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Learning the nation in exile: constructing youth identities,
belonging and ‘citizenship’ in Palestinian refugee camps in south
Lebanon

Kathleen Fincham∗

International Development, University of East Anglia, UK

This paper examines the ways in which ‘Palestine’ and ‘Palestinianess’ are
culturally, socially and symbolically produced and regulated through formal and
non-formal institutional sites in Palestinian camps in south Lebanon. It argues
that although institutional power, processes and outcomes help to construct
shared notions of ‘Palestinianess’, they also produce contestations and internal
‘others’. Moreover, since Palestinian youth identities are produced inter-textually
across multiple civil society institutions, the artificial divide between the school
and the community is challenged, the school is decentred as the primary learning
site for the construction of youth identities, and notions of ‘student’ and
‘teacher’ are destabilised. This has important implications for how citizenship
education is theorised and practised in the contexts of transience, political
instability and conflict.

Introduction

According to the UNHCR, at the end of 2009, there were an estimated 6.6 million sta-
teless persons and 5.5 million persons (including 4.8 million Palestinians) living in pro-
tracted refugee situations around the world. Included in this number are millions of
children and youth (41% of refugees and asylum-seekers), who are forced to live sig-
nificant portions of their lives in states of transition and uncertainty (UNHCR 2009).
This raises important questions about how these young people come to identify with
national identities and concepts of belonging and ‘citizenship’. Moreover, it challenges
the theorisation and practice of citizenship education in such contexts.

Through empirical data gleaned from an ethnographic case study among Palestinian
refugees in south Lebanon, this paper examines how ‘Palestine’ and ‘Palestinianess’ are
constructed, experienced and given meaning by Palestinian youth in the contexts of
exile and statelessness. In this context, the school is decentred as the most important
learning site for the construction of Palestinian youth identities. Rather, in the
absence of state structures, the social and political divisions between the school and
the community become blurred as multiple civil society institutions, such as the
family, political organisations, the media and religious institutions, work to produce
and regulate identities in daily life. This has important implications for how citizenship
education is theorised and practised in this, and other, contexts of transience, political
instability and conflict.
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The next section describes how Palestinians came to live in Lebanon as stateless
refugees. This is followed by a discussion of the themes through which this paper is
framed, namely the concepts of exile, national identity and agency, as well as the meth-
odology through which this study was conducted. Finally, the paper examines the ways
in which ‘Palestine’ and ‘Palestinianess’ are constructed through institutions in Pales-
tinian society in south Lebanon and the implications this has for citizenship education.

Exile, national identity and agency: a theoretical framework

Palestinian residence in Lebanon dates back 60 years to the creation of the State of Israel
and the subsequent refugee problem in neighbouring states. In 1947, the UN proposed
the partitioning of Palestine into two independent states, one Palestinian Arab and the
other Jewish, with Jerusalem to be internationalised (UNISPAL 2007b). According to
the partition plan, the Jewish state was to comprise 56.4% of the territory, even
though Palestinian Arabs owned 93% of the total land area and comprised 66% of the
population (Chatty and Hundt 2005, 14). The day after the partition plan was announced,
armed conflict spread throughout Palestine. However, being militarily superior, the
Zionist paramilitary organisations were victorious, and the Jewish state envisaged in
the partition plan proclaimed its independence in 1948 as ‘Israel’. By contrast, the
second state, ‘Palestine’, never came into being (UNISPAL 2007a). In this way,

1948 marked two contrasting historical experiences: for the Zionists, it was the culmina-
tion of the dream of creating a state for world Jewry, as a means to put an end to European
anti-Semitism; for Palestinians it was the time of expulsion and destruction of their land
and society. (Chatty and Hundt 2005, 15)

As a result of the conflict, an estimated 750,000 of the 900,000 indigenous Pales-
tinian population fled or were expelled by Jewish armed militias to neighbouring
countries, including Lebanon, Syria, Jordan and Egypt (UNRWA 2003). To the
north, Lebanon received 110,000 of these refugees, primarily from the Galilee region
(Chatty and Hundt 2005, 11). On 16 June 1948, the Israeli cabinet adopted a plan pre-
venting the return of Palestinian Arab refugees to their homes, which were now located
in the newly created State of Israel. This is because such a large number of non-Jewish
residents would shift the demographic balance and challenge the carefully constructed
notion of Israel as a ‘Jewish’ state. At the same time, Arab governments refused to for-
mally integrate Palestinian refugees, believing that this would threaten their right of
return to their homes in Palestine (Chatty and Hundt 2005). Because of this, Palesti-
nians in Lebanon are now officially stateless (‘non-citizens’).

Today, 427,057 Palestinians live as stateless refugees in Lebanon,1 lacking even the
most basic civil, political, social and economic rights (UNRWA 2003). Palestinian
refugees have no access to public social services, and the Lebanese government has
placed severe restrictions on them in all areas of public life, including employment,
property ownership and travel. Consequently, Palestinians in Lebanon must rely
almost entirely on the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestinian Refu-
gees (UNRWA)2 as the sole provider of education, health, relief and social services
(UNRWA 2003). It is within this context of marginalisation, chronic poverty, conflict
and uncertainty that Palestinian young people in Lebanon have had to construct and
negotiate notions of nation, national identity, belonging and citizenship.

