘make it’ in the male dominated world of music, all 

she need do is work hard and she will achieve her aims.  

 

Throughout this chapter, then, my aim has been twofold. On the one hand, I 

have described and analysed the particular gendered identity performances 

taking place in and at the ‘alternative’ Palestinian music scene. On the other, I 

have extended on the social and political alliances, and the global trajectories of 

identity and consumption, this translocal music scene in Palestine is imbricated 

in. It is to this analytic that I now turn.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
TRAVELLING MUSICS 

 
July 2015, Charlton Park, UK. 47SOUL are mid-way through their set at the 

World of Music Arts and Dance (WOMAD) festival, an annual British four-day 

camping event specialising in ‘world’ music genres, marketed primarily to 

middle-class, left-leaning, and family-orientated consumers. Despite the rain, a 

sizeable crowd have gathered to watch the “Palestinian… collective with plenty 

of region specific groove”.78 The projected Palestinianness of the performers is 

not lost on this audience. Several are waving large Palestinian flags from the 

spectator space, and more are clad in the black and white chequered kūfīya 

than are not. Intermittent cheers of “free Palestine!” erupt throughout the show, 

eliciting vocal exclamations of support across the throng of hippy-ish, thirty-plus, 

mainly white-British festival-goers.  

 

On stage, the four-piece, all-male ensemble are jubilantly pounding out their 

characteristically eclectic “electronic Palestinian street music”79 – a heady 

mixture of dancehall, reggae, rnb, and electro-synth - to those assembled to 

watch. Quite abruptly, the sound is tripped and the lights cut. A shrill, piercing 

siren fills the sonic silence, and from the stage Walaa shouts dramatically: 

“everybody duck! Get down, get down! Quickly! Get down!”. In the audience, we 

duly obey, crouching apprehensively on the ground. A few confused faces 

inquisitively examine the darkness. Erratic spotlights flash on-and-off above the 

stage, and cut-up, distorted sounds echo eerily through the amps. Walaa, 

peering out across the top of the crowd into an imagined distance, calls again: 

“Is everybody OK? Hamza, are you ok? Tareq? Ramsey [the other band 

members]? Is everybody alive? Look to your left, you right – is there blood? Are 

there bodies? Are you hurt? Check your neighbours are not injured – 

everybody, is everybody alive?”. The lights continue to flash and the warped 

samples loop. The evocation of a Palestinian – Gazan even - landscape is 

clear. 

 

Straightening up to address us on the dance floor explicitly now, Walaa asks: 

“are you ready to do what we do at home when the F16’s have left? When the 

helicopters have gone? When the bombs have stopped falling?”. The crowd 
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erupts into whoops of applause (as much, I think, in equal part appreciation and 

muted relief that this ephemeral encounter with the sonic-scape of Gaza is at an 

end), and the sound system is re-booted, eliciting the much more familiar timbre 

of 47SOUL’s next track. In time with the mijwez-inspired piano-synth beats 

Ramsey is playing from his electric keyboard, Walaa begins to dance the 

dabka. Grabbing hold of the two ends of the white kūfīya draped across his 

shoulders, he stretches his arms out and uses the fabric to emphasise the way 

he moves his body. The crowd cheer wildly, and those in the audience who 

know the moves mimic him, reciting a few steps of the dabka together. There is 

no nuance here. Temporarily, this rainy, quintessentially British field has been 

transformed into the performative embodiment of a besieged Palestine, and the 

band (and their audience) signifiers of national struggle, the transmitters of 

subversive resistance, their music a site of protest. 

 

1) Performing the Nation? 
 

The identity performances taking shape in this event are deeply at odds with 

those I have been so far surveying. Throughout this thesis, I have been pushing 

to frame young, urban Palestinians’ translocal musical practices beyond the co-

optation/dissent binary. To recall especially the argument deployed in chapter 

four, I made the case that many artists (those in 47SOUL included) take issue 

with having their musics reduced to singular citations of the hitherto hegemonic 

national-resistance movement in Palestine. Instead, they stress the 

intersectional nature of the multiple subject positions they embody, taking care 

to be seen as musicians in their own rights, rather than as always-already 

nationalised subjects whose cultural practices are intelligible primarily as 

reiterations of national metanarratives. In that chapter especially, I took issue 

with Jameson’s (1986) claim that all so called third-world cultural production 

functions as national allegory, showing how many such ‘third worldists’ explicitly 

challenge being represented through discourses of the nation above all other 

indices of identity.   

 

Re-visiting and re-framing Jameson (1986) with this vignette from the WOMAD 

festival in mind, however, it appears that this impetus has been inverted. Where 
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on one hand and in one context, cultural producers are at great pains to 

disarticulate themselves from the regulatory grid of the national, on the other 

hand and in a different context, performing the nation – and importantly 

transmitting it as a site of struggle, protest, and dissent – becomes paramount. 

This posits that although nationalised metanarratives do not across the board 

drive so-called ‘third world’ cultural production as Jameson (1986) advances, 

they may be capable of shaping how cultural production is interpreted. This 

raises several questions about the ways different institutional settings shape 

how aesthetic content is both performed and read, and moreover the extent to 

which these change according to audience and location. In short, expanding 

Jameson’s (1986) more rigid paradigm enables greater inquiry to be made into 

when, by whom, and for what purposes national signification is read into cultural 

artefacts. This gets closer to probing how different manifestations of power 

create shifts in processes of reception. Asking how Jameson’s (1986) national 

allegory functions differently in different places thus embeds politics spatially, 

stressing that the meanings inherent in social practices are never fixed. 

Contextualising when certain identities – for our purposes nationalised ones – 

become dominant (or not), means drawing out the ways individual subjects take 

up, subvert, transform, or indeed are recruited by the identities offered to them 

in specific institutional settings. 

 

Until now, the content I have been charting has focused on the functionalities of 

musical practices in Palestinian localities. In this final chapter, I expand this 

research focus outwards, away from the local, to consider what happens to 

these cultural works when they travel and take up space in wider, global and 

transnational trajectories of circulation and consumption. Using examples from 

the UK (mainly London), I ask how the political identities musicians deploy their 

musics to perform shift according to audience, geopolitical location, and the 

institution hosting them – and importantly why this may be the case. I argue that 

when performing in non-local spaces outside of Palestine, these young actors 

and their cultural output are (re)nationalised, represented as embodying the 

nation and national identity above and beyond all other configurations of 

subjectivity.  
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As point of parenthesis, this chapter is about how musicians perform their own 

political identities, and/or have them inscribed institutionally for them when they 

travel, because I am interested in understanding the global flows that facilitate 

and inhibit passage of certain cultural practices (and not others). Undoubtedly 

these are touched by the politics of reception, but this chapter is not a 

straightforward investigation of audience members’ attitudes toward such 

performances, and neither is it an enquiry into the structural functionality of the 

venues and festivals I discuss. Thus, the offering made here is not intended to 

denigrate these livelihood-seeking artists, well-meaning leftist audiences, or 

their sympathetic-institutional backers: I am (as a white British leftist) in many 

ways as complicit in these dynamics as I am critically enquiring. While these are 

all certainly ripe grounds for further analysis, they remain beyond the scope of 

this chapter.  

 

The contribution I do make is centred around three interrelated questions: what 

are the particular musical sensibilities and aesthetics that find they are granted 

passage to performance spaces such as London; what are the channels of 

mediation that enable them to get there; and why do they materialise once there 

in the manner that they do? Since 47SOUL have the largest UK-based 

presence out of all those I worked with during and after fieldwork – and because 

I need an empirical entrance point into the broader political themes I am 

discussing here - I maintain in the interim the analytic interest in the social and 

political meanings they ascribe, and have ascribed, to their musics as they 

travel. As I build up the picture I am advancing, however, I do offer 

supplementary material from other cases and examples as I layer my argument. 

These micro-level lines of enquiry are further offset in relation to what they 

mean now, in this particular cultural moment. In other words, what is the 

significance of the London music scene becoming a performance site for self-

styled ‘alternative’ Palestinian musicians, at a time in which the British 

government continues to actively sponsor the colonisation of the Levant it 

fostered some one-hundred years ago; not only lending substantial financial 

and moral support to the Zionist project in Palestine, but further bolstering a 

series of wars in Iraq, Afghanistan, Libya, and elsewhere in the context of the 

so-called ‘war on terror’.  
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2) Mandating Palestine: Performing Multicultural Britain 
 

In 2011, the British Conservative-Liberal Democrat coalition government 

launched the Shubbak (window in Arabic) Festival in London, UK. Conveyed by 

the then-Mayor of London, Boris Johnson; sponsored by major banking 

conglomerate HSBC, as well as art giants like the Gulf-based AM Qattan 

Foundation, the British Council, and Arts Council England; and hosted by many 

cultural centres throughout the capital (including such bastions of British art as 

the Southbank Centre, the V&A, the British Museum, and the Tate Modern); this 

three-week, multi-sited event was (echoing its name) intended to offer “a 

window on contemporary Arab culture”, showcasing arts, music, dance, film, 

visual arts, literature and other cultural projects from the MENA region to 

audiences in the UK.80 Evidently proud of their work, a state-issued bulletin 

about the event on the UK government’s website stresses that such a festival 

has: 

 

…special resonance in light of the extraordinary changes that have 
swept the region in the past month. For the Foreign and Commonwealth 
Office the festival is an opportunity to celebrate Arab youth 
empowerment and freedom of expression through the arts.81  

 

This was 2011, a cultural moment in which the so-called Arab Spring had, quite 

literally, just ‘sprung’. Harnessing that mood, this statement discursively 

positions the UK state on the ‘good’ side of a crudely articulated divide between 

‘progressive’ “Arab youth” fighting for “freedom”, and their authoritarian elders 

who repress them (see Gonzalez-Quijano, 2013) - notwithstanding the historical 

role British empire played in empowering such so-called tribal, national, 

religious, and other social structures and their elites (see Mitchell, 1998). 

Festivals that display the cultural practices of always already ‘others’ are hyper-

performative sites for staging and projecting particular national and ‘racial’ 

imaginaries onto the international arena (Maria, 2008b). Constituting powerful 

ideas about who ‘we’ are and what ‘we’ do, already in its antecedents the state-

directed repertoire of meaning impressed into Shubbak was heavily invested in 

producing and transmitting ideas about (neo)liberal British multiculturalism to 

people in Britain, as well as outward onto the world stage. The festival is 
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currently London’s largest festival of Arab arts and culture in the UK capital, 

running biennially, although there are many other UK-governmentally instituted 

ones like it, notable among them being the annual Eid Festival held in Trafalgar 

Square at the end of Ramadan. 82  

 

On the 6th July 2013, 47SOUL were invited to perform under the tutelage of 

Shubbak, in co-operation with UK outfit Borderless Beats, in the festival’s 

closing show at the Flyover Club on Portobello Road, North-West London. This 

gig marked the beginning of the band’s to-date on-going musical sojourn in the 

UK. The group comprises four young male musicians from across the Levant 

(despite the performative citation of Gazan heritage in the WOMAD 

performance, they are in fact connected to middle-class enclaves in Al-

Bireh/Ramallah, Jerusalem, Irqrit, Haifa, Amman, and Washington DC); and 

their sound is translocal and hybridised, cutting up and mixing Arabic reggae, 

hip-hop, and mijwiz solos generated on analog synthesisers; overtop of electro-

beats, rai, and afrobeat grooves. Lyrically, they deliver content in both English 

and Arabic, and describe their geographical affiliations as “rooted in Bilad Al-

Sham, spanning the divides from Amman to the Galilee, and the Golan Heights 

to Ramallah”.83 Despite their shared Palestinian lineage, notably (and self-

consciously) absent in their self-description are the loaded geopolitical signifiers 

of Palestine, and the Palestinian. 

 

Their institutional hosts, Borderless Beats, put together several posters to 

advertise this show for the Shubbak Festival. As an organisation, Borderless 

Beats describe themselves as showcasing musicians who “embody a universal 

message of freedom”, whereby music “exercises and celebrates our ability to 

transcend cultural and physical borders” rallying: “Let celebration be our means 

to connect, our path to experiencing freedom in the face of any circumstance”.84 

This new-age, progressive, and humanising perspective is reflected in the 

repertoire of images that went into circulation about this event. The first [see 

Figure 4], displayed in the Shubbak Festival programme, features a red and 

black image of singer Walaa with a kūfīya tied around his head, and a 

microphone in one hand.  
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Image removed by author for copyrite reasons  

 

FIGURE 4: Advertisement for Shubbak Festival85
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There are a few lines of text below the image, which state the performance is 

“showcasing new Palestinian Hip-Hop and Roots Music” and that this is 

“bringing together inspiring young Palestinian artists from the USA, UK and both 

sides of the Jordan river”. Addressing the gaze of a potential audience directly, 

it implores in the imperative: “See traditional Palestinian dance performed to 

dub beats, remixed Palestinian folk songs, and the poetic rhymes of Palestine’s 

sharpest hip-hop emcees” (my emphasis), the addition of the verb “see” 

constituting all attendees as voyeurs (rather than participants) onto practices 

here positioned as culturally alien and Other to the quotidian of life in London.   
 

As a visual force of documentation (whether consciously or not), this poster 

offers a particularly neoliberal form of multiculturalism, using the loaded signifier 

of ‘the Palestinian’ to market and sell the implied diversity of these cultural 

producers to their audience. On the one hand, this discursively constitutes a 

folkloric national imaginary, which (re)nationalises its Palestinian subject. The 

performance space and the bodies within it are thus to be read as containing 

and transmitting particularly Palestinian-ised folkloric products, heritages, and 

customs. Narratives of the Palestinian nation move to the fore as primary 

mechanisms of mediation in the production of intelligibility about this cultural 

event. On the other hand, however, the representational frame the poster sets 

up sustains a further grid of intelligibility that inserts a new, up-dated, twenty-

first-century layer to the cultural practices on display – these are ‘modern’ and 

young Palestinians who “remix” such ‘traditions’ by way of the global protest 

genres par excellence, hip-hop and dub music. The Palestinianness of this 

event is foreground in this particular document, interpellating the band at the 

interface of the modernity/tradition binary so beloved of colonial and neo-

colonial logics, while other, non-nationalised and non-culturalised subjectivities 

are subsumed beneath this textual metanarrative. 

 

These framing techniques resonate across a number of other visual medias put 

to work to advertise the concert. The image below [Figure 5], circulated on 

social media webpages such as Facebook, as well as Shubbak and Borderless 

Beats’ on-line repositories, further foregrounds tropes of cultural and national-

level Palestinianness into the terrain of intelligibility it constitutes. 
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Image removed for copyrite reasons by author  

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

FIGURE 5: Advertisement for Borderless Beats 
 

Unlike the previous image [Figure 4], the visual field this evokes is in full-scale 

colour. Also featuring the band’s singer Walaa, it depicts him with a black and 

white chequered kūfīya arranged around his head and shoulders, his face 

exposed. He is looking away from the voyeur, staring out to an imaginary 

horizon. Echoing the discursive tradition/modernity binary that mediated the 

previous poster, his clothing style evokes a similar liminality or threshold 

between the so-called customary past and progressive future. He wears a 

‘formal’, light-coloured suit jacket over the top of a t-shirt. However in place of 

the mandatory jeans that the ‘jeans and t-shirt’ globalised youth fashion-

markers of modernity demands, he wears dark, loose fitted trousers with a 

‘traditional’ red and green, brightly-coloured and embroidered belt. As embodied 

identity performances, these write his body through coded signifiers of ‘the 

present’ that remain perennially fused to ‘the past’, producing a Palestinian 

national subject who is both ‘traditional’ and ‘modern’.  

 

This interface between traditional and modern national imaginaries is further 

elaborated through the backdrop that underlays his body in the image. He 

appears standing on a mound of grey rocks, the landscape behind him arid, 

accompanied by a darkening sky approaching dusk. Only small, almost 

indistinguishable clusters of light, assumedly from towns below the hill on which 

Walaa is perched, interrupt the biblical imaginary this landscape evokes. I am 

reminded of a line from the first page of Edward Said’s (1978: 1) seminal 

“Orientalism” in looking on this image, where he remarks that: “The Orient was 

almost a European invention, and had been since antiquity a place of romance, 
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exotic beings, haunting memories and landscapes, remarkable experience”. 

Indeed, in case we were in any way in doubt that all this is intended to conjure a 

Palestinian presence somewhere between the old and the new, some text 

positioned to the left of his body gently reinforces what the performatic (Taylor, 

2003) space of the picture has been telling us: that this show is explicitly for the 

exhibit of “Palestinian Dabka, Hip Hop, Gnawa, Reggae, & Middle Eastern 

Dance Cuts”.  

 

This repertoire of images thus on the one hand plays with age-old Orientalist 

spectacles of the exotic and untameable Arab man, who is perennially located 

in a wild and rugged naturalistic countryside. As a representation, this is highly 

stylised around reductive folklorising national culture. On the other, however, 

this discursive frame is interestingly injected with new-age and updated 

modernist paraphernalia, embodied in the addition of global musical forms (hip-

hop) and clothing styles (the t-shirt and suit jacket). These embodied registers 

stage an almost hyper-orientalist perspective, which – in the context of the 

festival - intersects and sustains a particularly British hyper-multiculturalism 

premised on the selective and disciplined visibility of ethnicised ‘others’ who are 

like and unlike ‘ourselves’. 

 

The final promotional image [Figure 6] I want to highlight introduces a slightly 

different visual regime of signification. The text on this advertisement supplies 

that the 6th July concert is “Celebrating 4 of the most inspiring young performers 

from Palestine”, again emphasising that this is an event in which the Palestinian 

imagined nation, and top-down Palestinianness, are foreground. The 

performatic space in the poster augments this paradigm. Depicting a hooded, 

presumably (although ambiguously) male figure in the standardised jeans-and-

t-shirt markers of youth-hood, the image shows him/her leaping, arms 

outstretched, through an opening between a series of ominous grey slabs of 

concrete – presumably the apartheid wall that strangulates the West Bank from 

the rest of Palestine. Capturing the act of breaking free from constraint, the 

embodied meanings this poster transmits layer the concert with significance as 

a site of protest. In addition to staging ‘authentic’ and re-mixed national 

Palestinian cultural practices, then, this visual illusion toward young people 
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asserting their freedom further constitutes the performance as a site of dissent, 

resistance, and youthful rebellion. That this is firmly in keeping with the 

romanticised constructions of Arab Muslim youths that emerged across many 

western backdrops during the so-called the ‘Arab Spring’, highlights how heavily 

invested such power centres are in upholding particular sorts of young people 

as forces of change in the region. Departing from the ways that young 

musicians and their audiences negotiate national and resistance discourses at 

the local level, the layering of visual meaning such posters evoke repositions 

such paradigms as central and essentialising mediators of these art forms. 

 

Image removed by author for copyrite reasons  

 

 

 

 

 

 

FIGURE 6: Advertisement for Borderless Beats 2 
 

Such discourses of resistance shaped further scaffolds through which this 

performance achieved corporeality. The promoters at Borderless Beats 

describe this group’s sonic style as “real revolutionary party music” on their 

website, stressing that 47SOUL use their music to deliver messages of 

“freedom and equality”86 to a global audience; which, in the context of the 

Shubbak event, the band members add on their Facebook page (as of 2015) 

that they create "The futuristic sound of a Palestinian party music for the 

masses", citing especially the tropes of the “Palestinian wedding” and “the 

Palestinian street” as primary influences on their cultural output and 

performance style.87 This statement from the band is especially revealing. 