The focus of the research reported here was framed by the concepts of exile,
national identity and agency. Issues of identity, belonging and citizenship are

120 K. Fincham



particularly complex for exiles, whose relocation and interaction with another culture
have been forced upon them. For many Palestinian refugees exiled in Lebanon, particu-
larly those who experienced al nakba (the loss of their homeland) directly, their lives
have been lived largely in the liminal, awaiting the return to their homeland. These
Palestinians find themselves perpetually in a state of dislocation as transmigrants
whose daily lives depend on multiple and constant interconnections across international
borders and whose public identities are configured in relation to more than one nation-
state (Ahmed 1999).

For younger Palestinian generations in exile, the situation is even more complex. As
al nakba took place more than 60 years ago, most Palestinians in Lebanon have been
born in exile as stateless refugees. This means that for these generations, their connec-
tions to and understandings of the homeland have been passed down to them through
acts of remembering and stories told by their parents and elders, rather than personal
lived experience. As Mureed Al-Barghouti notes,

The (Israeli) occupation (of Palestine) . . . has transformed us from the sons of Palestine
into the sons of the idea of Palestine. (Al-Barghouti 1998, 60–61)

Moreover, since 1948, Palestinian identity has shifted from one which is con-
structed around the notion of land and connection to the land, to an identity which is
constructed through notions of shared kinship (Massad 1995) and images of exile, suf-
fering and armed struggle. These, in turn, have been affected by global developments
around the ‘Islamicisation’ of Muslim youth (Jamal 2003). As Palestinians aim to recre-
ate the exilic community as well as foster a sense of home in the host country, they
produce and reproduce the nation (Palestine) as well as discourses and shared cultures
of ‘Palestinianess’, all within the context of broader global issues.

For all people, but particularly for the exiled, national identity provides a point of
origin, a space of collective belonging, a sense of rootedness and the security of an ulti-
mate destination (Ahmed 1999). However, there is nothing natural or ‘given’ about
nations or national identity. Rather, nations are ‘imagined communities’ that are con-
structed around notions of difference between citizens and ‘others’ (Anderson 1991).
For example, to be Palestinian is to be ‘not Israeli’ or ‘not Lebanese’. Therefore, it is
through the construction and performance of a symbolic image of the community
that a nation’s uniqueness and difference from other nations is maintained. Moreover,
since there are no inherent qualities in any symbol that link it emotionally or cognitively
to the entity which it symbolises, this linkage has to be learnt (Eriksen 1993).

Learning ‘the nation’ is often accomplished through large-scale social processes,
such as formal education, and schools are often key sites for the reproduction of tra-
dition, national memory, the dominant language, religion, culture and social hierarchies
in society. However, beyond state engineering, nations are also constructed, performed
and embodied through everyday practices through non-formal institutions in society.
As Billig argues, ‘coins, stamps, turns of phrase, televised weather reports; in brief,
banal nationalism continuously strengthens and weakens people’s sense of national
belonging’ (Billig, quoted in Eriksen 1993, 100–101). In other words, it is not
through acts of government, but through a daily plebiscite that the nation is constructed.

Moreover, institutions do not produce and reproduce meanings on their own.
Rather, meanings are accumulated ‘across a variety of texts and mediality, inter-
textually’ (Hall and du Gay 1996, 232). In other words, both formal and non-formal
institutions in society construct knowledge that is legitimated and made to appear
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factual, stable, neutral and natural through culture. In this way, institutional regimes,
networks and processes regulate and discipline identities in formal and informal life
(Foucault 1977). This concept of inter-textuality becomes even more meaningful for
Palestinian youth in Lebanon, as they must construct their identities in the absence
of a state and its institutions and in reference to another place.

However, although the nation and national identity are constituted through insti-
tutional processes and practices, they are not already accomplished facts, but rather,
productions. In this way, Palestine and ‘Palestinianess’ are unstable constructs that
are always in the process of shifting, transforming and ‘becoming’ as the youth exercise
resistance, negotiation and accommodation in their daily lives in the camps (Hall and du
Gay 1996).

The study

Below I report on the findings of research into the construction of Palestinian youth
identities in south Lebanon. Fieldwork for this project was carried out in three official
UNRWA refugee camps close to the Lebanese port city of Tyre (Rashidieh, Burj AShe-
mali and El Bas) between June 2007 and December 2008. The study adopted an
interpretivist theoretical perspective, and data were collected through participant obser-
vation, semi-structured interviews, focus groups and Participatory Learning and Action
(PLA) approaches (Chambers 1997). Post-structuralist, post-colonial and feminist
theory was used to interrogate the data. In total, 50 Palestinian youth were interviewed:
21 in Rashidieh camp, 10 in Burj AShemali camp and 19 in El Bas camp. Of these
young people, 23 were young men and 27 were young women, aged between 15
and 24 (in traditional Arabic culture, individuals socially become ‘adults’ when they
marry and move out of their parents’ home). Twenty-six adults were also interviewed,
of which 17 were men and nine were women, aged 30-plus, to provide a more contex-
tualised picture of Palestinian youth identity and to provide reference points for how
Palestinian identity has changed over the generations. Out of the total 76 respondents,
51 were Sunni, 11 were Shi’ite and 10 were Christian. Sampling was purposeful, and
this balance roughly reflects the religious demographic of the Palestinian population
in the camps in south Lebanon. Initial participants (both youth and adults) were
accessed through personal contacts (my husband is Palestinian from south Lebanon),
while later contacts were accessed through the technique of ‘snowballing’. While my
close personal relationship to members of the Palestinian community in south
Lebanon was helpful to me in terms of securing access to participants and gaining
their trust, it was often my ‘outsider’ status that encouraged girls, women, religious
minorities and secularists to open up to me about their lives.