Authenticating their cultural output through recourse to sites of Palestinianness, 

it is full of interesting slippages. Departing from their aforementioned stipulation 

that they trace their lineage to bilad al-sham, they press here that focus is 

invested in the imagined Palestinian national community.  
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There is, then, a narrative frame starting to emerge about how this band is 

permitted to take up space in London. As an institution and a discursive field, 

the festival and its documents foreground these performers are ‘good’ Arabs, 

because they make use of modern musical genres and styles of dressing 

recognisable to non-Arab audiences. Interestingly, at the same time this further 

interpellates their cultural practices through the lens of national protest and 

dissent. Such representations thus merge two contradictory framing tendencies. 

On the one hand, they thrive on ‘world’ music genres, stressing the ‘exotic’ and 

‘cultural’ otherness of these musicians when they travel. This functions in a 

straightforward fashion through orientalising narratives, and are thus 

unambiguously depoliticising. On the other hand, however, such stylisations are 

importantly not only abstracted through culture. As most clearly illustrated in 

Figure 6, they also foreground political resistance music, and identity politics. 

Stressing Palestine, resistance, and solidarity, such representations centre on a 

national struggle, and thus depart from typical folklorising paradigms, in their 

construction. While remaining reductively stylised around nationalised identity, 

these are achieved not only through culture, but also politics (on the level of 

Palestine). Here, then, we see how two conventionally hostile narrative 

frameworks both folklorise and politicise these performers as they are marketed 

to international audiences when they travel.    

 

This latter point is crucial. Centralising resistance, and yet without stipulating 

who or what is being resisted, the paradigm of revolution functions as an empty 

signifier that markets – via the loaded icon of ‘the Palestinian’ – particular 

cultural and political imaginaries to a potential audience in the UK. In an 

interesting shift, resistance is centralised, and yet emptied of political agency, 

deployed in the service of the capitalist exchange economy. This points to the 

manifestations of power that transform musical production from art-as-process 

into art-as-product, largely by ‘selling’ Palestine in performances via the way 

musicians’ identities are embodied and represented (see also Toukan, 2011: 

25-26; 2013: 59). These specific representations of musicians as embodied 

Palestinian subjects also create grids of intelligibility through which spectators 

are encouraged to interpret the performing bodies they observe in the time-

space of the concert. 
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These folkloric and resistance frameworks were reiterated with quite striking 

visibility in the embodied space of the performance itself. It attracted a fairly 

uniform crowd, mixed between London’s ‘hippyish’ left-wing and predominantly 

white Palestine solidarity student activists, as well as Arab twenty-somethings 

who move in the capital’s arts circles. As with the audiences I have been 

describing throughout the thesis, those in this particular audience also 

materialised according to ‘hip’ and ‘hippy’ fashion codes, and more wore the 

kūfīya than did not. The four band members echoed these hyphenated hipster-

nationalistic dress practices; clad in the ubiquitous youth jeans-and-t-shirt, yet 

intersected with markers of Palestinian national and collective identities. 

Percussionist and emcee Tareq kept a black and white chequered kūfīya 

stuffed into the back pocket of his low-slung jeans throughout their set, and (as 

in Figure 4) singer Walaa had secured his own white kūfīya to his head with an 

‘iqāl 88. He wore also a t-shirt with “Iqrith” emblazed across the front in Arabic, 

evoking his ancestral village ethnically cleansed in 1948 (see Pappe, 2006a). 

Pianist Ramsey was further displaying a kūfīya as a decorative covering for the 

table his electric keyboard stood on. The white-British drummer performing with 

the band also had a black-and-white kūfīya wrapped around his head.  

 

In keeping with the promotional material vowing patrons would “see Palestinian 

dance…and Palestinian folk songs” premised through the lens of a vaguely 

articulated national-resistance discourse, brightly coloured - not exactly 

Palestinian but very definitely ‘ethnically other’ - patterned fabrics had been 

erected on the walls surrounding the stage. The band’s set was punctuated with 

declarations from Walaa that “this is the Palestinian resistance style!” and “from 

Africa to Palestine, the sunlight will shine!”, tracing Palestine through resistance 

genealogies linked to the African diaspora. Such utterances were reinforced 

through the band’s lyrics, their English content defiantly declaring universal 

messages such as “Every land is a holy land! Every people is a promised 

people!”, speaking back to the Zionist slogan that exclusively offers the Jewish 

people biblical rights and ethno-national superiority in Palestine. The 

Palestinian (national) character of the performance was further indexed through 

the band’s choice of hyphenated instrumentation (a fusion of darabūka and duff 
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based percussion, and electric guitar riffs and piano synths); and dance 

practices on stage, revolving around the dabke. That the band members appear 

on stage in the kūfīya, playing ‘traditional’ Arabic instruments and producing 

‘traditional’ Arabic sounds, thus further reinforcing the centrality of the 

nationalised signifiers set up in the advertising material circulated prior to the 

gig.  

 

 

FIGURE 7 [above]: 47SOUL performing at The Flyover Club, Portobello 
Road, London 06/07/2013 (photograph Polly Withers) 
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FIGURE 8: 47SOUL performing at The Flyover Club, Portobello Road, 
London 06/07/2013 (photograph Polly Withers) 
 

Shadia Mansour – the self-titled “First Lady of Arabic Hip-Hop” – also performed 

alongside 47SOUL at this event. Shadia is an emcee who grew up in South 

London, and as a third-generation refugee has lineage roots to Haifa. Her work 

is heavily invested in the resistance paradigm, and she characteristically 

performs wearing the full ‘traditional’ Palestinian thūb, as she did on this 

occasion. Unlike her male counterparts who inscribe national identities on their 

bodies using mobile identity markers (a kūfīya shoved in the back pocket of a 

pair of trousers can be easily discarded), which are offset to other regimes of 

stylistic identity signification (the jeans and the global-modernist aesthetic of 

youth this evokes, for example); Shadia’s body takes up space on stage with a 

much narrower line of denotation on its horizon: she is a Palestinian woman, 

wearing ‘traditional’ Palestinian clothes, that embody the Palestinian nation 

(despite the fact that the dress practices she employs in her everyday life centre 

on the urban fashions of South London).  

 

Thus, not only does the visual regime on offer in this performance hail 

nationalised subjects, it also genders the nationalistic agencies being made 
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material. As Middle East-based feminist scholars have tirelessly pointed, the 

hegemonic national work ascribed to male and female bodies is regulatory, and 

different. Shadia thus appears here as the transmitter of a timeless Palestinian 

essence, in which women are responsible for repeatedly “birthing” the nation 

(Kanaaneh, 2002; Yuval-Davis, 1997) by reproducing the premises of a 

culturally ‘pure’ identity on which it is based. 

 

 
FIGURE 9 [above]: Shadia Mansour performing at the Flyover Club, 
Portobello Road, London, 06/07/2013 (photograph Polly Withers) 
 

This performance, then, is heavy with national signification. However, this is not 

a normative criticism that these musicians should, or should not, be taking up 
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such identities as they travel to, and perform in, transnational spaces. Instead, 

artists’ identity embodiments are revealing not so much in terms of the content 

they convey about what people are doing, but rather, for the questions they 

raise about why actors carry out performances in such a manner, and moreover 

how has the order of things been cemented thus? Why, in other words, are 

such hyper-national, hyper-orientalist, and indeed even auto-exotic identity 

registers being embodied in the discursive and material space of an event such 

as this – especially given the way musicians disavow having their musical 

positionalities narrowed to classical folkloric, national, and/or resistance identity 

constructs in local spaces. This is to ask how such a performance space, and 

the wider festival it cites, function as institutions of spectacle, and what are the 

broader power relations that inform these particular identity performances. 

 

3) Orientalism and Auto-Exoticisation  
 

In the thirty-plus concerts I attended across London between 2013 and the 

present moment, such auto-exotic identity performances of Palestinianness and 

the national resistance paradigm resounded with quite striking frequency on 

stage. These shifted and were variously intersected with the hallmarks of 

hipster culture – leather jackets, dark sunglasses, androgynous jewellery; but 

the kūfīya, as well as taṭrīz waistcoats and shirts, the jelābīya, small taqīya 

skullcaps, and related paraphernalia cropped up time and again during these 

performances in London. Equally resonant were the framing techniques 

institutions and festivals often used to market these cultural performers to 

potential audiences in London. At both sites (of the embodied identity 

performances taking shape on stage, as well as their textual circulation in 

posters and related marketing paraphernalia) the signifier of the Palestinian, 

and a particularly cultural notion of Palestinian national identity, were in 

circulation.  

FIGURE 10 (below): 47SOUL performing at Epic, Dalston, London, 
01/08/2014 (photograph Polly Withers) 
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FIGURE 11 (above): 47SOUL album launch party, London, 17/06/2015 
(photograph Polly Withers) 
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FIGURE 12 (above): el far3i performing at Tatreetz [sic] Café, Hackney, 
London. 12/07/2013 (photograph Polly Withers) 
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FIGURE 13 (Above): 47SOUL performing at Passing Clouds, Dalston, 
London, 01/08/2013 (Photograph Polly Withers) 
	

 

FIGURE 14 (Above): 47SOUL performing at Passing Clouds, Dalston, 
London, 19/12/2014 (photograph Polly Withers)  
 

The social and political meanings musicians, as well as their producers and 

promoters who were part of these events, ascribed to these practices varied. 

Many expressed dismay at how narrow they saw the representational space 

permitted to them in the UK was. Some months after the 6th July show, for 

example, I returned to Amman. Early on into this research trip, I met with Malik, 

a photographer and filmmaker who also owns the Ammani label and studio 

Immortal Entertainment, responsible for recording many musicians in the 

‘alternative’ local cultural scene, including 47SOUL. Malik travelled with the 

band to London in 2013 to film their shows. Discussing his experiences there, I 

asked him about the mimetic politics of travelling to perform in non-local spaces 

to non-local audiences, and he said: 

 

We got labelled! You never hear in an interview with a photographer, a 
famous photographer, rarely would you hear “the American photographer 
blah blah blah…”. It’s just a photographer. For us, it’s always “The 
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Jordanian” “The Palestinian” “The Tunisian” “The Syrian”, you know? 
Why? Why do you mention this? You don’t you say “The American 
rapper Rza”… (interview, Amman, 11/03/2014). 

 

Here, Malik suggests nationalised constructs of identity configurations are used 

at the representational level to trump other indices of aesthetic selfhood, to the 

extent that non-metropolitan agents remain bound to function as signifiers of the 

national when their performances travel. Re-visiting Jameson (1986), their 

cultural output becomes national allegory, whereby any cultural, musical, or 

artistic identity is subject to being funnelled through ethno-national lenses, 

reduced to a vessel that translates the broader context such cultural figures are 

part of to audiences outside of such locales.  

 

Hip-hop and experimental visual artist, Nadim, local to Ramallah with roots in 

Jaffa and al-jalil, pushes this further to stress how productive of orientalist 

spectacle such framing techniques and the concerts they produce are. Detailing 

to me his experiences of performing with his now-disbanding hip-hop outfit 

Ramallah Underground, he critically offers that: 

 

When Ramallah underground were still going we did quite a few shows in 
London, that were very like, I don’t know, it was like this exotic Palestine 
thing, you know? Like a belly dancer right after the show, and a DJ, and 
someone making falafel outside…the first few times we didn’t care ‘cos 
we were like “yeah we’re going to London to perform!” You know, “wow!”, 
we were excited, but then we started to refuse to perform in these 
places… of course I’m happy to see that there are Palestinian bands and 
all these things, that’s not bad, I’m not saying that’s bad, but I mean to 
me what’s more important as a musician is my music, you know? 
(interview, Ramallah, 28/10/2012). 

 

Like Malik, Nadim also suggests that during events marketed to “pro-Palestinian 

or activist” (interview, Ramallah, 28/10/2012) audiences in European spaces 

such as London, the complexities of his creative and musical output are 

subsumed beneath an orientalist imaginary of the ethno-national subject 

position he is assumed to embody, by virtue of being ‘from’ the particular 

geopolitical space of Palestine. He draws especially on the tropes of exotic 

otherness used to reduce his artistic output to something that can be marketed, 

to the extent that his music is forgotten about. He further elaborated that: 
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I felt like if I just put a metronome on for 45 minutes and just said falastīn 
falastīn hurrīyah hurrīyah (Palestine, Palestine, Freedom, Freedom) that 
would have worked and people would have been happy, you know, but I 
mean we used to sit for months working on mixing a track - so it can 
sound good when we perform it live, you know? And then we go up 
there, and no one knows who we are, no one cares who we are, they just 
know that we’re Palestinian and that’s all that matters… they [the 
audience] will clap for you whatever you do. We used to feel like 
monkeys on stage, seriously, we felt like - like all this falafel, sharwarma, 
and hummus, I don’t know, it has nothing to do with the music, it’s just so 
like, I don’t know, actually disgusting as well (interview, Ramallah, 
28/10/2012). 

 

Such additions of Middle Eastern foodstuffs, he opines, as well as the 

generalised expectation that he ought to be performing overtly political musical 

content that routinely references the here empty signifier of ‘Palestinian 

freedom’ – rather than demonstrating musical skill or fluency in the crafting of a 

particular track – reduce the embodied space he takes up to the performance of 

orientalist spectacle. He continues that: 

 

Representing Palestine in that way [exotically] [does not] push anything 
forward. You’re kind of preaching to the choir as well, because you’re 
always being labelled in that way [as a Palestinian national-resistance 
figure] and you’re always being presented in events under these 
categories where only people who are – like, whatever – Palestinian or 
pro-Palestinian or activists, these are the only people who actually have 
access to your work (interview, Ramallah, 28/10/2012). 
 

Importantly, then, such statements from Nadim and Malik highlight how 

particular institutional representations and the spatial regimes these produce 

contain their own signifying practices that frame the bodies within them, shaping 

the normative ways in which they are intended to be received by those who 

view them. These are read as national allegories, yet here have, in a sense, 

been stripped of political content. Their statements suggest that manifestations 

of power in metropolitan spaces are such that tokenise ‘ethnic’ identities for 

their surplus value, permitting access only to institutional cultural spaces when 

they appear in specific ways. The manner in which identities are embodied in 

such spaces often bear little resemblance to how performers situate or imagine 

themselves: as Nadim says, they “felt like monkeys” on stage, and as though 

audiences had only attended such events because of their perceived 

Palestinianness. In such events, their identities as performers materialise more 
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so in accordance with the imagination of those they were performing to, rather 

than their own subjective understandings of aesthetic selfhood. 

 

The way that cultural institutions market festivals via signifiers such as ‘the 

Palestinian’ makes a disciplinary regime based on broader materialisations of 

power visible. This is such that demands cultural producers who happen to be 

from Palestine privilege their nationalised identities above others, because this 

is how they are institutionally granted public subjective recognition in contexts 

such as London. The identities of always-already non-British ‘others’ are 

expected to materialise in very specific ways, informed to ‘sell’, or at least 

embody, their Palestinianness before other indexes of subjectivity. While 

reiterating Jameson’s (1986) understanding of national allegory as a 

hermeneutic device, this also departs significantly from it. Jameson (1986) 

suggests that such “third-world” artistic practices are always-already political, 

because the subjects who produce them are situated in marginal spaces, geo-

politically. Here, however, these forms of cultural production have passed 

through a complex process of depoliticisation and sanitisation. Rather than 

functioning as anti-hegemonic intervention, they are co-opted to (re)signify 

British ‘multiculturalism’, and instead of expressing a politicised set of meanings 

about life as subaltern subjects as Jameson’s thesis suggests, they are made 

visible as tokenised objects that reinforce the status quo. By showcasing ‘Arab’ 

or ‘Palestinian’ art, London – as a space – (re)produces itself as a site of 

‘tolerance’ via the commodification of these youth cultural actors’ musical 

production. 

 

4) Self-Conscious Spectacles: Navigating the Field 
 

All this of course raises broader questions about why it is that musicians seek 

access to such performance sites and spaces, if the way they are represented 

in them so heavily undermines the complex political critiques and musical 

expertise they make and demonstrate in their work, which is felt to be largely 

omitted in spaces such as London. In other words, if there is so much at stake 

in being part of music events in European spaces such as London, why do 

musicians agree to perform in them? It also leaves at question why the 
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embodied identity performances taking place on stage are being performed in 

the manner that they are, if such practices are so susceptible to being used to 

signify something other than that intended by their auteurs.  

 

On the one hand, we can of course suggest that artists are simply being 

contradictory, and that they willingly allow auto-orientalist representations of 

themselves to circulate so that they are able to travel to and perform in places 

like London. There is some element of truth to this, especially given that 

performers often self-consciously dress their bodies in clothing styles heavily 

saturated with national imagery, like the thūb and the kūfīya. As Nadim himself 

states: “the first few times we didn’t care…” about such orientalising signifying 

regimes, because both himself and his musical partner were excited to be 

travelling to perform in London. In this way, he suggests that artists may 

overlook some of the problematics of embodying Palestinianness to the extent 

that it becomes tokenised, if it means they are able to gain access to 

performance spaces in places like London. Interestingly, in both Malik’s and 

Nadim’s narratives, these processes are perceived to take shape almost 

entirely outside of the musicians’ own control, whereby the space in which 

performances are held recruit their bodies to take on the materiality and 

intelligibility of Palestinian ethno-national and culturally resistant identity, rather 

than non-national and creative ones.   

 

Importantly, however, I think it is imperative we do not deliver such institutions 

complete power. To do so would not only strip those musicians who are 

performing in London entirely of agential facility, but also deny their capacity to 

be critically cognizant of the complexities of geopolitical power structures, and 

discourses of British ‘multiculturalism’, they necessarily navigate as they 

negotiate access to London’s music scene. At a latter point of the 

aforementioned meeting with Malik, he interestingly and revealingly shifted his 

focus from the manner in which institutions produce representational regimes 

that subjectify Arab artists in particular ways, to highlight how musicians often 

actively and self-consciously ascribe these to themselves. Retuning to the 2013 

47SOUL tour he was part of, he told me that:  
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At the end of the day the guys are sick musicians, and they’re making 
sick music. Yes of course it has connections to Palestine, but the genre 
itself is not exclusively Palestinian… it’s found in northern Jordan, it’s 
found in southern Syria, it’s found in Palestine and a variation of it in Iraq 
and Egypt. But again it’s easy, you know? It’s easier. You don’t wanna 
say – if you tell people “Levant music” or “East of the bank music” or 
whatever it is, it’s harder to sell. While with the activist, socially aware 
scene in London it’s like “oh it’s Palestinians”. Now I’m pretty sure it 
wouldn’t have an effect if we labelled them as Jordanian. It’s not as 
interesting. You can’t tie resistance to it ‘cos it’s not occupation 
(interview, Amman, 10/02/2014). 

 

He suggests that there is a shared sense among cultural actors of what being 

Palestinian looks like outside of Palestine, and that in order for Palestinians to 

gain access to such spaces, they must embody this element of identity above 

and beyond all others. Stating that “Levant music” or “East of the bank music” 

would not resonate – and more importantly sell - as clearly as “Palestinian” 

music, especially Palestinian resistance music, with “the activist, socially aware 

scene in London”, demonstrates the weight the signifiers of ‘the Palestinian’ and 

of Palestinian resistance carries with them outside of the Levant. Many young 

cultural actors often articulated the idea that “Palestine has become sexy” 

(Yasmeena & Widad, focus group, Amman, 12/03/2014) for people outside of 

Palestine, and that performances of Palestinianness in such spaces would 

therefore find widespread consumers. In this sense, Malik suggests that in 

certain performance spaces, cultural producers are expected to embody very 

rigid configurations of their identity if they are to find spaces in which they are 

permitted visibility as performers, in a manner that is in keeping with the 

expectation of the audience.  

 

Importantly, I want to press that such shifting registers of self-articulation are not 

made without the awareness or consent of the artists themselves. Strategically 

playing on and deftly emphasising their Palestinianness, and/or Palestinian 

national identities, because “it sells” (Rizq, informal conversation, London, 

30/08/15), is a core method musicians can selectively use to access musical 

spaces and amass audiences in London. As Jamil, a Palestinian-Jordanian 

singer in his early thirties put it to me “…of course I am not from Gaza, I am not 

from the [refugee] camp. I went to an elite school. I’m just chilling in Amman. 
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But this stuff, you know, it sells. We have to be honest about that. It really does 

sell” (interview, London, 06/07/2015).  

 

Commenting on the relationship between hip-hop musics and state-sponsored 

‘mainstream’ festivals in the Moroccan context, Cristina Moreno Almeida (2013) 

makes a similar observation. Challenging the populist and academy-based view 

that rappers who perform in commercial events have unwittingly ‘sold out’ to the 

state, she offers instead that these musicians are highly and deftly aware of the 

state-interests that fuel national engagement with their youthful, translocal 

music forms. Far from being an uncritical mass who are open to state co-

optation, these young rappers instead “use the power of the state to their 

advantage and, hence, profit from the popularity and public space gained by 

participating in music festivals or programmes in the Moroccan media” (ibid: 

323). Young Palestinian musician’s auto-orientalising dress and performance 

practices on stages in London functions similarly, whereby deliberate and self-

conscious articulations of Palestinianness are purposefully deployed to 

capitalise – and benefit - on the perceived desire to consume Otherness (and 

especially post-‘Arab Spring’ an otherness based on resistance) among the left-

wing cultural scene in the UK.   

 

Crucially, galvanising a fan-base through the deliberate performance of social 

and political identities centred on a European imaginary of Palestine highlights 

the mutually constitutive relationship between capitalism and discourses of 

‘race’. Investing in embodying Palestinianness because - as a ‘racial’ ethno-

national identity - it sells, enables its agents to benefit both financially (by being 

paid for gigs), as well as personally (shoring up wide-spread support and 

increasing popularity among audiences in the UK and beyond). Such stylised 

performances of particular indexes of Palestinian (national) identity, therefore 

highlights a wider neoliberal subjectivity centred on entrepreneurism and 

individual capacity building. Aware that personal gain can be made from making 

selective use of exotic or orientalised stereotypes of culturalised 

Palestinianness, and/or narrowed to classical and political Palestinian national 

resistant identities, these savvy and resourceful young agents practice “quiet 

encroachment” (see Bayat, 2010: 56) on the pre-existent geopolitical system 
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that produces “inferentially racist” (Hall, 1981: 30) ideas about them, and turns 

them to their benefit. Neither wholly dissenting, nor wholly co-opted, but 

somewhere in between and thus part of both, their identity performances are 

necessarily ambiguous.   

 

5) Multicultural Britain and Cultural Diplomacy 
 

This collusion of corporate multiculturalism with neoliberal subject production 

(‘race’ and capitalism) raises yet more questions about why musicians based 

outside of Europe who come to perform in ‘multi-cultural’ spaces such as 

London, have such strong awareness that their ‘ethnic’ cultural and political 

identities function as sites of capital. Where does the cultural curiosity to 

consume (what get produced as) ‘authentically’ ‘Palestinian’ cultural 

performances come from, and why are festivals such as WOMAD, and more 

importantly state-sponsored festivals as in the case of Shubbak, so keen to 

showcase acts that enable them to capitalise on their embodiment? To return 

again to the 2013 Shubbak case – this time more directly through the lens of 

geopolitical power relations – this means tracing why cultural institutions market 

musical events via signifiers such as ‘the Palestinian’, as well as which wider 

power relations inform them. I am compelled to add here that I point to the 

Shubbak event not because the individuals involved in it are responsible for the 

dynamics I discuss, but rather, because as a discursive site it offers rich ground 

for unpacking the UK’s wider anxieties about contemporary international 

relations between the British state and the Arab world it embodies and 

performs. 

 

As in the 2011 case, the 2013 festival that hosted 47SOUL was celebrated, with 

much fanfare, across multiple British governmental and mainstream media 

platforms. The paper copy of the event’s programme opens with an 

endorsement from then-Mayor of London, Boris Johnson, – an Eton-educated, 

highly privileged, xenophobic and vocally racist figure on the British right, who 

of the festival says that:89 

 

London is undeniably a global city and one of the world’s great centres, 
not just for international trade, but also for cultural exchange. Our city 



	 	 267	

offers a gateway to Britain as well as to the rest of Europe, with arts and 
culture having a key role to play in building understanding with the Arab 
world… It [the Shubbak festival] is a chance to see the world through 
new eyes and to strengthen relations between artists in London and the 
Middle East. I… hope many more Londoners will be encouraged to 
participate in the surprise and challenge that Shubbak will offer across 
the city this summer (my emphasis).90 

 

This statement is deeply revealing, and points to a number of interesting and 

interrelated issues. In a straightforward way, it evokes multiculturalism in order 

to flex Britain’s imperial muscles, demonstrating modern British “global”-ness 

and “great”-ness through the nation’s willingness to host always-already not 

British cultural performers in its urban centres. This further intersects with 

neoliberal dynamics, in that diversity augments the market by offering a further 

good to sell.  

 

In an insightful piece about the state and race relations in Britain, Paul Gilroy 

(2012: 394) makes the important point that the institutional disavowal of racism 

in political speech is often in fact an instrumentalisation of it. State-directed 

attempts that press the question of ‘race’ has been settled, and the UK moved 

into to post-racial times, shrouds the way this very discourse is itself a product 

of re-worked racialised and racialising ideologies, albeit through other names. 

Here, then, Johnson’s framing of Britain as a multicultural space that welcomes 

‘difference’ embodied in “cultural exchange” enables him to distance the 

government he represents from the racial order, while not only leaving that 

hierarchy intact, but moreover actually benefitting from it. Particular stagings of 

multiculturalism through festivals and cultural events founded on the hyper-

orientalisation of “surprising” and “challenging” Arabs and Muslims thus enable 

the construction of a multicultural London - a site of profitable tolerance, 

diversity, and openness - without jeopardising the broader imperial pyramid 

through which these very events are made possible. This remains firmly 

disciplinary, and ironically cultural events based on orientalist spectacle that 

demonstrate the pervasiveness of raced ideology in the UK, are used as 

signifiers of the opposite.  

 

Tracing how the festival circulated in the media confirms the same thing. Of 

note is the treatment it received by The Times, a British middle-of-centre daily 
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broadsheet newspaper. Including the festival in an online opinion piece 

(13/05/2013), titled “Getting to know multicultural London”91, the newspaper 

states that “Embracing London is about much more than getting to grips with 

Britishness: the UK’s capital is one of the world’s most multicultural cities”, the 

piece advises that “Festivals, exhibitions and other events are other entertaining 

ways to get to know the city’s layers”, citing the “shubbak festival of Arab 

culture” as one way in which the target readership can “see how different 

communities have played their part in the city’s development”. That the piece 

sets up a binary relationship between those in possession of ‘familiar’ 

“Britishness”, and those with ‘strange’ otherness, creates a clear delineation of 

who are here the spectators and, by contrast, the spectacles, using ethicised 

and nationalised discursive identarian constructs to do so. This contributes to a 

hegemonic national-cultural mood in which London is possessed by an unruly 

and untameable internal other – a construction Gilroy describes as a “zombie” 

population (2012: 384) -, who are able to become ‘knowable’ to those here in 

receipt of agency only through the heightened spectacle of the performance 

space, which the civilising institution of the festival creates. 

 

The Guardian (19/06/2013)92, the UK’s centre-left broadsheet, also covers 

Shubbak. In an article entitled “Shubbak festival: a refuge for Arab culture at a 

troubled time”, Omar Al-Qattan, the 2013 chairman of the festival, is quoted as 

saying “London will be looked upon as that place where refuge was possible 

and peace once again imaginable”. This statement is positioned in the context 

of the shifting registers of the ‘Arab Spring’, which, in 2013, had lapsed into the 

stalemate of political violence and conflict, embodied especially in what was 

more and more coming to be seen as crisis in Syria. At the level of media 

representation (in other words, removed from any divergent intentionality with 

which Al-Qattan gives voice to such a claim), such an utterance is used to 

discursively construct the UK as a space of peaceful refuge via recourse to an 

imagined spatial and temporal order where this is not the case. Contextualised 

geo-politically, the notion that London - the historic centre of Britain’s colonial 

empire, and contemporary home of British government, and thus of UK 

imperialism - would somehow provide “refuge” and “peace” to those hailing from 

a region it has a protracted historical record of colonising, is ironic, to say the 
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least. Delivering to London the status of “refuge” not only shrouds the role it has 

played as a creator of refugees, especially during the Nakba, it further omits the 

contemporary mechanisms the British state uses to maintain tight control over 

who it does, and who it does not, allow to enter its borders. It thus disappears 

the destabilising role the UK has played, and continues to play, across the Arab 

world in general. 

 

Such Palestine-focused events funnelled through the national-resistance 

paradigm I thus frame as intimately bound up with what Sunaina Maria (2008b: 

319) describes as “imperial feelings”. These are sites where the hegemonic 

subjects of empire perform and interpret anxieties about living at the helm of 

power in the present moment. Her concept of imperial feelings, she elaborates, 

encompass the ways that empire is lived as a quotidian way of life, or: “the 

complex of psychological and political belonging to empire that are often 

unspoken, sometimes subconscious, but always present, the “habits of heart 

and mind” that infused and accompany structures of difference and 

domination”. Since 9/11, she stresses, a cultural moment has emerged in North 

America in which people feel a variety of emotions towards America’s imperial 

role: “anger, loathing, fear, uncertainty, ambivalence, apathy, denial, and 

dissent” (ibid). Cultural practices and performances based on the display and/or 

active engagement with the ‘cultures’ of ‘others’ (she surveys belly dancing), 

offer powerful spaces in which imperial feelings – and especially ambivalence 

about empire – are embodied and expressed. These enable the subjects of 

empire to constitute and perform a liberal, multicultural vision of the nation that 

positions the cultural consumer as outside of the politics of empire they are 

enabled by, and yet proclaim to disavow.  

 

Engaged in the construction and maintenance of British liberal and multicultural 

nationalism on the one hand, Boris Johnson’s narrative also contains more 

complex ambivalences about the type of “cultural exchanges” Shubbak 

embodies and performs. His statement is haunted by the spectre of clash-of-

civilisations discourse, which drives an orientalist wedge between the UK and 

the Arab world. This evokes the notion that a great chasm exists between the 

two perennially othered geopolitical sites, which “arts and culture” may 
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productively bridge to improve “understanding” and “strengthen relations”. This 

directly feeds on an orientalist fantasy, whereby when Arab others are 

unknowable to ‘us’ westerners they are a threat to ‘our’ safety and ‘our’ 

livelihoods. Making ‘them’ knowable by enfolding them into ‘our’ cultural spaces 

thus take on pressing roles related to the maintenance of national security and 

international diplomacy. The increasing visibility of Palestinian artists in 

‘multicultural’ spaces such as London has to be understood as being at least in 

part enabled by these broader contexts.  

 

The use of music as a form of soft diplomatic power is not new. The North 

American regime made extensive use of jazz throughout the Cold War period, 

investing heavily in sending delegations of jazz musicians across the globe in 

effort to present a ‘softer’ more ‘progressive’ image of the US in nation-states 

deemed susceptible to sway toward the Soviet bloc (Laver, 2014). This 

intersection of music, ‘race’ politics, and western diplomatic efforts has also 

been addressed in the European context. Hishaam Aidi (2011: 34) comments 

that European governments are also enlisting hip-hop in their broader 

ideological projects of countering domestic extremism. He highlights especially 

of the UK context that when the Home Office launched PREVENT in April 2007 

- a racist initiative that profiles British Muslims to ‘prevent’ particularly younger 

Muslims from being ‘lured’ into violent extremism - it made sure that hip-hop 

featured centrally. He cites that PREVENT’s advocates stress that “art and 

culture can provide Muslims with an acceptable outlet for strong emotions” 

(ibid). This pathologising attitude also plays on clash-of-civilisations discourse, 

whereby Arab Muslim youth are always already violent, and in need of civilising 

to the norms of the west. Giving public performance space to Muslims with what 

the British state consider acceptable views of Islam, the selective taking up and 

parading of moderate hip-hop Islams is part and parcel of state policy that 

seeks to integrate Muslim minorities into British society.  

 

This provides interesting points of departure for probing which Palestinians are 

invited to perform in spaces such as London, as well as what the particular 

representational frames they are positioned through when there intend to 

achieve. The musicians whose cultural products circulate in London I have so 
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far been discussing are secular, middle-class, and well versed in the ‘ways’ of 

the west, often having been educated therein. As highlighted, they are suitably 

other-able, mixing up Palestinian genres of musical and dress-based localities 

(‘traditional’ Palestinian beats, dabka dancing, and the kūfīya) with globalised 

hipster fashion styles (jeans, leather jackets, aviator sunglasses), and ‘familiar’ 

musical forms (hip-hop, electronic, experimental, dub, reggae, dancehall, and 

so on). They are, in other words, in globalising youth cultural language, 

undeniably ‘cool’, and their cultural practices easily translatable as counter-

hegemonic to local power hierarchies (see also Toukan, 2011; 2013). Their 

English lyrics are especially representable through universalist messages of 

solidarity building between ‘here’ and ‘there’, narrating a longing for a 

borderless world free from travel restrictions and repressive national systems (“I 

don’t care where you from, where you from”, for example).93 The British state’s 

interest in using them to construct particular imaginaries about the British 

multicultural nation is in this way perhaps unsurprising.  

 

Such dynamics take on an additional layer in the context of the so-called Arab 

Spring, especially given the extent that popular political discourse in Anglo-

American policy making circles have been heavily invested in producing and 

transmitting paternalistic knowledge-claims that Middle Easterners (and 

especially Middle Eastern youth) had finally ‘woken up’ to the realisation of their 

oppression, and thus acceptance of ‘progressive’ (western, liberal, and 

neoliberal) politics as its antidote.  

 

Of this moment, Yves Gonzalez-Quijano (2013) writes that young people’s 

cultural practices have increasingly come under the gaze of the west-centric 

press and some sectors of the social sciences since the ‘Arab Spring’. Rap 

music was especially celebrated as a site of protest, struggle, and resistance to 

authority, interpellated as youths’ vehicle of the revolution. Comparing the 

treatment of two Tunisian rappers in the journalistic media, he highlights how 

one rapper, El General, was so celebrated that his song “Rais Lebled” (Mr. 

President) – a track highly critical of then outgoing PM Ben Ali – was hailed as 

the “hymn of the revolution” (ibid: 2). That El General’s lyrics are readily 

identifiable through the ‘secular protest’ and ‘non-violent dissent’ lenses so 
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beloved of the western media, his cultural output attracted wide international 

acclaim, circulating globally and constituting him a ‘good Arab rapper’ in the 

channels that represented him (ibid: 10) – to the extent that he was placed on 

Time Magazine’s one-hundred most influential people of 2011 (ibid: 2).  

 

Tracing the reception of El General’s counterpart, Psycho M, however, 

Gonzalez-Quijano (ibid: 11) highlights that this latter emcee writes and performs 

predominantly ‘Islamic’ rap, rapping at rallies for the Islamist political party 

Ennahda, and writing songs containing many Islamic referents. These songs 

have not circulated internationally, and Psycho M has not found himself 

featuring on an American glossy’s ‘hot’ list. His songs were in fact eventually 

banned from being played on Tunisian radio (Aidi, 2011: 25). Clearly, the type 

of cultural forms and their creators invited to enter global circuits of exchange 

are regulated according to specific codes of secularity and non-violent 

resistance (see also Toukan, 2013).  

 

The parallels to the Palestinian context are striking. In the same shared ‘Arab 

Spring’ space that 47SOUL were travelling to London to perform in festivals 

such as WOMAD and Shubbak, throughout the summer of 2014 as Israel 

launched yet another full-scale military massacre on the Gaza Strip, the popular 

Hamas track udrub udrub tel abeeb (Strike, Strike Tel Aviv) began to circulate 

widely (again) on Facebook and other social media sites at the local level. Many 

rappers outside and/or loosely positioned on the periphery of the more urban, 

middle-class, and ‘hip’ scene I have been mainly charting in this thesis played 

this song to me during these months. Despite the fact that the track shares a 

number of characteristics with other translocal musics in the scene (it has a 

music video, and makes use of hip-hop aesthetics like rapping), and is highly 

popular among youth in Palestine, it has remained entirely absent from 

journalistic commentary on young people’s cultural practices in Palestine. 

Certainly, its creators have not been invited – paid even – to come to London to 

perform in cultural festivals aimed at showcasing Arab culture to Londoners. 

Given the general Islamophobic and pro-Zionist nature of conventional public 

space in Britain, the lyrics on the track perhaps make this unsurprising. The 

chorus, for example, defiantly declares: 
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Strike, strike Tel Aviv 
Know oh occupier that Palestinians will not fear 
We don’t want a truce or a solution, all we want is 
Strike, strike Tel Aviv!94 

 

The discourses that surround the Arab Spring thrive on romanticised 

imaginaries of youthful dissent that simultaneously disavows religious 

‘fanaticism’ or ‘extremist’ violence; performatively achieving the transformation 

of ‘them’ into ‘us’ by confirming that ‘they’ were simply biding their time until they 

accepted the superiority of ‘our’ ways (Gonzalez-Quijano, 2013). Making space 

for certain cultural performances of otherness thereby requires ‘they’ look more 

like ‘us’ than not, thus creating (conscious or not) categories that dictate how 

welcome a particular cultural outfit is likely to find itself in a European capital city 

such as London. This Hamas song is thus, arguably, not taken up in western 

representations of so-called Arab cultural praxis because it foregrounds armed 

struggle and violent resistance. While the imaginaries of Palestinian cultural 

production surveyed in this chapter certainly do work through political narratives 

that centre on national, and at times even anti-colonial struggles, these remain 

firmly wedded to, and stylised around, non-violent sites of political dissent.  

 

Such multicultural festivals are thus inherently – and subtly - bound up in elite, 

state-driven anxieties about Britain’s relationship with the Middle East. The 

artists invited to be part of them are interpellated through the modernist, secular 

imaginaries of non-violent cultural resistance, in which such cultural practices 

are deployed to function as mechanisms of translation between axiomatically 

ethno-nationally ‘othered’ communities. When a cultural practice that is not 

reiterative of the social and political identities desired by the imperial power, 

they remain unintelligible and thus unable to enter global circuits of 

consumption. The taking up and showcasing of ‘racial’ others in the name of 

racist disavowal, thus ironically - but perhaps unsurprisingly - gets co-opted into 

the reiterative citation of the very order it imagines itself to stand apart from.  