The following analysis focuses on how these Palestinian youth construct their iden-
tities and notions of belonging and ‘citizenship’ in and through formal and non-formal
institutional sites in refugee camps in south Lebanon.

Constructions of ‘Palestine’ and ‘Palestinianess’ through institutions

Through interviews, focus groups and PLA activities, young people in the Palestinian
camps of El Bas, Burj AShemali and Rashidieh identified the family and kinship net-
works, political organisations, local and global media, religious institutions, and to a
lesser extent, the school as the most important discursive sites for learning about ‘Pales-
tine’ and ‘being Palestinian’. This will be discussed below. Acknowledging that such
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institutions do not act alone in constructing meaning, and that symbols accumulate
meanings inter-textually across a wide variety of institutions (Hall and du Gay
1996), I separate out these five key institutional sites merely as an organising structure
for this paper.

Formal education through UNRWA schools

As discussed above, in modern nation-states, schools are typically charged with the
production and reproduction of the nation. However, in the Palestinian case, there
are no state or formally Palestinian institutions. Rather UNRWA is the primary edu-
cation provider and the only unifying institution for Palestinian refugees, both in
Lebanon and throughout the Middle East.

UNRWA’s stated objective is to give Palestinian refugees a basic education compar-
able to that provided in host government schools so that they are on an equal footing in
terms of gaining access to educational and employment opportunities (UNRWA 2005).
Consequently, under agreements made with the host authorities, UNRWA has to use
the curricula and textbooks of the countries/territories where it operates, and students
sit for national exams at each stage of the education cycle. As a result of this agreement,
Palestinians in Lebanon follow the Lebanese curriculum in UNRWA schools and are
assessed through Lebanese national exams (UNRWA 2007).

In practice, this means that Palestinians in Lebanon have no input into what they
learn or how they are assessed. Moreover, they are invisible in the curriculum. As
one UNRWA head teacher from El Bas camp put it:

There is no Palestinian content in the curriculum. UNRWA doesn’t care about teaching
Palestinian children about their identity. In the civics class, Palestinians learn how to
be Lebanese.

From the perspective of many UNRWA teachers, the omission of Palestine and
Palestinians from the national curriculum is a form of cultural genocide and a deliberate
attempt by international authorities to get rid of the ‘Palestinian problem’.

Although there is no official curriculum on Palestine in UNRWA schools, and
despite a lack of training and scheduling constraints, motivated UNRWA teachers
can still integrate Palestine and Palestinian themes into their lessons and daily activities
in an unofficial capacity. Often, this takes the form of the performance of rituals, such as
the commemoration of Palestinian national days and the singing of the ‘national
anthem’. As one young man, aged 17, from Burj AShemali camp explained:

Every morning we say the Palestinian national anthem, and in the last year, there were
special periods for the history of Palestine, and we make a memorial for Palestinian
National Day. Most teachers care about Palestine because they are Palestinian.

For Palestinian young people, performance of these rituals constructs and reinforces
their distinctive ‘Palestinianess’. For example, through regular and repeated perform-
ance of the Palestinian national anthem, Palestinian young people learn that suffering,
steadfastness and resistance are signifiers of Palestinian identity. In a similar way,
the annual commemoration of ‘Palestinian Independence Day’ on 15 November
reinforces the naturalness of Palestinian nationhood and reinforces the Palestinian
experience of exile.

A sense of shared ‘Palestinianess’ is also produced and reproduced in schools
through the construction of Palestinian symbols, such as the ‘national flag’, the ‘map
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of Palestine’, keys to homes in Palestine and the shed blood of Palestinians. These
symbols can be found in all classrooms in UNRWA schools, as well as on the walls
of school courtyards, officially in the form of murals, and unofficially in the form of
graffiti. As texts, these symbols unify individuals of diverse religions and political
affiliations into one Palestinian nation. Moreover, they help to shape Palestinian
national identity in the imaginations of young people who have never seen Palestine,
through discourses of shared suffering, blamelessness, sacrifice and Islam.

The symbols of Palestine and ‘Palestinianess’ discussed here are not just passively
displayed on school buildings and other institutions in the camps. Rather, they are
actively performed by Palestinian young people. For example, young people are
invited to carry the Palestinian flag in their hands when they participate in school
assemblies, parades and flag-hoisting ceremonies. Moreover, they are encouraged to
reproduce it through school activities, such as art, drama, music and poetry. The Pales-
tinian flag is also inscribed on young Palestinian bodies through the performance of
fashion. Although Palestinian students are required to wear an official school
uniform in UNRWA schools, they are allowed, and often encouraged, to accessorise
it with jewellery, trinkets and fabrics embossed with ‘Palestinian colours’. In this
way, young Palestinian bodies are symbolically marked with the nation.