 

6) Conclusions 
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This chapter has explored what happens to young adults’ translocal musics 

when they travel, paying particular attention to the way the relationship with the 

nation shifts according to location. In contrast to how youth cultural actors 

negotiate national imaginaries locally, where they critically stress their desire to 

found identity projects and avenues for political organising that go beyond 

frameworks of the classical Palestinian national resistance paradigm, when 

these same musicians are mobile, this logic is inverted. Cultural producers who 

in other contexts stress that they happen to be from Palestine, privilege their 

nationalised identities above others when they circulate in global channels, 

because this is how such contexts grant them subjective recognition in places 

such as London. The identities of always-already non-British ‘others’ are 

encouraged to materialise in very specific ways, informed, to an extent to ‘sell’, 

or at least embody, their Palestinian identities, claims of national belonging, and 

non-violent cultural resistance, before other indexes of subjectivity.  

 

Analysing the representations musicians make of themselves, as well as those 

their international hosts use to market them, reveals in particular that two 

important things happen when these musics travel. Artists are represented 

through scaffolds that merge contradictory folklorising and politicising 

frameworks. These are on the one hand orientalising, functioning through 

‘world’ music narratives that emphasise the ‘exotic’ and ‘cultural’ otherness of 

the performers they signify. Frequently, these artists are billed as ethnically 

‘different’ actors, or hosted in venues or festivals that specialise in this market 

(as in the case here of the WOMAD and the Shubbak festival). This 

depoliticises their cultural output. On the other hand, different frames also 

emerge that conversely stress national Palestinian politics, resistance, and 

solidarity. These thus depart from typical folklorising narratives to foreground a 

national, and at times even an anti-colonial, liberation struggle. While these 

latter portrayals remain representations, and are thus stylised, they are 

importantly signified not only around discourses of culture, but also politics.  

 

However, while the secondary framework is clearly less depoliticising than 

those circulated in ‘world’ music sites, both reduce Palestinians’ complexly 

articulated local identity narratives to narrow and homogenising notions of 
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Palestinianness, and Palestinian classical national resistance. In the 

transnational political economy of images, musicians’ work is thus at risk of 

being emptied of political content. Therein, the signifier of ‘the Palestinian’ is 

positioned in such a way as to support market relations that thrive on particular 

stagings of cultural and/or political Palestinian otherness. When folklorising and 

orientalist images are not circulated, almost always, the national-resistance 

paradigm instead performs and frames these scenesters’ musical output, which 

their institutional hosts uses this to mark out the ‘authenticity’ of the performers. 

Such normalising global trajectories of consumption thus seriously constrain 

and infringe on local meanings and registers, setting different frames and 

boundaries around how musical production and related political subjectivities 

are able to achieve intelligible recognition non-locally.  

 

I suggest that such framings point to the manifestations of power that 

transforms musical production from art-as-process into art-as-product, largely 

by ‘selling’ Palestine in performances via the way musicians’ identities are 

embodied and represented. Here, however, these forms of cultural production 

have passed through a complex process of depoliticisation and sanitisation. 

Rather than providing a heterogeneous critique on essentialising national-

resistant identities as they often do locally, they are co-opted to (re)signify 

British ‘multiculturalism’. By showcasing ‘Arab’ or ‘Palestinian’ art, London – as 

a space – (re)produces itself as a site of ‘tolerance’ via the commodification of 

these youth cultural actors musical production. Importantly, however, quick to 

realise that there is a lucrative market around the active taking up and 

expressing of such ‘Palestinian’ tropes, musicians make extensive use of such 

signifiers in order to advance their own entrepreneurial projects, amassing both 

financial capital and a sizeable fan base in the process. This, I posit, points to 

the complex intersections between cartographies of ‘race’, capitalism, and 

‘world’ and/or ‘political’ music, highlighted in the interconnected way that both 

musicians and institutions thrive on cartographies of Palestinian national 

resistant protest genres. 

 

This raises a series of interesting questions about why it is that certain sorts of 

Palestinian art – and not others - find they are able to enter channels of 
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circulation and take up space as always already oppositional cultural forms. 

These artists are largely secular, and come to the stage with humanist 

messages of breaking down borders. Heavily religious or Islamist musics have 

not found such globalised cultural spaces are open to them in mainstream 

European publics. Only secular, non-violent, and (what get constituted as) 

culturally resistant genres calling for change toward a universalist, borderless 

world find they have the capacity to circulate across mainstream spaces. The 

rendering intelligible of such Palestinian cultural production and practices in 

such so called metropolitan spaces as London is, I therefore argued, part of a 

broader complex of geopolitical power relations. Staging multicultural festivals 

performs diplomatic work internationally, constructing London as a global and 

tolerant space that welcomes diversity. This enables British individuals to 

perform and embody their “feelings of empire” (Maria, 2008b). Distancing 

themselves from the problematic side of British politics, these instead enable 

new-age, liberal, and either hyper-orientalist or hyper-politicised perspectives of 

Palestinian-Arab always already ‘others’ to circulate. Crucially, these leave 

unsayable the racial and economic relations through which they are made 

possible.  

 

Positioned in such non-local spaces, both the institutional renderings, and self-

representations, of musical performers thus do indeed appear to resonate with 

Jameson’s (1986) insistence that “third-world” texts be read as “national 

allegories”, despite the trouble youth cultural actors take to avoid such 

reductions at the local level. The privileging of ‘the national’ in these instances 

becomes a normative reading practice used to represent cultural producers 

from outside the metropolis, to audiences in/of it, as Jameson’s (1986) 

paradigm suggests. However, it also makes significant breaks with his thesis. 

Where Jameson (1986) stresses that such national allegories are fundamentally 

politicised articulations of subalternity, in these non-local performance spaces 

the reverse is made possible. It is precisely due to the idea that Palestinians 

exist in positions of marginal alterity that their cultural output is susceptible to 

being ‘othered’, and read as marketable product used in the service of the 

status quo. 
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CONCLUSION 
 

This study is about the identities musics perform. I took the case of a style-

based urban youth music scene in the Palestinian context, which the young 

people affiliated to it draw together through their own self-defined alterity, and 

explored how the musical performatives proliferating therein create new social 

contexts on which emerging social relationships are played out. This specific 

focus was motivated by my finding that, on the sparse occasions popular and 

expressive musics have been considered serious units of political analysis in 

the literature on Palestine, they have generally been reduced to conveyors of 

folkloric and/or national-resistance identities. I thus suggested that we ask 

different questions, other than those pertaining to national and/or resistance 

frames, about the roles that music may, or may not, play in Palestine today. 

Arguing from the outset that constructions of uniform (national) identity 

necessarily entail the omission of difference, I suggested that, since young 

people occupy a liminal space between childhood and adulthood, their social 

and political projects can perhaps tell us something about how such top-down 

identity frameworks may be signified differently. My overarching research point 

of departure thus probed what political works these young people’s musics do, 

or do not do, in contemporary Palestine, and importantly how – if indeed at all – 

these imagine the nation, resistance, and Palestinianness. I argued that the 

answer to this question is contingent on which narratives and practices we 

attend to, and importantly at which sites our research lenses are focused.  

 

The accounts young people give to describe their musical projects in their local 

contexts depart from classical forms of cultural production, which are often 

intrumentalised to transmit the Palestinian struggle for national liberation. For 

these young adults, the PA (and the Israeli and Anglo-American power centres 

it is seen to govern remotely on behalf of) has emptied the national movement 

of vitality by co-opting it to its state-building agenda. Taking issue with 

representations that locate cultural praxis only through the lens of the national, 

these young actors stress instead the other, non-nationalistic identities their 

musical practices perform. On these grounds, musicians and their audiences 

argue that they happen to be from Palestine, taking issue with frames that deny 

their complex subjectivities and highlighting instead their (non-national) 
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aesthetic and musical positionalities and agencies. Musics here thus work to 

embody gaps in the wider fabric of collective national culture, rather than 

galvanise support for the identities it constructs.  

 

However, I also stressed that such practices should not be romanticised to a 

narrow cultural-resistance lens. Since Palestine’s neoliberal ‘turn’, access to 

orthodox sites of political power for most ‘ordinary’ Palestinians is increasingly 

difficult. Much of the scene members’ identity performances of alterity 

materialise through their consumption practices, and the inexplicitly political 

avenues of leisure and recreation. Youth adopt and hybridise global fashion 

styles, for example, mixing borrowed rebellious ‘hip’ fashion items (tattoos, 

idiosyncratic haircuts, androgynous ‘skinny’ jeans) with localising tropes (the 

kūfīya, taṭrīz, t-shirts with Palestinian-ised slogans) to create translocal 

subjectivities. These identities are especially performed in the urban bars, clubs, 

and rave-spaces youth appropriate to build their scene. As commercial spaces, 

these premise access on purchasing power. At the same time, the social 

relations proliferating within these semi-public liminalities routinely unsettle 

hegemonic gendered, religious, and social orders that operate in wider publics. 

This style-based community thus treads on and challenges gendered and 

national norms, while reinforcing and relying on other economic ones.  

 

Yet, when shifting the research focus away from people’s local narratives and 

practices, an altogether quite different picture emerges. Most significantly, when 

musics travel, their international hosts often re-nationalise young Palestinian 

auteurs and their audiences, who find their cultural output is taken to embody 

the same institutionalised national-resistance cultures they so strongly disavow 

when performing locally. Musicians’ self-representations, and the 

representations their non-local institutional hosts circulate of them, privilege two 

contradictory tendencies when marketing them to international audiences: on 

the one hand, depoliticising ‘world’ music events present Palestinian musics as 

‘exotic’, ‘folklorised’, ‘cultural’ others, while the other, solidarity networks position 

Palestinian musics back into narrow frameworks emphasising political and 

national resistance. In an interesting way these two representational regimes 

take us back to the very premise on which my study departed. Reducing musics 



	 	 279	

to performances of static folkloric identities, and/or condensing their capacity for 

recognition only as embodiments of explicit political resistance, such framings 

highlight how doggedly folklorising and nationalising paradigms continue to 

plague Palestinian expressive cultures when they are performed in 

transnational circuits of consumption and representation.  

 

It is thus at the intersections of this aporia that my study’s contribution has been 

based. The fact that musics can perform many identities, and yet the specific 

ones they often end up signifying - in academic and activist circles alike - 

remain narrowed to much tighter frames, urges a rethinking of how the 

structures of power that govern particular contexts (of the academy, solidarity 

groups, music festivals, the journalistic press), condition the normative 

possibilities available for certain musics’ mobility, reception, and representation. 

These points have specific implications for the study of Palestinian music and 

culture. They also raise wider questions about why the assumption that cultural 

production in contexts of colonial oppression function primarily as vehicles for 

the expression of national-resistance against domination, continues to 

perpetuate across academic, journalist, and activist circles alike.  

 

While anti-colonial struggle is undoubtedly a central aspect of subaltern lives, 

reducing the vast complexity of human agency to such a simplistic national 

liberation/oppression binary does not capture the richness of the young 

Palestinians’ life projects my thesis has analysed. In this final chapter, I review 

the trajectory this core argument has taken. Firstly, I flesh out the key findings I 

demonstrated in the thesis. In the second half, I further contextualise what this 

means for both knowledge production, and solidarity projects, centred on 

cultural practices in the Palestinian context. I argue that altogether the 

theoretical and conceptual points my thesis raised ask that we – as scholars 

who stand in solidarity with Palestinians’ multifaceted political struggles for 

social justice – reformulate what it means to engage and envisage politics with, 

and for, Palestine today (see also Richter-Devroe, 2013: 1; Salih, 2013: 66). 

 

1) Key Findings 
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As I argued at the outset of this dissertation, the urban music scene at the 

ethnographic centre of this research emerged at a particular juncture in 

Palestinian historiography. Post-Oslo, the macro-architectures that frame these 

young adults’ micro-contexts is one in which previously hegemonic sources of 

individual and collective subjectification are in flux, and ‘traditional’ anchors of 

social and political identities have been uprooted. On the one hand, the once-

unifying Palestinian liberation movement is in crisis, and, on the other, unevenly 

distributed neoliberal forces of administration and seemingly ever-proliferating 

spaces of consumption are on the rise. It is to these intersecting macro-

structures that these young people’s micro-level practices speak to and 

manoeuvre against.   

 

In chapter four, I dealt with the first part of this contextual point of departure. I 

suggested that such conditions of national collapse in part explain why these 

young adults perform political identities through their musics that go far beyond 

‘classical’ frameworks of Palestinian national resistance and national identity. 

Given the extent to which the PA is considered to have corrupted the idea of a 

collective Palestinian national unit, these young adults articulate deep suspicion 

at having their cultural output co-opted by what they see as a redundant two-

state agenda that offers little in the way of transforming Israeli and Zionist 

ethno-nationalism and settler-colonialism. Although many of my informants 

highlighted their motivations in making music were to reflect on the immediacies 

of their political surroundings, they were insistent this is not reducible to 

pacifying registers of non-violent resistance. Pushing instead that their fight for 

Palestine is an anti-colonial – rather than a territorial or national – struggle, their 

songs importantly capture translocal imaginaries that suture communal 

belongings and shared identities on where a person is epistemically ‘at’, rather 

than geographically or ontologically ‘from’. 

 

On the one hand, I suggested this enabled actors to fuse connections with other 

anti-imperial transnational struggles, globalising the issue of Palestine to wider 

solidarity channels. Since ideas are not arrived at in vacuums, such 

transnational links further contextualise the predominance of cosmopolitan 

discourses that reject geopolitical borders, in the scene. That such positions 



	 	 281	

proliferate across transnational solidarity movements allows these Palestinian 

youth to take ideational and material support from such networks. On the other 

hand, however, their points of departure do maintain important commitments to 

regionality. Uncoupling Palestinianness from national Palestinian identity, scene 

affiliates also described that their orientations ground the imaginary of bilad al-

sham in the community their scene speaks to. Palestinianness is not situated 

within the 1967 borders, but at the wider pre-nation-state regional realities. 

Musicians and scene members thus launch a specific critique of the borders 

British and French colonial powers drew following the collapse of the Ottoman 

Empire. Their musics perform translocal, rather than national, work. 

 

In chapters three and five, I shifted focus and highlighted the way the neoliberal 

turn has constrained and enabled such identity performances. Across both 

chapters, I argued that neoliberal change has increased the pace of 

urbanisation across Ramallah, Haifa, and Amman, which has created 

consolidating – yet problematic – space for youth to gather and stage their 

collective identities in. In chapter three, I suggested that such shifts produce a 

seemingly ever-proliferating array of commercial leisure sites (up-scale bars, 

restaurants, lounges, pubs, clubs), which the consolidating middle-classes, 

(constituted out of Oslo and its aftermath) appropriate in order to consume and 

display aspirational and upwardly mobile identities. Substituting access to 

political power with increased consumer agency, such neoliberalisations are 

clearly depoliticising from a macro-point of view, as many critics have argued 

(Abourahme, 2009; Grandinetti, 2015; Taraki, 2008).  

 

I further argued that neoliberalisations and its urbanisations do not, however, 

operate in a vacuum. Rather, I showed that as forces of disciplinary power 

(rather than straightforward economic policy), they intersect with pre-existing 

subjectivising structures of control, creating case-specific points of overlap and 

distinction between the different field sites. In Ramallah, I highlighted that 

neoliberalisation intersects with the conditions of occupation to administer social 

spaces therein. In Haifa, Zionist and Israeli ethno-national discourses shape 

how young Palestinians are able to access the social and leisure spaces the 
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neoliberal turn has created. While in Amman, class hierarchies ground the 

operation of neoliberal power.  

 

In chapter five, I built on this information to demonstrate how such spatial 

arrangements produce powerful categories of ‘oppositional’ identities, which 

youth can mobilise to register affective challenges to the occupation as well as 

ethno-national and class-based structures of neoliberal control. Interestingly, 

since these young people see the rise of commercial recreation in Ramallah as 

symptomatic of the city’s post-Oslo embourgeoisement (outlined in chapter 

three), the classic national-resistance paradigm re-appears in unexpected ways 

in their narratives. Faced with a seemingly ever-expanding realm of 

commercialised leisure-based pleasures, and stripped of political power, these 

young actors attempt to signify their defiance to neoliberalism’s depoliticising 

capitalist machinery by finding recourse in the resistance-normalisation binary. 

In order to delineate their own alterity, they superimpose classic nationalistic 

cultures, which reject senseless frivolity and fun as normalising Israeli 

occupation and settler-colonialism, onto the emerging worlds of neoliberal 

monetised consumption. Scenesters thus boycott certain venues in Ramallah 

because they locally code them as associated with the normalising classes, 

against which they identify themselves as alternative. Similar trends, I 

contended, are seen also in Amman, where young people embargo specific 

leisure sites because they take on meanings about how neoliberal change has 

deepened class polarity in the Hashemite capital.  

 

That on the one hand neoliberalisations enable such sites, make those who use 

them in part complicit with such changes. On the other hand, however, since 

these youth are generally critical of such transformations, they use their 

consumption practices to register affective political disquiet with such status 

quos. Their music scene-building activities are, I thus suggested, both 

symptoms of neoliberal change in Palestine, and yet also the means by which 

their agents enact - paradoxical – imaginaries of escape from the same 

depoliticising neoliberal shifts. Musics here thus perform subcultural capitals 

(Thornton, 1995) and identities, which are given vehicle through the premise 

that they are doing national work.   
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In chapter six, I further contextualised these arguments. Adopting an explicitly 

gendered lens, and applying it to live music performance, I asked if there were 

any differences in the way that men and women took up space inside these 

consolidating semi-publics of musical, commercial, and stylistic consumption. I 

showed that in audience spaces of rave and dance-parties in particular, men 

and women dance together, socialise, have fun, engage in premarital and 

antimaritial courtship rituals, drink alcohol, and take drugs. I thus suggested that 

such embodied youth practices produce liminal spaces, where the normative 

social, national, religious, modernist, and generational orders that structure 

orthodox publics can be temporarily transgressed. This also applies to the 

institutionalised national resistance paradigm. In particular on the dance floors 

of such parties, macro-level classically national (and other) norms of 

appropriate gendered comportments are turned on their head, and dress and 

dance practices assert defiant femininities, masculinities, and queer 

subjectivities centred on pleasure, joy, and subversive fun. Musics here do 

trangressive gendered work, performing temporary departures from the 

normative order of things.  

 

There are, however, important limits that constrain how far such transgressions 

go. While gendered alterity may mushroom in the audience spaces of live music 

events, in the heightened spatiality of the performance stage, the reverse is 

often the case. Since stages are generally more visible, the scope of gendered 

embodiments taking place therein is often more constrained, and the gender-

binary more rigidly policed. Here, norms about ‘appropriate’ gendered 

comportments resonate more closely with classically articulated national and 

modernist sentiments. Women and girls generally take up space on stage as 

singers, while men and boys play ‘harder’ instruments, such as drums and 

electric guitars. Women who obviously flout gendered social, generational, 

national, and/or religious norms often find their behaviour is more closely 

scrutinised, because they tread on pre-existing hierarchies, and thus threaten 

established elites’ centres of political power. I suggested that such political 

power struggles demonstrate that musics’ reception – and importantly 

musicians’ understanding of how they are received - plays a role in dictating the 
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nature of the identities performed in certain spaces. Music performances on 

stage, differently from the gendered performances in the audiences, are, 

therefore, mediated by discourses that resonate with national, modernist 

regimes. 