In addition to visual symbols, language is also used in UNRWA schools as a sym-
bolic mechanism to produce and regulate shared consciousness of ‘Palestinianess’. For
example, UNRWA schools in the camps in south Lebanon bear the names of Palesti-
nian villages where massacres against Palestinians occurred, such as Deir Yassine
(boy’s elementary school in El Bas camp), AShajarah (boy’s middle school in El
Bas camp), Bab Alwad (girls’ elementary school in Burj AShemali camp) and Al
Quds (high school in Rashidieh camp). Through the naming of schools in this way,
wounds against the Palestinian community are kept open and fresh, and Palestinian
memories of collective suffering are inscribed in the consciousness of young people.
Moreover, through this practice, Palestinian youth are ever reminded of their origins
in Palestine and their status in Lebanon as exiles.

It is also within schools that the repeated usage of certain language by school staff
and students works to construct shared notions of Palestinian history. For example, the
regular use of the term al nakba (the catastrophe) on school premises to describe the
founding of Israel reconstructs the seemingly happy event into an occasion for Pales-
tinian national mourning. Similarly, the replacement of the name ‘Israel’ with ‘Occu-
pied Palestine’ in classroom discourse, learning materials and maps negates the
existence of the State of Israel in students’ consciousness. The use of language also
offers the Palestinian ‘subaltern’ an opportunity to fight back and challenge dominant
discourses (Spivak 1988). For example, the regular use of terms such as ‘martyr’ and
‘liberation struggle’ in school discourse to describe the conflict with Israel challenges
the dominance of the American/Israeli discourse on terrorism.

However, in addition to producing shared notions of Palestine and ‘Palestinianess’,
the narratives produced in and through schools also construct difference between Pales-
tinians. Part of how the school helps to construct fragmented Palestinian identities is
through UNRWA’s policy of using the school curriculum of the host countries where
Palestinians are exiled. As one UNRWA teacher from the Al Qasmieh ‘gathering’ said:

Because every country where Palestinian refugees are present uses their own curriculum,
this leads to a lack of unity amongst the Palestinian people and a weak identity. The div-
ision of school curriculum keeps Palestinians divided and weak.
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Teachers who want to teach about Palestine in an unofficial capacity in the class-
room often use the ‘learning materials’ that are distributed by the political organisations.
This is highly problematic for a couple of reasons. Firstly, as the school is an institution
where knowledge is created and disseminated to young people, it is inscribed in
relations of power. Because political materials are distributed through the school,
they are attributed a certain legitimacy, which renders them largely unquestioned and
unchallenged by the students. This is more akin to the process of indoctrination than
education. Secondly, the use of learning materials from different political organisations
means that there is no standardisation of curriculum. Rather, different ‘truths’ and differ-
ent ‘histories’ of Palestine are being discursively constructed in classrooms based on the
personal political affiliations of the teachers. These ‘truths’ are then used to construct
‘authentic’ notions of ‘Palestinianess’. This has real social and material consequences
for Palestinian youth, as constructions of who is, and who is not, ‘authentically’ Pales-
tinian determine an individual’s access to resources, opportunities and power through
UNRWA and the political organisations in the camps. Moreover, conflicting narratives
of ‘Palestinianess’ have broader implications for social cohesion and tolerance for
internal and external diversity in Palestinian society more generally.

In addition to the formal instruction that some students in UNRWA schools receive
on Palestine, students also participate in the enactment of the ‘hidden curriculum’: the
transmission of norms, values and beliefs conveyed through both the formal content of
education, as well as the social interactions experienced within schools (Giroux and
Penna 1983). For example, through the school subject of ‘religious education’, Pales-
tinian identity is constructed as Sunni Muslim. Therefore, Shi’ite students must study
religious history and doctrine from a Sunni perspective in order to pass their exams.
This makes Shi’ite Palestinian students feel like outsiders who must be normalised
into ‘proper’ Palestinian Muslims by becoming Sunni. On the other hand, the
absence of Christian religious education classes altogether puts into question
Christians’ status as true and ‘authentic’ Palestinians.

Family and kinship networks

In addition to the school, Palestinians also exercise agency and work to produce shared
notions of ‘Palestinianess’ through non-formal institutions in Palestinian society in
south Lebanon. In interview activities, Palestinian youth in all camps identified the
family as the most important institution for learning about Palestine and ‘being Pales-
tinian’ in their society. The family was identified as a particularly important site of
learning for Palestinian girls through the Palestinian cultural association of females
within the ‘private sphere’ and the largely female practice of visiting the homes of rela-
tives and neighbours.