 

Finally, chapter seven took this idea about how musicians’ understandings of 

particular contexts shape which identities they are more likely to task their 

musics to perform therein, further. Here, I expanded my research focus 

outward, away from the local and toward the global. Using examples 

demonstrating how self-defined ‘alternative’ youth cultures are branded to 

London (UK) audiences, I argued – as aforementioned - that when musics 

travel, they are marketed via two contradictory registers of folkloric and/or 

politicised and resistant identity. These reductions enable the production and 

dissemination of discourses of British multiculturalism, which British political 

figures use to assert UK ‘diversity’ on the international stage. Such multicultural 

neoliberal market dynamics thus infringe on local meanings and registers, 

setting different frames and boundaries around how musical production and 

related political subjectivities are able to emerge in transnational spaces. 

 

Importantly, musicians are often deftly aware that there are capitals to be 

realised in allowing such ‘ethnic’ representations of them to circulate. This is 

especially the case when performing to sympathetic activist and pro-Palestinian 

supporters in international spaces, where audiences’ desire to consume 

‘authentic’ Palestinian cultural products is often enhanced. Such performers 

thus often tacitly enable these representational frameworks to structure the way 

they become intelligible outside of Palestine, adapting the identities their musics 

perform to ‘fit’ such consumption demands. This, I suggested, highlights the 

complex interplay between discourse of ‘race’, dynamics of capitalism, and so-

called ‘world’ and/or ‘political-resistance’ musics. Thus, musics here are doing 

national work. Importantly, however, such performances of national-resistance 

identities are ruptured from their originary network, and instead function to 

reinforce geopolitical structures of British multiculturalism and imperialism.  
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The identities that musics perform are thus highly contingent. Unravelling 

questions about the particular national work these young Palestinians’ urban 

youth scene does, or does not do, from a non-essentialist vantage point reveals 

answers that chart novel lines of enquiry. In particular, these young people’s 

translocalisms (of dress, sonics, political sites of transnational struggle, and so 

on) situate their cultural production beyond rigid, area-studies frames of local or 

national politics. However, of particular significance is the heavily mediated way 

such identities, images, performances, and ideas are granted access to global 

and transnational circuits of consumption. As I have argued, musicians are 

granted passage to such global flows when they paradoxically (re)locate their 

cultural practices through a national frame. Permission to be mobile is thus 

premised on taking up and rendering determinate the identity performatives the 

politics of the country travelled to directs. This raises a series of significant 

questions about the political economy of the transnational context itself, asking 

how issues of power shape which cultural sensibilities are welcomed to take up 

space in such milieus. Specifically, this demands more consideration is given to 

why Palestinian musics materialise in global contexts as they do, asking in 

whose interests, and according to which market dynamics, the identities they 

transmit are founded. 

 

My analysis of these themes here was singularly located on the case study of 

London, and my observations are necessarily restricted to that context. I see 

the implications I have drawn from this data as a point of departure, rather than 

a moment of arrival. Given the vast attention creative reflections and artistic 

mediations of the Palestinian context today receive across academic, activist, 

journalistic, and governmental spheres, this is an area that demands further 

study. Musicians and their audiences in Palestine are, for example, connected 

to other similar ‘hip’ and activist scenes in Beirut, Berlin, and New York. It would 

therefore be interesting to take the remarks I make in my thesis about the 

politics of travel to the UK, and contrast and compare these to the way such 

musics are branded to different settings.  

 

Since I argued that the politics of British neoliberal multiculturalism largely 

conditioned the identity performances Palestinian musicians make in London, it 



	 	 286	

would be fruitful to see how the observations I made here are reiterated, and/or 

repudiated, in diverse European or American domestic contexts. Given the 

explosion of interest in Middle Eastern cultural production following the so-

called Arab Spring, such future interventions would be timely. Indeed, greater 

reflexive attention needs to be given to the genealogical emergence across 

global spaces of particular musical projects, rather than focussing merely on the 

end-point of performance. This would mean questioning which hegemonies and 

capitalist relations are involved in the normativisation of cultures of ‘freedom’, 

‘revolution’, and ‘resistance’. Exposing how imperial hegemony directs the 

content Middle Eastern and Palestinian art is permitted to perform outside the 

Arab world, thus takes necessary steps towards creating spaces from which 

such status quos can be challenged. While limited to London, the data I did 

present offers some contributions to the literature on Palestinian cultural 

production, and Palestinian politics more broadly, that make steps in this 

direction. 

 

1.2 Summarising the Scene: The Neoliberal Order and Iterative Change 
 

A core way to think through the scene this study has traced is to frame it as 

structured by neoliberalism, and yet also as an entity that pushes back on the 

neoliberal order, albeit within limits. This tension can be fruitfully thought 

through via recourse to the scene’s enactments of alterity and liminality.  

 

A foundational technology scenesters use to produce their network relates to 

discourses of alterity, which – as highlighted in chapter one – references 

attempts to stabilise a particular social position. Identifying as ‘alternative’, 

scenesters critique the post-Oslo neoliberal order. Asserting an alternate social 

and political subjectivity distinct from a series of what they consider unsatisfying 

‘mainstream’, capitalist, and/or national normativities, enables scenesters to 

construct the individual and shared identities necessary to give form to their 

collective. Yet, in the contemporary post-Oslo moment, much of the way this 

desired-for alterity is performed develops through people’s consumption 

practices. Scenesters boycott certain bars because they are too ‘mainstream’, 

and meet instead in leisure spaces conversely labelled ‘alternative’, for 
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example. They similarly dress according to codes that subvert hegemonic 

gendered regimes: men DJ on stage in drag, ravers attend dance parties in 

androgynous hipster clothing items, and youth in the scene widely sport 

unconventional hair cuts, piercings, and tattoos. While scenesters proclaim 

these identities are stabilised outside of the so-called ‘mainstream’, that such 

self-positionings are realised through engagements with capitalist market 

forces, means they are in fact assimilated to that same regime. In this way, 

although they claim to be in alterity to neoliberalism, they are both products and 

producers of the neoliberal order. 

 

Importantly, however, alterity is dependent on people’s practices, rather than 

directed by intangible forces. And it is here that room is made for slippage. 

Since agency and structure are mutually constitutive, structural reproduction is 

inherently unstable. Embodied action does not, in other words, function as 

timeless repetition producing the same ‘thing’. While scenesters through their 

consumption practices reinforce neoliberalism (despite the fact that they narrate 

themselves as outside of it), they also repeatedly enact spaces of liminality 

where atomised neoliberal (and other) social and political normativities may be 

bracketed, even if only temporarily.   

 

As we have seen, paying money to spend time in a particular club or party in 

order to perform one’s alterity undeniably entails engagement with capitalist 

market structures (both materially and normatively). Yet, inside the spaces 

constituted by such consumption practices, scenesters also engage in forms of 

sociability geared toward enhancing affective ties of togetherness and 

connectivity. They attend bars to collectively listen to and perform music, while 

communally dancing, drinking, and having fun. Contra neoliberal atomisation, 

these practices promote powerful feelings of belonging to a shared cooperative. 

Through their jointly realised market-based leisure practices, scenesters might, 

in other words, also cross a limen between public and semi-public space, 

producing liminal spatialities and temporalities. In these liminal interstices, they 

can upend the norms and structures governing more visible publics, and form 

new sociabilities and political subjectivities. Community building of this sort 
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often generates spontaneous and euphoric “communitas”, in Turner’s (1969: 

96-97) sense.  

 

In addition to their enactments of alterity, in this thesis I have therefore also 

traced how the combined synergy of scenesters’ practices create liminal zones 

for rehearsing unconventional roles and norms other than those imposed by 

historically dominant national-resistance cultures (chapter four), stereotypical 

gender regimes (chapter six), and the atomising effects of neoliberalism itself 

(chapter five). While neoliberalism seeks to diffuse Palestinian political 

initiatives against Israeli occupation in Ramallah and racism in Haifa, Jordanian 

suppression of Palestinian aspirations in Amman (chapter three), and the 

hypocrisies of pious British multiculturalism in London (chapter seven), 

scenesters’ liminal practices may also push back on such categories, albeit 

within limits.  

 

This happens through the iterative practices youth enact inside the liminal sites 

their attempts to secure alterity constitute. Normative patterns emerge from the 

sum total of people’s actual practices. Structures are not, in other words, 

transcendental; their survival is wholly dependent on agents continually re-

enacting them. Structures take on importance because they appear (and not 

because they are) distinct from the agencies that produce them. This mutuality 

means that when actors ‘fail’ to fully reiterate the entirety of a norm’s contours in 

their embodied practices, scope is created to gradually transform the nature of 

that norm itself. Where neoliberalism imposes atomisation, and yet scenesters’ 

collective identity enactments produce communal belongings within liminal 

spaces, we see how such political slippage unfolds (see also Mitchell, 2000). 

Similarly, youth often temporarily invert the gendered codes of interaction that 

govern wider spaces in such semi-publics, meaning they are also able to 

dislodge and resignify the gender binary.  

 

Through iteration, youth in the scene are potentially able to reshape the 

categories the neoliberal order imposes onto them, at least for the duration of 

liminal periods. Overall, then, the scene instantiates nuanced politics within 

restrictions. As such, it can be characterised as a tension between the assertion 
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of an alternate social position - which gets assimilated to the neoliberal order to 

the extent that it is stabilised -; and scenesters’ iterative practices of liminality. 

Iteration here enacts agency within limits, offering grounds through which wider 

reformations of the various post-Oslo ‘mainstreams’ scenesters find wanting, 

are, more so than their discursive claims of having alterity, actually founded – at 

least ephemerally. Studying this particular music scene in contemporary 

Palestine thus exposes the contradictory nature of a neoliberal order that fixes, 

normalises, and tames, while at the same time leaving spaces for alternate 

forms of limited politics to emerge.  

 

2) Implication for the Study of Palestinian Cultural Production 
 

This thesis therefore offers alternative means of understanding Palestinian 

cultural production, and its role in both Palestinian society and beyond. My 

findings questioned several core assumptions that resonate across much 

academic and activist renderings of Palestinian cultural praxis. Most 

straightforwardly, I demonstrated that the classic national resistance paradigm – 

often a defining feature of people’s cultural production in the Palestine studies 

literature - plays a small role in motivating their musical output. Palestinians do 

not approach music-making with the overarching desire to reverse the order of 

things.  

 

Challenging such essentialisms, I have instead drawn out how people’s 

interpersonal relations are at the heart of this scene. Artists make music, people 

attend parties, and scenesters dress their bodies according to particular 

fashions, because in so doing they create possibilities to build a community 

outside of macro-structures many contemporarily see as redundant. It is the 

quality of the social relations that take place in such spaces that drive these 

youths’ collective social practices. People go to concerts because they have 

friends going, for example, or they want to mark the end of the ‘boring’ working 

week by ‘going out’ to have fun and socialise away from the responsibilities of 

work and family. Music-making and its associated social practices are important 

because they offer sites where meaningful relationships can be built, in space 

imagined to be outside of alienating and depoliticising neoliberal shifts, as well 
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as away from of the demands of an institutionalised national movement many 

are fatigued with.  

 

Indeed, Franz Fanon (1963) warned almost fifty years ago of the dangers that 

lurk in situating the subjectivities of the colonised according only to the terms 

the coloniser attributes to them. Interpreting all Palestinian cultural practice as 

axiomatically representative of the ethno-national conflict they are forced to 

negotiate everyday, and/or as cultural forms of national resistance to its 

perniciousness, necessarily essentialises and silences the intersectional 

complexities of individuals’ complex micro-worlds and subjectivities that might 

not fit these categories.  

 

Deploying the work of Hall (1990) and Gilroy (1993, 2000), in chapter one I 

made the case that the construction of uniform identities via cultural production 

entails a necessary omission of difference (of gender, sexuality, class, ethnicity, 

legal status, and so on). I have thus suggested throughout that when we take 

as given a ‘shared’ national identity, which is in fact a performative 

achievement, we lose the ability to capture sites of potential contestation on 

such top-down and homogenising national uniformities. Since young people 

occupy a threshold between adulthood and childhood, they are often not yet 

fully socialised into the various norms of parent cultures. How has so-called 

‘public culture’ been performatively constituted, and where and in what ways do 

those it sidelines perform challenges on its centrality? Using the example of the 

Palestinian urban youth music scene, I demonstrated that they perform ruptures 

on national reproductions of supposedly communal Palestinian selfhood. 

Overwhelmingly these youth agents do not monolithically reproduce the terms 

of national identity such top-down discourses deliver them. Rather, they make 

music to hone in on and develop particular aesthetic subjectivities, questioning 

in so doing the genesis of national symbols and identities themselves. 

 

Moreover, while it is certainly the case that the young adults’ whose 

experiences I have conveyed in this thesis are engaged in anti-colonial politics 

centred on decolonising Palestinian lands and minds, to shrink their 

multifaceted agencies to acts that only and always function to wholesale take 
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on such hegemonies, is to attribute them a humanity that exists only in its 

capacity to respond to such macro-architectures of domination. My dissertation 

thus contributes to a wider debate pushing to situate Palestinian cultural agents 

beyond frameworks in which their musics are represented as performing 

identities of abject victimhood to colonial violence, of heroic resistance to such 

status quos, or, conversely as apolitical and depoliticising normalisers of those 

same realities. Unravelling the complexities and shifting positions involved in 

occupying an oppositional stance, this thesis makes a theoretical contribution to 

literature focused on Palestinian cultural production by unsettling the assumed 

hegemony of national resistance, and national identity, as core premises that 

suture Palestinians’ musical practices. Moving professional debate forwards, 

uncoupling academic lenses from such narrow purviews thus ought to allow us 

to see more fully the nuances to which people’s musical practices speak.  

 

On related grounds, my study also raises the utility of adopting the concept of a 

music scene and applying it to the Palestinian context. In chapter one, I made 

the case that youth is a performative construct, brought into being through a 

series of bodily enactments, embodiments, and consumption practices, 

especially of particular musics and fashions. I suggested there that such 

performances could be usefully approached in the Palestinian case via the 

music scene model (Bennett & Peterson, 2004: 8). I have argued throughout 

that this is valuable because it gives us a coherent mechanism to trace the role 

performances and nonverbal practices play in shaping a community, as much 

as – or indeed more than – the texts and objects that circulate to define such 

formations.  

 

Thus, the focus on music scene, rather than music category, foregrounds how 

people’s musical and stylistic (ordinary and extraordinary) ‘everyday’ practices 

produce their community. As I have argued throughout this thesis, youth in 

Palestine do not create sonic sounds that adhere rigidly to one particular genre. 

However, the literature often centres on hip-hop and rap, at the expense of 

other musical styles. This, as I suggested, could in part be attributed to the 

over-inflated focus on narrowly articulated discourse of Palestinian youths’ 

cultures of resistance. Since hip-hop and rap are often stereotypically situated 
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as youth protest genres par excellence, the narrow focus on this specific form of 

musical production perhaps makes sense. As I have argued throughout my 

thesis, however, ethnographically, such clear-cut taxonomies of youth musics 

do not carry through. The young adults who ground this study do engage in 

borrowed hip-hop sensibilities, which are worked and reworked through 

localising tropes of expressive poetic forms, such as zajal. However, they also 

make, play, record, dance to, perform, and consume a wealth of different 

genres. Psy-trance is extremely popular, as are electro and experimental 

techniques, and rock, metal, punk, and reggae all proliferate as strongly as, if 

not more than, hip-hop and rap. As we have further seen, these Palestinian 

youths’ dress and fashion practices further reflect and enable such translocal 

sonic hybridisations.  

 

My focus on scenes, and especially on scenes as constituted out of messy and 

fragmented style-based and musical practices – rather than coherent, genre-

specific texts and objects – thus further enables us to grasp the rich tapestries 

these young Palestinians’ life-worlds weave. This contribution thus adds to 

cultural studies and performance studies literature emphasising the important 

role non-discursive embodiments play in the production, and struggle over, 

meaning. It also adds to musicological studies of popular music in Palestine, by 

extending discussion beyond a narrow focus on hip-hop and rap cultures. Such 

a standpoint enhances the study of Palestinian musics and performative 

expressive cultures moving forwards, emphasising how much we can learn from 

attending to live and embodied moments of cultural transmission as they are 

performed live, rather than solely at the level of static text.  

 

Nonetheless, given that the notion of the music scene has a particularly Anglo-

American genealogy, it is necessary to consider the specific points it speaks to 

in the Palestinian case. In the first chapter of this study, I drew out the various 

ways the category ‘youth’ has been constructed and represented in the 

literature dealing with young people, widely constituted. I cited Ted 

Swedenburg’s (2007) warning that western models of youthful opposition are 

too context-specific to adequately chart young people’s methods of cultural 

production in the Arab world. In particular, Swedenburg recommends against 
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adopting western cultural studies literature to represent Middle Eastern youths’ 

cultural projects that challenge local norms. He suggests that, doing so, 

effectively collapses their local struggles into stereotypical cultural praxis that 

they are ‘sticking it to the man’, as the 1950’s subcultures literature (also 

outlined in chapter one) assumed of the western youth it studied. Such models, 

in other words, misleadingly and unhelpfully paint a picture in which Arab 

youths are reduced to actors blindly desiring westernisation and secularism. He 

further suggests that since Middle Eastern states are wary of the free 

association of young people, and given youths’ general shaky access to the 

financial capitals necessary to engage in oppositional activities in the manner of 

‘western’ youths, similar cultural collectives are unlikely to develop in the Arab 

world.  

 

Not only does this statement highlight a misreading of style and music-based 

youth movements in the British context, which (although perhaps interpreted 

thus by academics in the 1950’s) were never about all-out resistance to the 

status quo (as well as the post-subcultures literature that deals with such 

issues), it also simply does not stand up ethnographically in the Palestinian 

case. As I have shown, these young Palestinians’ cultural practices are indeed 

not about all-out ideological revolution, and yet neither are they ‘westernised’ 

because they performatively iterate heterogeneity toward elite macro-public 

cultures. Indeed, while reticent to convey national paradigms many are fatigued 

with, their identity projects continue to embody important registers of 

Palestinianness. It is, therefore, possible to selectively borrow from the ‘western’ 

concept of music scenes, without dogmatically stating that its affiliates are 

westernised. While it is undeniably and importantly true that distinctive 

formations of youthful identity and community are not universal, the fact that 

they are contextually mediated does not mean that they are not present in 

cases outside of the terms’ Anglo-American origins. 

 

Since the music scene model proposes precisely that youthful collectives 

mediated, and produced by, musical and stylistic distinctions offer more 

complex points of departure – rather than simply signifying resistance to a 

vaguely articulated status quo - the specific notion of the music scene is helpful. 



	 	 294	

Applying it to the Palestinian case allows us to see how a distinctive music and 

style-based youth network both invests and remains arbitrated by locality, yet 

also forges transnational links to perform social and political identities that go 

beyond such contexts. This shows us how pressing the need is to think through 

culture in Palestine beyond area-studies lenses. In transnational times, images, 

ideas, sensibilities, and bodies are interconnected like never before. 

Furthermore, given the transnational nature of the Palestinian refugee and exilic 

experience itself, many of these Palestinian youth are also ‘of’ the west, either 

via parental lineage, or schooling. To divide youth cultural practices in our 

transnational age into modernist cartographies of geopolitical discretion misses 

how globalisation is shaping, and is itself shaped by, the cultural worlds and 

practices diversely situated actors find they have access to.  

 

At the same time, however, there are a series of contextual, top-down 

pressures on this Palestinian youth scene that do prevent those connected to it 

from appropriating public spaces to perform their collective identities in. These 

take different, and more pressing, forms vis-à-vis those their so-called ‘western’ 

counterparts face. The contextual dynamics of surveillance and control that 

structure the macro-spatialities of Haifa, Ramallah, and Amman (see chapter 

three) mean much of these young adults’ scene-building activities must take 

place instead in semi-public sites. On the one hand, such spaces are away from 

institutional panoptic power (enabling gendered transgression in particular, as 

shown in chapter six). Yet, on the other hand, as youth sites, their emergence is 

also intimately tied to the rise of Palestinian commercial leisure and pleasure 

markets. Interestingly, like the post-subcultural literature I discussed in chapter 

one, much of this community therefore comes into being through highly stylised 

urban consumption practices.  

 

As I have demonstrated, in Palestine, the rise of a consumption-based 

economy is largely tied to neoliberal shifts across the region. Given the macro-

architectures of Israeli occupation and settler-colonialism, literature on 

Palestinian cultural production has, however, largely shied away from 

considering the productive role such changes play in creating new contexts and 

identities. Neoliberalism is clearly a depoliticising force, substituting political 
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power with increased access to consumption markets as means to fashion 

individuating selves. However, actors cannot simply exit the complex warren of 

exchange such late modern systems of control make open to them. Thus, while 

important to keep in mind neoliberalisms’ depoliticising macro-effects, we need, 

as I have shown, also be cognizant of the ways individuals and collectivities 

assert agency within the spaces such economic relations position them.  

 

My study therefore makes a conceptual contribution to literature on Palestinian 

cultural production, by showing that over-relying on the national struggle 

paradigm to understand musical production and performance in Palestine risks 

marginalising voices, dynamics, and transformations that do not discursively 

foreground the nation, and resistance, in the way agents make sense of their 

musical practices. Using instead the concept of the music scene, my thesis 

offered an analysis that conceptualises Palestinian cultural production in the 

current transnational and globalised era, in which bodies, images, identities, 

and practices move with increasing rapidity between, above, and below national 

contexts. This offers a different way for analysing the intricacies of people’s 

multifaceted agencies and the life projects their cultural practices perform. 

 

3) Implications for the Study of Palestinian Politics  
 

My study also raises important questions about the viability of the models of 

analysis currently available in the largely European and North-American-centric 

political science and international relations-based literature about democratic 

state-society relations. These orthodox bodies of thought generally adhere to 

the Enlightenment premise that a people’s fight for self-determination, and 

achievement of full political personhood, are realised through a national 

movement centred on securing a nation-state. Such scholarly thought and 

praxis moreover perpetuates the idea that colonised and marginalised subjects 

fight for social justice, political rights, and dignity solely in order to found a 

judicial entity with territorial contingency, ‘secure’ and immutable borders, legal 

sovereignty, and diplomatic place and power in the international community of 

nation-states. Securing the ‘right’ to be recognised as a fully enfranchised 

citizen-subject of such a unit of social, political, and economic administration 
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thus gets conflated with acquiring a life that has matter, in both a physical and 

moral sense.  

 

As I have shown, the young adults’ whose musical practices and social 

relationships performatively forge this music scene are situated across the 

particular, but connected, locales of Ramallah, Amman, and Haifa. Spread 

across, and marginalised by, two different state-structures in modern-day Israel 

and Jordan, and a pseudo-state in in the West Bank under the PA, clearly their 

political projects, and the musical practices that create and convey these, do 

not take shape inside a unitary national territory. Moreover, their political 

narratives and cultural practices, as we have seen, actively signify rejection of 

such a physical space at the discursive level. It therefore does not make sense 

to describe their political cultures as vested in the search for a nation-state 

called Palestine. For these young agents, collapsing the struggle for Palestine 

into the search for a bordered judicial sovereign is part and parcel of the very 

dynamics of colonial control it purports to challenge.  

 

Their anti-colonial politics therefore challenge orthodox state-society literature 

that foregrounds the nation-state framework as the only logic for a collective’s 

‘freedom’ from settler-colonial occupation and control. Such classical theoretical 

models are unable to adequately conceptualise how internally and externally 

displaced people struggle to challenge the terms of their dispossession, outside 

the rigidity of a national entity. With other recent works on thinking Palestinian 

social justice beyond territorial ‘rights’ (see Richter-Devore, 2013; Salih, 2013), I 

therefore propose that the young adults whose life-worlds this thesis revolves 

around, signal the need for a re-think about the viability of the modern nation-

state as the end-point for anti-colonial struggle in contemporary times.  

 

As the youth agents in this music scene make clear, there can be no resolution 

to Israeli and Zionist occupation and settler-colonialism without a deconstruction 

of the ethno-nationalist discourses which ground that colonial project. 

Countering such ideologies of Ashkenazi Jewish-Israeli nationalist supremacy 

with similar constructions of territorially bounded Palestinian-Arab purity is seen, 

by these youth actors, to reproduce the ethno-national terms by which they are 
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colonised. For international activists and classical political science theorists 

alike, this perhaps means directing political points of departure at the struggle to 

decolonise Israeli society, rather than found a Palestinian nation-state on a 

bordered stretch of land. My study therefore also raises the importance of 

decolonising, and denationalising, the narrow frames of reference that currently 

circulate about what it means to think and practice politics with, and for, 

Palestine.  

 

4) Final Thoughts: A Note on the Transnational Political Economy of 
Images and Ideas 
 

I end this dissertation with a note about where this all leaves us, if the 

representations that are made and circulate transnationally about Palestinian 

musics today are often wildly outside of the meanings their auteurs and 

audiences inscribe into them. As I have stressed across my dissertation, 

frequently the scaffolds that underpin how activist, journalistic, diplomatic, and 

some classically-formulated academic texts represent Palestine as a political 

imaginary, look different from the identities Palestinians themselves task their 

musics to perform. I therefore include this commentary to situate what is at 

stake not just academically, but also socially and politically in the ‘real’ world, in 

the perpetuation of such representations. I use one final example from my 

fieldwork to outline this closing argument. 

 

On November 21st 2011, the Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO), of the 

British government, released a series of short videos promoting the 2012 

Olympic and Paralympic Games in (what FCO describes as) “modern Britain”.95 

One such video featured London-born, Palestinian-British hip-hop artist and 

rapper, Shadia Mansour. Titled “Shadia Mansour on Creative Freedom in 

Britain”, the video opens with a satellite shot of the UK, with the tag line “see 

Britain through my eyes” superimposed over it. The film cuts to Shadia riding a 

train through South London, clad in a kūfīya. ‘Traditional’ Arabic music plays in 

the background, which soon is cut-up, scratched, and eventually replaced with 

hip-hop beats. Shadia tells us “I love hearing old Arabic melodies in Western 

music. I walk around comfortably as an Arab in Britain, because people can 

celebrate the culture with me”. In just thirty seconds, the images and the 
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narratives transmitted in the video have produced powerful cartographies of 

tradition and modernity, in which Britain acts as the site of multiculturality at 

which such entities collide and are given space to co-exist.  

 

Shadia’s narrative continues. Describing her hyphenated British-Palestinian 

identity, she says: “I used to feel very British. Now I feel very Palestinian. But, in 

terms of how I think, I think the open-mindness [sic] has definitely come from 

Britain…that’s how British I feel”. The camera then runs a series of present-day 

images of the river Thames, and we hear Shadia stress: “I’ve been given the 

privilege of knowing what freedom feels like. Being here [in Britain]”. The 

camera reveals a birds-eye shot of the sprawling urbanity of the city of London, 

showing us the Houses of Parliament, and similar iconic bastions of British 

Empire. As we watch these images, Shadia’s words reverberate that being born 

in the UK, means she has: “been given the option of choosing what [sic] path I 

go down”. As she begins to describe her decision to rap in Arabic (rather than 

English), the images of modern and urban London are, however, replaced with 

black and white footage of what looks like the Mandate period in Palestine. 

British soldiers can be seen handing out food parcels to anonymous Arabs, who 

appear on-mass behind a barbed-wire fence with their sheep and donkeys. We 

switch to a scene at a current-day West Bank checkpoint. Many bodies are 

crammed inside the cattle-like metal containers the IOF uses to control 

Palestinian mobility, as those present wait to pass through the Israeli-

administered turnstile.  

 

We then see the apartheid wall, and the film returns to Shadia, who tells us: 

“actually going to Palestine, made me appreciate, you know, the privileges we 

have here. You do actually have a chance here to have your voice heard”. The 

camera jolts back to Palestine, and we see a group of women, in hijab, handing 

their documents to an Israeli soldier as they try to pass the checkpoint he is 

administering. At this point, the hip-hop music stops, and is replaced with an 

altogether different set of sonics. British film score composer David 

Schweitzer’s piece “Afloat”, taken from his BBC-commissioned album “Britain 

from Above”, replaces the hip-hop beats. We hear a piano and a clarinet 
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together elicit a sweeping, whimsical tune, and the images on screen return to 

the city of London. Shadia’s voice finalises:  

 

I value the freedom of speech in Britain. And I’ve started to appreciate 
that, whereas before, I didn’t actually notice it. I have to say British 
society, and Britain as a whole, has been kind of like a backbone to 
me… It’s shaped my ability to be able to do what I do, with no 
restrictions. 

 

The video ends, and the clarinet and piano arch into a rising melody. On screen 

is superimposed the British flag, and the capitalised font “GREAT BRITAIN” 

provides the final shot. This astonishing piece, in just three minutes, has taken 

Shadia’s hip-hop output, selected a series of sound bites from her narrative, 

and created a discursive frame in which – quite amazingly – the UK becomes a 

site of freedom, diversity, and tolerance. It is, we are messaged, this robust 

British multicultural nationalism that has enabled Shadia to create music at all. 

Securing such British modernity is, of course, her contrasting Arab-otherness. 

Without any contextualisation of Zionism, Israel, or indeed even British control 

in Palestine, the dated footage we see of the Levant, coupled with the amassed 

bodies at various checkpoints, and Shadia’s statements that it is only through 

being in Britain that she understands what freedom is, creates a powerful 

orientalist repertoire in which all-things-Arab simply are pathologically abject, 

un-free, and anti/pre-modern.  

 

This video may seem a somewhat sensationalist note to end on. However, that 

the highest form of institutional British state power, the British government itself, 

can produce and circulate such a discursive space – through the medium of 

Palestinian hip-hop - demands acknowledgment of the powerful way that 

representations about Palestinian cultural production shape what becomes 

intelligible or knowable about Palestine at all. The British government 

aggressively created, and continues to facilitate, the contemporary settler-

colonial occupation of Palestine. The implication that a Palestinian in the UK 

feels ‘more free’ than they do at ‘home’, actively silences British colonial history 

that was itself part of the genesis for the Palestinian refugee community, and 

thus a core factor as to why so many were exiled to geopolitical spaces such as 

Britain at all. That this institutional body can therefore produce such a 
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fantastical imaginary of British multicultural nationalism, through a particular 

stylisation of the Palestinian cultural products and producers my thesis traced, 

demands attention.  

 

The transnational political economy of images is not arranged equally. When 

diplomats, politicians, journalists, activists, and academics alike make 

representations about Palestinian cultural production, knowledge is produced 

that directs how such fields become intelligible to the audiences of such 

imaginaries. The way we represent Palestine, in other words, shapes what we 

can know about Palestine. While this video very dramatically captures the 

power/knowledge nexus vested in a governmental mediation of Palestinian 

creative practice, such power dynamics can also be traced in more nuanced 

spheres. Academic, activist, and journalistic events, texts, and projects alike, 

which feature Palestinian cultural praxis according only to their own pre-

conceived assumptions about what such art ‘ought’ to look like, contributes to a 

global context that continues to deny full Palestinian subjectivity. As scholars 

who stand in solidarity with Palestinians’ anti-colonial and decolonising 

struggles for social justice, this demands we use our space and access to these 

fields to work toward countering such narrow representations of people’s deeply 

complex life projects. The start and end point of my research has been a 

commitment to contributing to efforts to decolonise normative notions of 

Palestinian expressive culture. In a small way, then, I hope my thesis can offer 

some points of departure about the importance of decolonising not only 

academic space, but also the wider publics our texts circulate and move 

through. In our transnational age, this task seems more pressing than ever.  
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1 The on-line version of the film can be found on Vice’s website: 
http://noisey.vice.com/en_uk/noisey-israel-palestine-hip-hop-in-the-holy-land-
series/hip-hop-in-the-holy-land-the-godfather-of-palestinian-rap-episode-1 [last 
accessed 01/09/2016]. 
2 The Green Line is a term used to describe the 1949 armistice lines set out in 
the 1949 Armistice Agreements between the Arab (Egyptian, Jordanian, 
Lebanese, and Syrian) armies, and those of the Jewish settlers who declared 
the state of Israel on territory seized from former British Mandatory Palestine, in 
1948. It is called the Green Line because the ink used to draw these borders on 
the map of Mandate Palestine was green. Until the Israeli state (re)occupied the 
West Bank, Gaza, and East Jerusalem in 1967, it served as the de facto 
borders between the Israeli state and the Palestinian polity in the West Bank, 
Gaza Strip, and East Jerusalem from 1949 until 1967. It was, however, never 
intended to be a permanent border, but rather a temporary demarcation line. 
Despite the fact that the Green Line ruptured all of 1948 Palestine (modern-day 
Israel) from the rest of Historic Palestine, these pre-1967 borders are today 
where most international elites (the US, the UN, as well as Mahmoud Abbas) 
situate their efforts to build a Palestinian state.  
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3	“1967” Palestine refers to the areas of Historic Palestine (pre-1948) in the 
West Bank and Gaza the Israeli state (re)occupied in 1967.	
4 The term “1948 Palestine” is a linguistic register that refers to the areas of 
Historic Palestine that are today the Israeli state. As a label, it is used to refuse 
Zionist and Israeli narratives that deny Palestinian claims to lands and identities 
on and in pre-1948 Palestine.  
5 The term ‘host’ nation refers mainly to the nations that ‘hosted’ the 
Palestinians after their exile. It evokes mainly the three Arab nations of Jordan, 
Syria, and Lebanon, to which the incoming Jewish settler-colonial army exiled 
the majority of the Palestinians during the Nakba. Since the stateless 
Palestinian refugee community has been denied the right of return, they have 
had no choice but to ask such nation-states to ‘host’ them until they can return 
home. The term ‘host’ is, however, somewhat misleading, as it implies a degree 
of reciprocity between the Palestinians made stateless, and the nation they 
sought, and continue to seek, refuge in. In actuality, the relationship between 
the Palestinian community and their governmental ‘hosts’ has been anything 
but harmonious. The Palestinians continue to this day to be massively 
marginalized, treated not even as guests, but moreover as the abject others, 
subjected to many different forms of state and society led structural and 
physical violences at the hands of their so-called ‘hosts’. 
6 The dabka is a popular, folkloric dance form of the Levant. It is used to mark 
joyous occasions and life-cycle events, such as weddings.  
7 The list here could be endless. See, for example, on state-formations, 
Anderson (1987), Ayubi (1996), Hashim (2003), Hudson (2001), Owen (2004); 
on civil society and political syndicates, Norton (1993); on Arab nationalisms: 
Dawn (1973), Kerr (1967); and on political parties, elections, and 
democratisation: Hermet et al (1978), Hudson (1968), Salame (1994). 
8 See, but by no means exhaustively Abu-Lughod (2005) on television and 
nationalism in Egypt; Armbrust (2000) on popular culture and the mass media in 
Egypt; Bayat & Herrera (2010) on youth cultural politics; Bayat (2010) on 
‘ordinary’ people’s everyday and informal politics; Sabry, (2010; 2012) on 
popular culture in the Arab world; Stokes (2012) on popular musics in Turkey; 
and Zuhur (1998) on visual and performing arts of the Middle East. 
9 Since my thesis addresses musical production and performance only, I survey 
this literature here. There is, however, a wealth of literature that deals with other 
aspects of Palestinian cultural production, which I do not chart. For some 
examples of such discussions, see Amireh (2003) on literature; Aouragh, (2012) 
on the internet; Beckles-Wilson (2009, 2013) on music and colonialism; Brinner 
(2009) on ‘classic’ music; Dabashi (2006) on cinema; El Khalidi (1999) on 
embroidery; Moors (2010) on pictorial postcards and forms of dress; Rowe 
(2010) on dance; and Shohat (2006) on film.  
10 See, for example, Johnson & Kuttub (2001); Fleischmann (2003); Kanaaneh 
(1998); Massad (1995); Peteet (1991); Richter-Devroe (2009, 2010); Yuval-
Davis (1997). 
11 On the one hand, these studies complicate the notion that national 
movements map on to a monolithic, shared collective ‘essence’ by highlighting 
the internal power struggles within - rather than simply between – them. In this 
feminist-based body of work, emphasis is placed on writing women back into 
the historical record of national movements, where they appeared absent (see 
Fleischmann, 2003; Pappe, 2006b: 235-239). Using women’s historiographies 
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to unsettle some of the dominant tropes of national movements, such 
scholarship draws out the zones of conflict within liberation struggles 
themselves, primarily by paying attention to the different claims men and 
women put forward within them. On the other hand, other studies deployed the 
category gender, rather than woman, to expose how women’s increased 
participation in national movements was both enabling and constraining. 
Delivering women access to novel sites of power, yet regulating and gendering 
the scope and space of the roles available to them therein, ideal-type national 
female subjects were interpellated as heterosexual mothers, workers, educators 
and sometimes even fighters - stressing that women’s visibility in public spaces 
was permissible in so far as it is in keeping with the prerequisites of the 
national. Bodies gendered female were discursively hailed as the ‘mothers’ of 
the nation, their bodies and comportment taken to represent the character of 
the nation-state. Women thus became sites of social control for the national 
elite. National projects are thus both constitutive and regulatory of identity (see 
Kandiyoti, 1991; Najambati, 1998; Yuval-Davis, 1997, 1998).  
12 I use the term Palestinianness to refer to Palestinian identity not solely 
premised on the notion of the imagined national community of Palestine. As an 
identity, Palestinianness creates and transmits collective and individual 
imaginaries of identification that are not necessarily tied only to the framework 
of the nation. As well as national Palestinianness, there can be other pre, sub, 
and/or post national Palestinian identities that do not spring from the meta-unit 
of the nation. Conversely, I use the term Palestinian national identity, to connote 
the reverse, indicating exactly those identities that develop predominantly 
through the lens of belonging to the imagined Palestinian national community.  
13 These figures are taken from the Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics 
(PCBS) “Press Release on the Labor Result Survey”, January-March 2015. 
Available online at: 
http://www.pcbs.gov.ps/site/512/default.aspx?tabID=512&lang=en&ItemID=139
7&mid=3172&wversion=St [last accessed Friday 22nd July 2016]. 
14 Swedenburg, T. (2007) “Imagined Youths” in Middle East Research and 
Information Project. Online at: http://www.merip.org/mer/mer245/imagined-
youths [last accessed Friday 22nd July, 2016]. 
15 Figures from PCBS show that in the 2013 database of registered marriages 
and divorces in the oPt, 92.2% of females in the age 15-29 age range were 
married, compared to 81.0% of males of the same age. Available online here: 
http://www.pcbs.gov.ps/site/512/default.aspx?tabID=512&lang=en&ItemID=118
4&mid=3172&wversion=Staging [last accessed Friday 22nd July 2016]. 
16 Swedenburg, ibid. 
17 Swedenburg, ibid.  
18 For polemic critique of the how ‘gay rights’ have been universalized in the 
past two decades, see Massad (2002).  
19 Swedenburg, opcit.  
20 This is also extended to so-called rural, more conventionally conservative, 
and poorer actors across Palestine, who are also incited to mark their identities 
through the display of goods and services, although in the thesis I am tracing 
only urban lifestyles. 
21 Much like the youth-as-trouble paradigm, these works largely treated young, 
working class boys as delinquents who had successfully developed their own 
cultural codes geared toward crime, wholly outside of the norms of the parent 
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cultures their lifestyles challenged (Cohen, 1955). These young people’s 
supposed propensity toward crime thus treated youthful subcultural formations 
as political problems to be institutionally reformed, and their socialisation into to 
the norms of adult-culture facilitated as the crux of crime prevention measures. 
22	The CCCS mapped the rise of such spectacular and stylistically distinctive 
youth subcultures to wider post-war social, economic, and political shifts. 
These, they analysed with the intention of exposing “the necessarily contested 
and contradictory character of cultural change, and the diversity of forms in 
which such ‘resistances’ might find expression” (Hall & Jefferson, 2006: viii). 
 