Within the institutional site of the family, Palestinian women become the key actors
in the ideological reproduction and transmission of the community’s culture and values.
Under patriarchal relations, women are the main socialisers of children, and in their
‘roles’ as mothers, women are largely responsible for inculcating beliefs, behaviours
and loyalties in their children. In the Palestinian context, this cultural transmission
includes teaching children the nation’s symbols, rituals and myths (Yuval-Davis
1997). As one male youth, aged 18, from Rashidieh camp put it:

Mothers should teach Palestinian culture, because in our tradition, the mother is nearer to
her children than the father, and she spends most of her time in the house. From when I
drank milk from my mother, I learned I was Palestinian.
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In the family, Palestinian young people learn about ‘typically’ Palestinian ethnic
symbols and Palestinian cultural distinctiveness (Eriksen 1993). For example, in the
home, Palestinian young people learn ‘traditional’ Palestinian debke (folk dance),
and it is regularly performed at family gatherings, such as weddings. However, as
debke is actually a shared custom amongst other countries of the Levant, Palestinian
parents and older relatives emphasise slight variations in dance steps to differentiate
‘Palestinian debke’ from ‘Lebanese debke’ and to assure its ‘authenticity’ as a distinc-
tively Palestinian cultural artefact. In a similar way, as Palestinian parents teach their
children about ‘being Palestinian’, they emphasise minor variations in accent to differ-
entiate ‘Palestinian Arabic’ from ‘Lebanese Arabic’, as well as small differences in
food preparation to differentiate ‘Palestinian cuisine’ from ‘Lebanese cuisine’. For
example, when asked what made Palestinians different from Lebanese, one Palestinian
youth responded, ‘We have better falafel’.

It is also within the family that Palestinian young men and women learn to perform
shared gendered ‘scripts’ of Palestinian identity. As one young man, aged 23, from El
Bas camp observed:

A Palestinian man should work to get a good income, to get married and have a family, to
find a beautiful young wife to have beautiful babies. A Palestinian woman should cook,
take care of the house, raise kids and teach the kids. The wife should be much younger,
able to deliver babies, very beautiful and to be always under her husband’s control.

By observing the different expectations and privileges that are accorded to men and
women in the family, Palestinian young people learn to perform gendered represen-
tations of ‘Palestinianess’ from an early age. For example, in the home Palestinian
girls learn that they bear the burden of representation for the collective identity and
are called upon to embody such ideals as tradition, culture and honour (Yuval-Davis
1997). In practical terms, this means that Palestinian young women’s bodies are
highly regulated by family members (both male and female), their movements and
behaviours are subject to public surveillance and control, and they are confined to
the realms of heterosexuality and compulsory marriage. In this way, ‘other’ configur-
ations of gender are regulated through the enactment of both physical and symbolic vio-
lence (Butler 1990).

As discussed above, it is in the home that Palestinian young people learn from their
parents, grandparents and extended families about Palestine and ‘being Palestinian’
through story-telling and the recounting of memories. However, it also through the
family that narratives of internal difference between Palestinians are produced.
Through the narratives of home reproduced in the family, Palestine comes to specifi-
cally reflect the various villages in Palestine from which their families were exiled.
For example, families exiled from the Palestinian village of Tarbikha construct Pales-
tinian identity as culturally and politically Shi’ite in contrast to families from Safad,
who construct Palestine as culturally and politically Sunni. In this way, different reli-
gious and political orientations, as well as unique regional customs, are reproduced
in the home as ‘Palestinianess’. This helps to construct multiple and often conflicting
narratives of Palestinian identity.

The family is also a place where gendered constructions of Palestinian identity take
on a generational dimension and become contested. For example, it is within the home
that Palestinian girls learn to perform gendered representations of the nation and
where national symbols, such as the hijab (head covering worn by Muslim females),
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are inscribed on the female body. However, some Palestinian girls reject the ‘dress code’
for Muslim women that has been symbolically reified as an identity marker of ‘Palesti-
nianess’. This sometimes causes conflict between young Palestinians and their parents.
As one young woman, aged 19, from Burj AShemali camp explained:

I don’t always agree with the society. For example, I don’t wear hijab. My mother wears it
and my father is Haj (has made the pilgrimage to Mecca), but why I should wear it? I don’t
know.

Those Palestinian girls who do wear the hijab often do so casually with it covering
only the top of the head, leaving hair tendrils to cascade down in full view of male
observers. Similarly, some Palestinian young women technically keep the letter of
the law by wearing sleeves down to their wrists and skirts down to their ankles, yet
they wear clothing made out of clingy material, which shapes their bodies and
allows them to openly embrace and express their sexuality. In this way, young Pales-
tinian women simultaneously exercise resistance against ‘the West’, the Islamic norms
of their society, and their parents by adopting hybrid bodily practices to create new
identities.

On the other hand, the family is also the institutional site through which fundament-
alism is often reproduced and performed. For example, the increasing ‘Islamicisation’
of Palestinian society in south Lebanon, and the way in which religious conservatism
is used as a boundary marker to mark difference between Palestinians and Others, has
encouraged many Palestinian young people to adopt more conservative and fundamen-
talist ideas and attitudes than their parents. This is exemplified by the comment of a 17-
year-old young man from Burj AShemali camp, who stated:

I am more strict with my sisters than my parents because we are Muslims.

Political processes and practices

Outside the family, the youth identified political organisations and their institutions as
the most important sites for Palestinian identity construction, especially for young men.
As one young woman, aged 19, from Burj AShemali camp explained,

The Student Office is the most important source of information about Palestine. It is part
of the political organisation. It is for Fatah. Hamas also have an office and Islamic Jihad.
All the organisations have an office. At the Student Office, we learn many things. First of
all, we learn about the history, and about our rights, and how to behave as Palestinian
people and live beside the Lebanese people. We have formal sessions, posters, meetings.