Analysing the cultural practices of mainly white, working-class, urban, and 
heterosexual boys, the authors (and the paradigm that emerged) adopt an un-
problematised neo-Marxist paradigm to position these actors as a homogenous 
group, engaged in uniformly resistant acts of challenging an external status quo 
which the authors (uncritically) label the mainstream. The paradigm of youthful 
deviancy upheld in the Chicago School literature was reversed, and youth 
celebrated as the rebellious agents of resistance. The actors the CCCS took up 
as its objects of analysis were idealistically positioned as challenging 
bourgeoisie norms (lawmakers and police, teachers, bosses), and their parents’ 
working-class cultures (dead-end jobs, alcoholism, unemployment, family strife) 
by forming their own youthful sites of subversion on the streets, in dance halls, 
on the open road, and in weekend holiday spots (Williams, 2007: 576). This 
was largely considered symbolic and affective, expressed and enabled 
semiotically, via young people’s style (Hebdige, 1979), defined as “dress, ritual, 
music and argot” (Cohen, 1972, cited Williams, 2007: 578). Using the medium 
of punk, for example, Hebdige’s (1979) seminal contribution to the field offered 
how the stylisations of punk – its obnoxious lyrics, cut-up dress practices, and 
avant-garde haircuts - were important recourses for disaffected punk-rockers 
because dominant culture rejected such embodiments as offensive and 
inappropriate.  Their deployment thus marked youthful resistance embodied in 
both anger, as well as stylistic semiotic signifiers (fashion, music), to such 
normative regimes.	
23	In an immediate and straightforward way, the CCCS’s omission of non-white, 
non-heterosexual, non-working-class, and non-masculine gendered young 
people creates serious shortcomings in the knowledge this (early) work 
produced, and the subjects it successively hailed as coherent youthful actors. 
Moreover, the Birmingham School’s neglect of ethnography further meant – 
ironically perhaps – that the analysis they offered was based more on the 
particular preoccupations of the scholars doing the studying, rather than rooted 
in meanings that circulated in the actual research communities being observed.    
  
The organisation of young people into bounded subcultural blocs further pits a 
homogenous youth formation against an equally monolithic mainstream. Forms 
of sociation that characterise the latter get set as culturally normative, from 
which the subculture is always already functionally deviant. This offers a 
unidirectional view of power, articulated along the lines of ‘top down’ 
suppression by a hegemon, or ‘bottom up’ subaltern resistance to such 
domination (problematised above). Carving the social world up into clear and 
coherent categories of binarised structure and agency articulates a narrow view 
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on how modern power relations function to produce – rather than simply 
repress - subjectivities (see Foucault, 1976, 1977).	
24 Tarik Sabry has a forthcoming (ca. autumn 2016) book on Arab subcultures, 
and in 2010 hosted at the University of Westminster a conference on the same 
theme. While scholars such as Asef Bayat (2010) have written about youth in 
the Arab world, Sabry’s (forthcoming) book is, as far as I aware, the first 
systematic and critical engagement with the notion of subcultures in a Middle 
Eastern context.  
25 Swedenburg, opcit. 
26 A recorded version of the track can be found online, posted on el far3i’s 
SoundCloud page at: https://soundcloud.com/el-far3i/el-far3i-el-rass-e-stichrak 
[last accessed June 30th 2016] 
27 I am using the translation offered on the on-line news and opinion blog 
“Muftah”, by Fadhl al-Eryani, available at: http://muftah.org/new-orientalism-
westerners-working-living-middle-east/#.V3QPBpMrL-Y [last accessed 30th 
June 2016]. 
28 In other words, the dynamics of Orientalism are not just theoretical and 
historical concepts; they are real and material parts of the present.  
29 Marxist, cultural-studies and feminist sociologist Beverley Skeggs (2001: 426) 
defines ethnography as “an idea about how we should do research. It usually 
combines certain features in specific ways: fieldwork that will be conducted over 
a prolonged period of time; utilizing different research techniques; conducted 
within the settings of the participants, with an understanding of how the context 
informs the actions; involving the researcher in participant and observation; 
involving an account of the development of relationships between the 
researcher and the researched and focusing on how experience and practice 
are part of wider processes”. I use this definition to frame my own 
understanding of what ethnographic research entails.  
30 See, for example but by no means exclusively: Butler, (1990, 1993); Phelan, 
(1993); Phelan & Lane (1998); Schechner, (1977 [2003]); Schneider (1997); 
Taylor (2003) Turner (1982). 
31 See: Abu-Lughod (1990b: 24-25); Asad (1973); Said (1978, 1989); Mani 
(1998); Minh-ha (1989); Spivak (1988); Visweswaran (1994); Mohanty (1991); 
Narayan (1993, 1997); Ong (2001); Puar (2007). 
32 See: Alexander & Mohanty (1997); Grewal & Kaplan (1994); Mohanty (2003). 
33 As, for example, that advocated by the “care” feminists, who emphasise 
women’s “maternal thinking” (Ruddick, 1995) or their “different voice” (Gilligan, 
1982) to suggest that women’s experience of mothering has entrusted them 
with more empathetic, nurturing, and peaceful natures than men. Such theorists 
encourage female researchers to apply such ‘motherist’ qualities in the field, 
under the premise that women will somehow be more likely to make meaningful 
connections with other women, because of their shared experiences of 
mothering. As methodological tools for fieldwork, such accounts thus flatten and 
essentialise the complexity of the female experience, making women’s work 
intelligible only if it conforms to very narrow framings of the hyper-feminine. I 
thus distance my own gender-based research methods from such standpoints.  
34 Certain strands of anthropological ethnographic research methods and their 
methodologies share a troubled history with those feminism informs. As a 
discipline, early orthodox anthropological knowledge production have, 
historically speaking, been closely aligned to projects of colonialism and 
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imperialism. Functioning on the positivist premise that ‘they’, the researched, 
are factually and objectively separate to ‘us’, the researchers (see Cohen, 1993; 
England, 1994 for discussion), elevated the status of the ‘researcher’ above the 
‘researched’, thus legitimising the status of the former as subject, while reducing 
the latter to object. In this way, the foundations on which ethnography is based 
function as “a mainstay of global capitalism, imperialism and power, which is 
able to establish the terms for the categorisation of other.” (Skeggs, 2001: 434). 
In constructing and enforcing such disciplinary categories of self and other, 
geopolitical power regimes of ‘western’ superiority vis-à-vis all that is 
subsequently situated the ‘non-West’, are made possible. Not only does this 
subject those rendered subject-less to multiple regimes of material and 
epistemic colonial violences (Spivak, 1988), it further creates a discursive binary 
through which the colonising actor, now endowed with subjectivity, can come to 
know his or her self, via recourse to that which he or she is not: indeed, 
“Anthropological discourse, with its roots in the exploration and colonization of 
the rest of the world by the West, is the discourse of the self” (Abu-Lughod, 
1990b: 24). In articulating taxonomies of ‘the native’ (see Narayan, 1993) or the 
‘Eastern Other’ (see Said, 1978), the observing and/or representing subject-
defined-as-self constitutes powerful mechanisms of self-recognition that mark 
their subjecthood. This further cements unequal geopolitical hierarchies tied to 
positions of privilege and power, which are based on constructed differences 
that colonial actors and institutions present and normalise as objective states of 
nature.  
 
Thus, whereas certain strands of early anthropology relied on reified discourses 
of difference between binarised selves and others, feminism (supposedly) 
works from an altogether different vantage point, stressing that such differences 
are both constitutive (of identities, relations, communities etc), and primary 
mechanisms for signifying power (Scott, 1992: 42). As post-colonial feminists 
have pointed (Mohanty, 1991; Ong; 2001; Spivak, 1988), however, the collusion 
of feminism with anthropology has often actually worked to endorse a 
specifically colonial form of feminism, which Anglo-American white feminists use 
to wield power over non-white ‘other’ women. This is not merely discursive – 
two US-led wars on Iraq and Afghanistan have been carried out under the 
maxim that Middle Eastern women need ‘saving’ from the patriarchal contexts 
that contain them (Abu-Lughod, 2001, 2002, 2013; Al-Ali & Pratt, 2009; 
Hirschkind & Mahmood, 2002) The alliance of anthropological knowledge 
production with feminism has created debate about the extent to which there 
can actually be a feminist ethnography (Stacey, 1988; Abu-Lughod, 1990b). 
Judith Stacey (1988) has, for example,  (polemically) argued that despite paying 
lip service to the contrary, feminist ethnography, like anthropology, remains 
threatening to research participants because it operates under the pretence of 
equalitarianism, when in actuality the power binary between ‘researcher’ and 
‘researched’ is left intact.  
 
In this thesis, I offer my ethnography as one committed to feminist methodology 
with awareness of these fallouts. My own approach takes on board these 
concerns, but does not get too bogged down in them. I maintain that it is 
possible to offer a grounded, deconstructivist feminist ethnography that 
captures the life-worlds of its participants that is not exploitative. Investing 
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instead on building ethnographic encounters through methods that privilege 
reciprocity, rationality, sameness and kinship - as well as difference – offers 
avenues for diverting and undoing some of the historical baggage feminist 
researchers have raised concern about inheriting by embracing the 
anthropological canon. See Abu-Lughod (1990b) for in depth discussion of 
these themes.   
35 I do not dwell so much on the issue of the Internet as a research space, as 
this approach inheres an altogether different methodological agenda to the 
grounded, ethnographic one I put forward here. It also raises a series of 
questions about how far research partners can be considered to have given 
consent to having their online and social media presences scrutinised by 
researchers. I thus mention the issue of virtuality only in passing, in order to 
stress that in instances in which actors found physical mobility blocked to them 
– as is a mainstay of life for Palestinians – they often relocated their cultural 
practices and communications to the virtual space of the Internet, which takes a 
role as a platform and resource for sharing musics. For such a discussion of the 
role of the Internet among Palestinian youth, see Miriyam Aouragh’s (2012) 
book “Palestine Online: Transnationalism, the Internet and the Construction of 
Identity”.  
36 I explain youth here in terms of age for sake of methodological brevity and 
clarity. Throughout the thesis, however, the term youth has a broader definition 
as a performative habitus. For discussion see chapter one. 
37 By research-colleague, I mean to emphasise the intersubjective (Rabinow, 
1977 [2007]) and collaborative nature of ethnographic knowledge production, 
highlighting that both the researcher and the participant’s agencies (rather than 
merely the former) play foundational roles in the construction of data in the field. 
38 This is of course always mediated by my subject positionality, both in terms of 
what I perceive and how I interpret what I see, as well as how I am perceived by 
others. These issues of positionality and their related impact on questions of 
epistemology and ontology are returned to and fleshed out in full in section two 
of this chapter.  
39 That these are mediated by my interpretations of what I perceive to be taking 
place raises a serious set of question about the ways my ontological 
positioning(s) shape how I produce epistemological knowledge about the things 
I see and imagine to be taking place. I problematise these more fully below, but 
suffice it to say at this juncture that such observations were made with 
awareness that knowledge production arrived at in this way is neither objective 
nor impartial, but rather situated, partial and subjectively arrived at (eg Clifford, 
1986).  
40	I use the notion of range here to evoke both the mundane, everyday, and 
ordinary aspects of musical practices – such as ‘hanging out’ at friends’ houses, 
and/or in studios to make and listen to music; posting and otherwise sharing 
particular tracks and music events on-line on social media; and playing music 
‘in the background’ at social gatherings, while working, studying, cooking and 
so on; as well as the way music is used to mark special events – involving 
attending, playing in, and/or organising festivals, gigs, concerts, raves, parties 
and other events in clubs, bars, pubs, and similarly related spaces. Notions of 
the normal and the abnormal are of course contextually contingent. In 
Palestine, the ordinary and the distinct are regularly inverted. The abnormal (of 
settler-colonisation and occupation) often marks the quotidian, while the reverse 
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(of non-colonised normalities) evokes the peculiar. Musics thus contain many 
remarkable and unremarkable dimensions. In the specific case of Palestine, 
these often take on additional nuances, which play important roles in shaping 
both scene members and non-scene members’ reception and circulation of 
musical forms.	
41 “Cis” gender refers to someone whose performance of their gendered identity 
corresponds to the sex they were assigned at birth. It other words, it means that 
the person does not identify as transgender.  
42 See chapter four for a fuller description and contextualization of these shifts.  
43 Palestinians in Ramallah have the 1967 (West Bank) green identification 
card, and are unable to ‘legally’ pass through the Apartheid wall to visit places 
such as Haifa without first securing the difficult to obtain, and arbitrarily issued, 
Israeli military permit. Without this, travel through Israeli military checkpoints is 
denied. Ramallah-ities can travel to Jordan, across the King Hussein Bridge in 
Jericho, although the Israeli administration in control tends to make the journey 
long, often an entire day (or more). Palestinians in exile in Amman can also 
travel into the West Bank via the Bridge. Those who have Jordanian ID as well 
as the green and yellow travel cards do not require any additional travel 
documentation, although those with the Jordanian passport must obtain the PA-
issued and Israeli-sanctioned permit at the Israeli-controlled crossing. Since the 
1994 peace treaty, Palestinians in Jordan can travel inside the 1948 areas to 
places such as Haifa, but they must apply directly to the Israeli embassy in 
Amman (established after the Wadi Arba agreement) for a visa to do so. The 
status the host state warrants them further effects the visa application for 
Palestinians in Jordan (as 1948 or 1967 refugees; and from Jerusalem, the 
West Bank or Gaza). Applying for such visas faces a series of social obstacles, 
as it is generally perceived as an act of normalisation with the colonial regime.  
 
Palestinians in 1948 areas like Haifa generally have Israeli passports. Again, 
since the 1994 peace treaty with Jordan, they can travel unencumbered to 
Amman from the Israeli-Jordanian borders in the North and West of Israel, 
although, as Israeli passport holders, they are not permitted to use the West 
Bank Jericho Bridge crossing. Furthermore, and technically speaking, 
Palestinians with an Israeli passport are not allowed to enter Area A 
(encompassing Ramallah) under territorial obligations specified in Oslo. In 
practice, however, since Jewish settlers use many of the same checkpoints to 
access their West Bank colonies, and that the Israeli army is in the habit of 
making frequent incursion into Area A, 1948 Palestinians are often not stopped 
from passing through the Apartheid wall to enter the West Bank, especially if 
they avoid busier checkpoints like Qalandia and instead use those Jewish 
settlers frequent, like Hizme. 
44 taṭrīz is a distinctive form of decorative embroidery practiced widely across 
the Levant, often used to mark regional belonging.  
45 The jelābīya is a ‘traditional’ male form of dress worn across the Arab world, 
and usually takes the form of a loose fitting trousers and shirt. 
46 In policy terms, Oslo ratified a series of interim agreements, intended as 
temporary, and to allow the gradual transfer of Israeli control of the West Bank 
to the PA. Accordingly, the occupied West Bank was itself divided up into three 
distinct areas: Area A, under full civil and security control of the PA, 
concentrated on Ramallah and some surrounding areas, around 18% of the 
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total West Bank; Area B, under PA civil control and Israeli security, around 
23%-25%; and Area C, under full jurisdiction of the state of Israel, around 61%. 
It hardly need saying that today, some twenty-three years later, there has been 
no transfer of sovereignty, and Israel has in fact mobilized Oslo to pursue 
increased settlement building throughout Areas B and C, ever-shrinking the 
space made available for any future Palestinian state (if it even remains 
possible, or indeed desirable, that any such state could in fact exist). Oslo 
instead gave the PA limited autonomy in certain, clearly demarcated 
Bantustans on the occupied West Bank. This shift in colonial policy violently 
and systematically ruptured Palestinian spatialities and temporalities from one 
another, in a system that has variously been described as “enclavisation” 
(Falah, 2005), “bantustanisation” (Farsakh, 2005), “spacio-cide” (Hanafi, 2009), 
“politicide” (Kimmerling & Migdal, 2003) and “socio-cide” (Jawad, 2013); all of 
which point to the strangulation and inward contraction of Palestinian social 
worlds in the post-Oslo epoch (see Taraki, 2008). Mobility for Palestinians 
between different areas of the West Bank is controlled extensively by internal 
Israeli military checkpoints in areas B and C, where they retain full security 
control. 
47 Whilst Arafat’s PLO did maintain the Palestinian refugees’ right of return, and 
the commitment to securing a fully independent state free of Jewish settlements 
with Jerusalem as its capital, for the first time in the Palestinian leaderships’ 
history these were negotiable, rather than mainstays of the national ideology 
(Pappe, 2006b: 240). 
48 While Jerusalem continues to represent the undivided capital of Palestine in 
the national imaginary, since its annexation in 1967, its role as political and 
cultural epicentre has been almost entirely destroyed. It is now completely cut 
off from the West Bank by the Israeli regime’s spatial policy of strangulation, 
embodied most materially in the apartheid wall, frequent house demolitions of 
Palestinian homes in East Jerusalem, and the dual construction of Jewish-only 
settlements in their place. The fact that access for West Bank Palestinians to 
Jerusalem is possible only by obtaining the infrequently issued Israeli military 
permits (see Tawil-Souri, 2011) enhances its isolation. The city’s accessibility 
and centrality has thus significantly waned, and its political and cultural elite 
(unable to stop such Israeli policy) severely marginalised from the central body 
politic of Palestinian society (Taraki, 2008: 9). It is Ramallah, home to the PA 
and the major factions of the PLO, which has come to fill the void created in 
Jerusalem’s material marginalisation from Palestinian lives. 
49 Rawabi City is a ‘luxury’, 5000-unit gated community just outside of 
Ramallah, created with full Israeli blessing and extensive Qatari capital. 
Described as the “first planned Palestinian city” on its website, it is marketed to 
the West Bank’s aspiring middle classes via a specific aesthetic of ‘progress’ 
and anti-orientalist Arab modernity. This sensibility is reflected in the many 
billboards and advertisements that litter public spaces in Ramallah, which 
picture fair-skinned, smiling, youthful, and attractive heterosexual couples with 
one or two children living ‘happily’ in the highly modernist projected social space 
of Rawabi city. As capitalist discourse, such urbanisations push for the 
replacement of the ‘traditional’ model of familial cohabitation (in which the 
extended family live together in one building), with the modernist-Europeanised 
notion of the nuclear family. This building project thus references a cultural 
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moment of profound social shifts, encouraging the middle-classes to ‘de-Arab-
ise’ themselves by embracing European ‘enlightenment’ sensibilities.  
 