As this comment illustrates, in the context of statelessness, Palestinian political
organisations mimic the formal structures and functions of the state. Each organisation
does this by constructing a symbolic system to represent itself and its vision of Palestine
and Palestinian identity. These symbols are then reproduced through the performance
of nationalist rites and ceremonies through institutions in Palestinian society in south
Lebanon.

Palestinian political organisations also produce shared gendered representations of
the nation. For example, political organisations construct notions of male ‘Palestinia-
ness’ through Palestinian symbols of masculinity, such as Yasser Arafat. As one
young man, aged 16, from Rashidieh camp said of Arafat:
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He is like my father. I love him. We can’t find [anyone like] him. He gave everything for
the Palestinian people. He showed the people what is Palestine.

By adorning himself with symbols of Palestinian resistance, such as military fatigues, a
pistol and a kofiye (black and white checked headscarf), Arafat came to embody Pales-
tine. Therefore, by emulating their idol, Arafat, through the adoption of military dress,
postures of aggression, the carrying of weapons and the glorification of ‘martyrdom’ for
the nation, young male Palestinian bodies are shaped into hyper-masculine resistance
fighters as they perform ‘Palestinianess’ in the camps in Lebanon. As a young man,
aged 18, from Rashidieh camp explained:

My father wants me only to work and study, but I want to fight Israel with Fatah.

In addition to constructing hegemonic notions of Palestinian masculinity, Palesti-
nian political organisations also help to construct shared notions of Palestinian feminin-
ity and female citizenship. For example, political organisations appropriate and
articulate naturalist discourses of the innate qualities of females to construct and regu-
late gender inequalities in decision making and political participation. As one young
woman, aged 19, from Burj AShemali camp put it:

Girls can’t be president because they think of their emotions more than their minds. The
mind of a man is larger than the mind of a woman. According to the Palestinian issue and
struggle, that is impossible. This is different from any other country. According to the
struggle between the Palestinian and Israeli people, if a woman were in the place of a
man, that is impossible because she is not tough.

In other words, political discourse discursively constructs females as ‘innately’ more
fragile and more emotional than males. Therefore, women cannot be trusted in positions
of leadership because of their ‘inherent’ weaknesses. Moreover, the ‘urgency’ and
‘uniqueness’ of the Palestinian nationalist struggle discourages women’s active partici-
pation in the ‘public sphere’. In this way, political discourse works to restrict and
contain the goals and aspirations of Palestinian girls in the camps in Lebanon.

Political discourse also constructs Palestinian females as ‘biological reproducers of
the nation’. As one Palestinian young woman put it,

All women should give birth to more than five children to continue Palestinian gener-
ations. A good Palestinian woman will have many children to liberate Palestine. All
women bring children, but Palestinian women bring heroes. Israel kills one child and
we bring five. If we don’t bring children, Palestine will be lost.

In this way, Palestinian political discourse works to construct a ‘gender script’ through
which the goals and aspirations of Palestinian girls are to be subordinated to their future
‘roles’ as ‘mothers of the nation’.

As mentioned above, Palestinian political organisations are an important insti-
tutional site for the ideological production and maintenance of the nation. However,
these organisations are also implicated in the construction of the internal ‘other’.
This is because political identities are constructed in essentialist terms and in opposition
to one another. For example, it is not possible to be both a supporter of Fatah (PLO) and
a supporter of Hamas. Rather, each political organisation constructs a unique symbolic
system to represent its idea of the true and authentic Palestine. Moreover, these rep-
resentations of the nation often conflict with ‘others’. For example, Fatah has imagined
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Palestine as a secular state, whereas Hamas has imagined the nation as an Islamic waqf
(endowment) specifically for Muslims. These different representations of Palestine and
‘Palestinianess’ have clear implications for who can, and who cannot, be considered an
authentic Palestinian.

The essentialist construction of political identities in Palestinian society in south
Lebanon has serious implications for youth and society more generally. The construc-
tion of sub-national symbolic systems by political organisations fosters allegiance to
specific political organisations rather than loyalty to a collective Palestinian nation.
Moreover, this has often proven to be divisive and has resulted in violence. As one
young man, aged 16, from Rashidieh camp put it:

Fatah talks about Fatah, Hamas talks about Hamas. There is fighting between Fatah and
Hamas and between Palestinians. Every day, a Palestinian child will die due to this
problem.

Local and global media

Another institution identified by the youth as an important discursive space through
which they construct shared notions of ‘Palestinianess’ is the media. Graphic media,
such as posters, banners, flyers and graffiti, are used to produce and regulate shared
symbols of ‘Palestinianess’. Streets and institutions within the camps are lined with
this graphic media as are other discursive sites, such as T-shirts and notebooks.