50 The fundamental transformation of Ramallah from small market town into a 
metropolitan centre with a discernable middle-class is rooted in the 1948 Nakba 
(Taraki & Giacaman, 2006: 22). Urban life in all of Palestine was irrevocably 
altered by the dispossession, yet the character of change was not homogenous, 
and its effects were unevenly experienced across different geographical 
locales. While Palestinian urban life all but vanished from West Jerusalem and 
the coastal cities, the smaller and more insular inland towns in the West Bank 
and Gaza (especially Ramallah and Gaza City) became centres of reception for 
internally displaced refugees who remained in Palestine (Taraki, 2008: 10). 
Citing a Jordanian census, Taraki (ibid) quotes that by 1953 “67 percent of 
Ramallah’s 13,500 inhabitants were refugees”, making Ramallah a “city of 
refugees and migrants” whose roots were elsewhere in Palestine. These 
migrants, mainly from Hebron, formed a central part of the city’s working class. 
At the same time, many ‘original’ Ramallah families continued the emigration 
trend began in the pre-Nakba period, especially those who had been employed 
by the Mandate bureaucracy and who found themselves jobless its dissolution. 
Already with family connections in the diaspora, and thanks to relaxed US 
immigration laws at that time, a number of the city’s natives migrated out to 
North America in the years subsequent to 1948.  
 
This combination of the influx of rootless exiles, and emigration of once 
grounded natives had two important consequences for the social fabric and 
developmental path the city subsequently moved through. On the one hand, 
such shifting demographics meant that Ramallah did not have “a hegemonic 
social group with historic roots in the city […] making Ramallah a town that 
belonged to no one and thus to everyone” (Taraki and Giacaman, 2006: 24). 
This meant that local power structures and hierarchies were more amenable to 
adaptation and flexibility, especially given the town’s Christian identity and 
reputation as a space of relative diversity and tolerance in popular imaginings. 
Despite today having lost its Christian majority, a whole host of institutional 
actors (from students at Birzeit, to political activists, Christian refugees, white 
collar workers and other professionals) have continued to mobilise the town’s 
Christian image until today. Indeed, in somewhat celebratory language, Taraki 
& Giacaman, (ibid) suggest that “Today, under the rule of the Palestinian 
Authority, whose major seat Ramallah has become, the Christian identity of 
Ramallah endures and is embodied in its relatively lax and free social 
atmosphere enabling the mixing of men and women, leisure activities, and a 
restaurant and café culture where men and women can feel comfortable in 
public and alcohol can be served”. 
 
It is at this point that the social cleavages and divisive class distinctions 
characteristic of contemporary urban life in Ramallah were also contributed to. 
The refugees who arrived in 1948 comprised two loosely distinct social groups, 
one peasant and one middle-class (predominately of Christian heritage, but 
some also were Muslim). The two settled in different ways: the largely peasant 
families from the villages of al-Lidd, Ramla and Jaffa relocated in al-Bireh, 
Qaddura, (and eventually) Amari and Jalazon camps (ibid: 22); while on the 
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other, a smaller group of upwardly mobile Christian refugees, from the centres 
of the coastal towns, settled in Ramallah proper (ibid). This latter group of exiles 
were integrated into the emerging nebulous of middle-class commerce and 
trade, taking jobs as shopkeepers, petty traders, government employees, 
teachers and (eventually) professionals, becoming part of the town itself. The 
former groups of refugees, however, were isolated outside of Ramallah in the 
camps, coming eventually to contribute to Ramallah’s working and underclass 
sectors of society (ibid: 23). Thus it is at this juncture that the development of 
two sub-districts, distinguished by their inhabitant’s purchasing power, began to 
be loosely formed between the city-proper and the surrounding camps.  
51 Ramallah Syndrome blog: http://ramallahsyndrome.blogspot.co.uk/ [last 
accessed 20/04/2016]. 
52 Dayton’s exact words are: “And what we have created – and I say this in all 
humility - what we have created are new men…[men who] believe that their 
mission is to build a Palestinian state […] Upon the return [from the Jordanian 
training camps to the West Bank] of these new men of Palestine, they have 
shown such motivation, discipline and professionalism, and they have made 
such a difference – and I am not making this up – that senior IDF commanders 
ask me frequently, “How many more of these new Palestinians can you 
generate, and how quickly, because they are our way to leave the West Bank””. 
Available at The Washington Institute’s website, at: 
http://www.washingtoninstitute.org/html/pdf/DaytonKeynote.pdf [last accessed 
20/04/16]. 
53	“Stories of Uncle Dayton” is available online at: http://uncledayton-
blog.tumblr.com/post/20010060637 [last accessed 25/04/2016]. 
54 The “West Bank First” phase, which has also been described in populist 
circles as “Fayyadism” and the “economic peace” model, is a more recent 
continuation of Oslo’s legacies. Codified in the 2008-2010 Palestine Reform 
and Development Plan (PRDP) and the 2009 Programme of the 13th 
Government - a 54-page document written by Fayyad, titled “Ending the 
Occupation, Establishing the State” - these plans were heavily shaped by the 
IMF, the World Bank and the British Department for International Development 
(DFID). Intended to isolate Hamas in Gaza, they further stress the ‘reform’ and 
‘development’ of Palestinian society through strengthening of the private sector 
and institution building according to the Oslo framework (Leech, 2012). They 
also promote good governance and the capacity building (education, equal 
opportunities in the workplace, etc.) of the ‘citizenry’ of the West Bank. The 
PRDP gained tremendous support from western power centres: the Obama 
administration donated a US $20-million grant toward it, and congress approved 
a further $200-million deposit to PA’s treasury (Ziadeh, 2010). As instituted in 
Oslo, this aid is contingent of the implementation of the PRDP’s policies, yet 
despite the limitations of the form it can take, the PA has not shied away from 
consolidating such limited powers into an aspirational state structure. As well as 
emphasising institution building, the PRDP advocated on these grounds for 
greater security collaboration between the PA, Israel and the US (Turner, 2014: 
23), committing $109 million in 2009 to finance and extend the training program 
for the PA security forces. These shifts embody the PA’s more recent 
adaptation of a Weberian state model, in which they assert the right to 
monopolise the legitimate use of violence (Tartir, 2015). 
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55 As an example, see this report from the Israeli newspaper Haaretz, titled: 
“The New Underground: Israel’s Palestinian Citizens Dance Through the 
Culture Clash” in Haaretz (30/11/2013), in which the author paints a pacifying 
picture of Palestinian cultural life inside Israel. Available online at: 
http://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/.premium-1.560904 [last accessed 
20/04/2016]. 
56 Similarly, see this report from the New York Times, in which the author 
elucidates an un-contextualised and flattening picture of Haifa’s Palestinian 
cultural scene, titled “In Israeli City of Haifa, a Liberal Arab Culture Blossoms 
(03/01/2016) New York Times, available at: 
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/01/04/world/middleeast/in-israeli-city-of-haifa-a-
liberal-palestinian-culture-blossoms.html?_r=0 [last accessed 20/04/2016]. 
57 A Zionist term referring to places inside Israel whose Palestinian majority 
population was largely expelled in 1948 and replaced by a Jewish one, reducing 
the remaining Palestinians into a minority (see Sabbagh-Khoury, 2014). Haifa is 
one of five such cities, alongside Acre, Lydda and Ramle, and Jaffa (although 
today, Jaffa is not longer an independent city, having been merged by the 
Israeli state into the Jewish city Tel Aviv, becoming Tel Aviv-Jaffa). 
58 Lyrics from the song ya haram al kuffar (Oh The Poor Infidels) – available on 
line on YouTube recording (with English subtitles) at: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w1UVUgxTM9o [last accessed 20/04/2016]. 
59 The concert was on the 27th November 2012. 
60 This figure is taken from the July 2016 estimate given by the CIA World Fact 
Book, available online at: https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-
factbook/geos/jo.html [last accessed 1st August 2016]. 
61 These figures from UNRWA as on 01/12/2015, and can be retrieved from 
their website at: http://www.unrwa.org/where-we-work/jordan [last accessed 
24/04/16] 
62 On an entirely polarising level to the naturalised Palestinian-Jordanians are 
the Palestinian refugees of Gaza who arrived after 1967. These Palestinians 
live in miserable conditions at the edges of the state, having been entirely 
denied access to citizenship and the rights and protections it delivers. The ‘fault’ 
of this cohort of refugees was to seek refuge in 1948 in the Egyptian 
administered Gaza Strip. Outside of the Jordanian governed West Bank, they 
were not given Jordanian citizenship during the 1950’s. When Israel occupied 
Gaza in 1967, those displaced to Jordan were instead delivered a temporary 
two-year residence blue identity card, and have since been treated as 
foreigners inside the Hashemite Kingdom (Salih, 2013: 72). Prohibited a 
national number, they are barred from economic and political integration into 
Jordanian society, are generally residents of the camps and dependent on 
UNWRA as a result, and are often extremely poor, having been denied the right 
to work, as well as access to health care, education, and other forms of social 
welfare.   
63 For the report by David Schenker (23/10/2014) “Twenty Years of Israeli-
Jordanian Peace: A Brief Assessment”, see The Washington Institute website: 
http://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/view/twenty-years-of-israeli-
jordanian-peace-a-brief-assessment [last accessed 21st April 2016]. 
64 Ibid. 
65 I am working with the term ‘nationalisms’ rather than ‘nationalism’ following 
the work of Iris Jean-Klein (2001). As Jean-Klein (2001) stresses, nationalism is 
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not a monolithic set of discourses that operate in an exogenous realm to the 
subject. Rather, the way nationalism is imagined and practiced varies according 
to its intersection with other identity markers (gender, sexuality, legal status, 
socio-economic background, party affiliation, generation, place of residence and 
so on). To speak of some sort of over-arching, singular ‘nationalism’ is to 
therefore obscure the impact differences in positionality have on and over the 
multiple ways nationalisms are imagined, practiced, and performed.  
66 This track is available online on YouTube at: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=70F9ajjpGTk [last accessed 01/10/2016]. 
67 These descriptions are given on the band’s Facebook page, accessible at: 
https://www.facebook.com/47soul/?fref=ts [last accessed 13/08/2014]. 
68 The gig was on October 25th 2012, which I attended while living in Ramallah. 
I have deliberately omitted the names of the first two musicians who performed 
that night, because I draw on material from interviews I conducted with them 
during fieldwork. I thus want to maintain their anonymity, as well as the critiques 
other scene members made about this gig.  
69 Since the nature of gendered embodiment in young people’s dance and party 
cultures is taken up and developed more fully in chapter six, the commentary I 
make on gendered spatial dynamics here is intended as an observation, rather 
than point for analysis. It is not until subsequent parts of the thesis that the 
spatial politics of the young people’s cultural scene are taken up and dealt with 
as performative (Butler, 1990; 1993) and performatics (Taylor, 2003) of 
gendered subjectivity in their own right.   
70 See chapter three for an in-depth discussion of these neoliberal shifts in 
Ramallah.  
71 The resistance (variously muqāwūma and ṣumūd depending on scope) 
paradigm itself is complex and multifaceted, comprised of many interlinked 
strands with their own distinct precursors for action. Since these have been 
deftly surveyed elsewhere, I do not offer a review of them here, other than to 
highlight they exist in a continuum and work in tandem with one another, and 
that their overarching aim is to resist, in what ever small way, the abnormality of 
the realities Israeli settler colonisation and military occupation constitutes in 
Palestine and for Palestinians. Normalisation (taṭbī‘), on the other hand, 
describes any action or event perceived to do the reverse, treating Israel as a 
‘normal’ state where ‘business runs as usual’. Interactions (both by Palestinians 
and non-Palestinians) with the Israeli regime that do not have at their core the 
commitment to challenging Israel’s legitimacy are considered in popular 
Palestinian discourse to mask the settler colonial nature of the Israeli state, 
ignoring its multifaceted control and oppression of Palestinian lands and bodies, 
and thus ‘normalising’ the colonial status quo it enforces (see Barghouti, 2011). 
72 While Israelis are legally prohibited from entering the West Bank under the 
Oslo Accords, such legislation is nominal at best. Widely, soldiers at 
checkpoints assume Jewish-Israelis with Israeli passports trying to enter the 
West Bank are settlers accessing their homes on the settlements, and so allow 
them to enter the West Bank without restriction.  
73 Foucault’s (1986) problematic and praxis of spatiality is called heteropology, 
which conceptualises space as a series of situated sites, and the spatial 
relationships between them. Distinguishing heterotopia from utopia, he offers 
that the former are unlike the latter because they are both unreal and real. 
While they have a basis in reality as lived spaces, they do so at the intersection 
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between the binary dichotomies of modernist disciplinary practices that 
constitute spaces in specific ways (public/private; work/leisure; family/social 
etc). They are what Edward Soja (1996: 162) has termed the “spaces that 
difference makes… the geohistories of otherness”, and can be conceptualised 
as the here-and-not-here of the space of a phone call, or of looking at oneself in 
a mirror. 
74 Victor Turner’s seminal contribution to the study of rituals is useful to highlight 
what being subjected to specific spatial regimes entails for subjects. Turner’s 
interest in spaces and places that are neither ‘here nor there’ leads him to opine 
that rituals form “communitas” (distinct from community), within which normative 
rules are undone. Distinguishing communitas further, from structure, he uses 
(among others) the hippy and beatnik cultures of 1960s America to suggest that 
“the hippy emphasis on spontaneity, immediacy and “existence” throws into 
relief one of the senses in which communitas contrasts with structure. 
Communitas is of the now; structure is rooted in the past and extends into the 
future through language, law and custom” (Turner, 1969: 113). In his discussion 
of heterotopias, Foucault suggests everyday life remains governed by the 
binaries of modernity. These – for Foucault – can be partially transgressed in 
heterotopic space. Turner can here be read in a similar fashion, as suggesting 
that what he called communitas disrupts the normative organisation of 
hegemonic spatial orders. This disruption produces what Turner calls “liminoid 
interfaces” (Turner, 1982: 41) between established cultural subsystems. These 
constitute zones of liminality that are generative of new social meanings and 
orders, and trangressive of pre-existing ones. Subjects situated in marginal 
locales may take up more space, more centrally, for example, and discursive 
hierarchies that mark and locate bodies in particular ways and in particular 
places gain the potentiality of inversion in such liminal spaces. 
75 Asef Bayat (2010) has also offered an account of the political work that youth 
cultures enact by drawing on Turner (1969) and Bakhtin (1984). Offering a more 
generalised theoretical overview, his piece contrasts well with Armbrust’s 
detailed ethnographic account of gendered transgressions in Egyptians’ 
cinema-based leisure practices.  
76 This citation appears in the same journalistic account cited above, in Haaretz 
(30/11/2013) “The New Underground: Israel’s Palestinian Citizens Dance 
Through the Culture Clash”, available online at: http://www.haaretz.com/israel-
news/.premium-1.560904. I cite from this piece not because I endorse the 
narrative it paints, but rather because I think the interview material the journalist 
uses is interesting in terms of the argument I am here making, as well as being 
revealing regarding why an Israeli broadsheet has an interest in presenting the 
Palestinian community inside Israel in such modernising framings.  
77 Members of Jazar Crew themselves translate (and transliterate) Jazar as 
carrots or roots in Arabic, although it can also translate into English as butcher 
(in MSA).  
78 As cited in the WOMAD 2015 festival program. On-line version available at: 
https://www.ukfestivalguides.com/news/26022015/womad-2015-first-artist-line-
up-announcement/ [last accessed 02/08/2016]. 
79 As cited on the band’s English language website, available on-line at: 
http://47soul.com/ [last accessed 02/08/2016]. 
80 The Shubbak website is available online at: http://www.shubbak.co.uk/ [last 
accessed 20/02/2015]. 
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81 https://www.gov.uk/government/news/london-festival-of-contemporary-arab-
culture [last accessed 02/08/2016]. 
82 2016 Eid Festival website: https://www.london.gov.uk/events/2016-07-09/eid-
festival-2016 [last accessed 02/08/2016]. 
83 This description is taken from the band’s official website, available online at: 
http://47soul.com/ [last accessed 02/08/2016]. 
84 This quotation is taken from the One Taste website, available online at: 
http://onetaste.co.uk/archive/2013/borderless-beats/ [last accessed 
02/08/2016]. 
85 Shubbak’s 2013 Festival programme is available on-line at: 
https://www.yumpu.com/en/document/view/13997400/shubbak-guide-6c [last 
accessed 02/08/2016] 
86 These quotations are taken from One Taste’s blog, available online at: 
http://onetaste.co.uk/blog/2013/47-soul-3/ [last accessed 20/01/2015]. 
87 47SOUL’s Facebook page is available online at: 
https://www.facebook.com/47soul/info?tab=page_info [last accessed 
20/01/2015] 
88 The ‘iqāl is a black head accessory, usually worn by men, on the head 
89 There are several media reports of many of Johnson’s overtly racist 
expressions. See here as an example “Boris Johnson accused of ‘dog whistle 
racism’ over controversial Barak Obama Kenya Remarks” in the Independent, 
(22/04/2016), online version available at: 
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/boris-johnson-barack-obama-
kenya-remarks-accused-dog-whistle-racism-john-mcdonnell-labour-
a6996286.html [last accessed 02/08/2016]. 
90 Shubbak’s on-line 2013 program available here: 
https://www.yumpu.com/en/document/view/13997400/shubbak-guide-6c [last 
accessed 03/08/2016]. 
91 The Times (13/05/2013) “Getting to Know Multicultural London”, available 
online at: 
http://www.thetimes.co.uk/tto/public/postcard/article3757989.ece [last accessed 
20/01/2015]. 
92The Guardian (19/06/2013) “Shubbak Festival: A Refuge for Arab Culture at a 
Troubled Time”, accessible online at: 
http://www.theguardian.com/culture/2013/jun/19/shubbak-festival-2013-arab-
culture-london [last accessed 20/01/2015]. 
93 From 47SOUL’s track “Don’t Care Where you From”, accessible on YouTube: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T-eli5elDtE [last accessed 02/08/2016]. 
94 An online recording of this song is available online on YouTube at: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c9o6fTFq9sc [last accessed 29/07/2016].  
95 The video can be seen on the FCO’s YouTube channel: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lyTnEhRBTeI [last accessed 26/10/2016].  