Electronic media is also used to construct shared notions of ‘Palestinianess’. For
many Palestinians, Western media is discounted as an accurate source of information.
Therefore, Palestinian political organisations have appropriated the media as a means of
constructing and regulating Palestinian identities. In the camps, TV is the most impor-
tant medium through which symbolic systems of ‘Palestinianess’ are reproduced, and
Palestinian homes receive local and international TV stations through which the youth
actively view political speeches, news broadcasts, documentaries and ‘learn how to
sacrifice (oneself) for Palestine’. Moreover, television fillers combining war footage,
symbolic imagery and music soundtracks to honour ‘martyrs’ are broadcast regularly
and consumed by the youth in an almost subconscious manner.

For young men, another popular medium for learning about Palestine is the Internet.
Websites operated by political organisations and videos posted on YouTube teach them
about Palestinian history, geography, current events and the suffering of Palestinians.
Moreover, through web-mail providers, such as MSN Messenger, and social network-
ing sites, such as Facebook, Palestinian youth in Lebanon are able to chat with other
Palestinian youth online. In the absence of road and telephone links between
Lebanon and Palestine, and no right of return for refugees, the Internet has transcended
geo-political borders and enabled Palestinian youth throughout the diaspora to commu-
nicate with one another through the power of technology. In this way, a sort of ‘cyber
nation’ has been created through which shared symbolic systems of nationhood and
‘Palestinianess’ are produced, consumed and regulated.

However, just as political organisations construct very different imaginings of
Palestine and ‘Palestinianess’, media centres are situated differently vis-à-vis politics
and religion. Therefore, television stations and websites often construct very different
notions of Palestine and ‘Palestinianess’ for the viewing public. For example, the
largest of the political organisations, such as Fatah and Hamas, each have their own
TV networks. Moreover, the youth also frequently watch Lebanese Al Manar
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(Hezbollah channel) or pan-Arab, Qatari-based Al Jazeera Arabia. As the youth
consume media from these different sources, different imaginings of Palestine are con-
structed and performed in the camps in Lebanon. As one Palestinian man from El Bas
camp stated:

Each political party uses the media to implant their image of Palestine in the mind of the
youth. For example, Fatah tells the youth to wear the kofiye (black and white checked
headscarf), but Hamas tells people to wear Islamic dress. The role model for the youth
comes from TV.

Different Palestinian identities are also constructed through different Internet sites.
However, the Internet differs from television in a couple of important aspects. First,
while virtually all Palestinian young people have access to television in their homes or
through community centres, the ‘digital divide’ means that many Palestinians do not
have access to the Internet. For example, few families have Internet connections at
home, and most girls do not have access to the ‘male space’ of Internet cafes. Moreover,
many members of the older generation are not versed in the use of computer technology.

Furthermore, the Internet differs from TV in its potential to democratise knowledge.
For example, through the Internet, and particularly through blogs, chat rooms and
message boards, anyone can challenge dominant discourses in society and create
new knowledge. Moreover, individuals can selectively narrow and regulate their world-
views by only accessing certain Internet sites. However, there are still power structures
at work, and hegemonic discourses still dominate ‘cyberspace’. For example, many of
the websites about Palestine are run by Islamic organisations and are not accessed by
Palestinian Christians or secular Muslims. In this way, the Internet not only unites
Palestinians in the production, consumption and regulation of shared symbolic
systems of nationhood, the elitist nature of this technology also helps to construct Pales-
tine and hegemonic forms of ‘Palestinianess’ through its users, which are primarily
young, male and Muslim.

Religious institutions

The final discursive site identified by the youth as an important space where they go to
learn about Palestine is the mosque. For many Palestinian youth, Islam is important in
their lives as a personal faith. However, Islam is also important in many other ways: it
serves as an important boundary marker between Palestinians and ‘others’; it provides
the youth with ontological security in the context of statelessness; it unites them with
the global Muslim community; it provides them with a framework for interpreting
the Palestinian nationalist struggle; and it serves as a rallying point for political
action. As one young man, aged 20, from Burj AShemali camp explained:

From the mosque, we have religious lessons. After praying, we talk in small circles about
what happened in Palestine, the wars, the political consciousness and the suffering of the
Palestinian people.

Because of the imagining of Palestine as (Sunni) Muslim, the mosque plays a key
role in the construction and regulation of Palestinian nationalist discourse. Recipro-
cally, the discursive construction of the mosque as an important symbol of Palestine
reinforces Palestinian identity as Muslim. In the camps in Lebanon, the landscape
has largely been symbolically ‘Islamicised’. As Palestinian youth pass through the
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camp gates or walk down a street in the camp, they are bombarded with Islamic icono-
graphy, such as Al Aqsa mosque in Jerusalem, which discursively draws them ‘back’ to
the ‘homeland’. In addition to the mosque, Islamic discourse is also reproduced inter-
textually through a wide variety of other institutions in Palestinian society in south
Lebanon, such as the school, the family, political organisations and the media. As
Palestine is constructed as Muslim through multiple institutional sites in Palestinian
society, this knowledge is legitimated and made to appear factual, stable, neutral and
natural to Palestinian young people in the camps (Foucault 1977).

However, the mosque as a Palestinian national symbol is not inclusive of all groups
and has not been taken up by Christian Palestinians. For example, when asked what the
symbols of Palestine were for him, one Christian Palestinian man responded with
strong emotion,

Bethlehem, Jerusalem and its Christian history. If it is only Al Aqsa mosque, it is disgust-
ing for me.

In contrast to the mosque, the church has had very little involvement in the Pales-
tinian nationalist project in recent years, and many Christian Palestinians agree that ‘the
church should stay away from teaching issues of politics’. Moreover, as a result of
being marginalised from the Palestinian community, many Christian Palestinians
want to facilitate the integration of Christian refugees into Lebanese society through
inter-marriage with Christian Lebanese and by not teaching their young people about
Palestine. As one Christian Palestinian woman from El Bas camp explained:

We have suffered a lot from Palestinian identity, so why would we teach our children
about it? We never talk to our children about Palestine. In a couple of generations,
they will forget about Palestine.

The construction of Palestine as Muslim also has specific gendered implications. As
the mosque is considered to be a ‘male space’, few women attend regularly, if at all.
Those women who do attend are permitted limited participation, at best. As a Palesti-
nian male teacher from El Bas camp explained:

In the mosque, there are two sections, one for males and one for females. Males who want
to ask a question raise their voice and ask questions; whereas, women write their questions
on paper and give them to the (male) sheikh.

In other words, women are essentially silenced and relegated to passive involvement in
this institutional context. In this way, the mosque not only discursively constructs
shared notions of ‘Palestinianess’, it also works to produce internal ‘others’, such as
Christians, Shi’ites, secular Muslims and females.

Conclusion

As discussed above, ‘Palestine’ and ‘Palestinianess’ are culturally, socially and symbo-
lically produced and regulated through formal and non-formal institutional sites in
Palestinian camps in south Lebanon within the context of wider global developments,
such as the ‘Islamicisation’ of Muslim youth. Within this context, institutional power,
processes and outcomes help both to construct shared notions of ‘Palestinianess’ as well
as produce contestations and internal ‘others’. This has specific implications for how
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we understand identities and how we theorise and practise citizenship education,
particularly in contexts of transience, political instability and conflict.

First of all, this study problematises the ways in which citizenship education is often
complicit in the construction of notions of ‘essentialised’ and ‘congealed’ people
groups, cultures and nations. Through the demarcation of boundaries between people
groups, citizenship education helps to construct ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’, which has
real social and material consequences for individuals. However, as this study has
clearly shown, identities are socially constructed positions that are neither purely indi-
vidual nor collective. Moreover, identities are unstable positions that are constantly
being negotiated, resisted and accommodated through the agency of social actors.
Therefore, it is pertinent for us to rethink how ‘knowledge’ of people groups is con-
structed and communicated to students through educational processes and practices
which allow for multiple, fluid and contingent identities in the curriculum.

The findings of this study also challenge the mind/body binary prevalent in citizen-
ship education with its emphasis on ‘disembodied’ intellectual acquisition of ‘objective
facts’. As this study highlights, emotions and passions are crucial in the everyday
project of nation building, in the construction and appropriation of discursive resources
and in the recognition and take-up of specific subject positions. As Benei argues, ‘emo-
tionality is produced through, and feeds into, political, cultural, social, economic and
gender negotiations of nationhood and citizenship’ (Benei 2008, 5). In other words,
learning is much more than an intellectual exercise. Rather, it is an emotional,
sensory and embodied process that is involved in the production and regulation of
the nation, citizens and identities. This has important implications for how citizenship
education is theorised and practised.

Perhaps most significantly, this study ‘decentres’ the school as the main educational
institution in the production of national identities. As this study has clearly shown, par-
ticularly in the contexts of statelessness and exile, the school is not always the most
important learning site for young people, as it can represent a state or authority structure
that they do not recognise or identify with. Rather, national identities and ‘senses of
belonging’ are largely constructed and ‘naturalised’ in the ‘banality’ of everyday pro-
cesses and practices. In terms of citizenship education, this shifts the focus away from
the formal curriculum and towards non-formal and informal processes of learning.

Relatedly, this study reveals that the school does not exist in isolation but is inte-
grated into the political, social and economic fabric of society. Moreover, teachers
have multiple social positionings as family members, community members, political
actors and religious adherents. Therefore, discourses produced in and through
schools do not carry meaning or signify on their own. Rather, they accumulate mean-
ings across a wide variety of institutions in society, such as the family, political organ-
isations, religious institutions and the media (Hall and du Gay 1996). In this way, all
institutions function as important learning sites for young people, and schools work
together with non-formal and informal institutions to produce and regulate identities
in daily life. This works to destabilise commonly held notions of ‘student’ and
‘teacher’ and disrupt the disciplinary boundaries and organisational ‘silos’ that have
been constructed around ‘citizenship education’.

Notes
1. The number of Palestinian refugees currently registered with UNRWA is 4,820,229:

2,004,795 in Jordan; 477,700 in Syria; 427,057 in Lebanon; 788,108 in the West Bank;
and 1,122,569 in Gaza. Among these, Lebanon has the highest percentage of refugees
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living in camps at 53.1%. By comparison, only 17.3% of Palestinians in Jordan live in camps
(UNRWA 2010).

2. UNRWA was specifically set up in 1949 to provide assistance, protection and advocacy for
Palestinian refugees in Jordan, Lebanon, Syria, the West Bank and Gaza. The UN Office of
the High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) only provides assistance and protection to
Palestinian refugees outside UNRWA’s areas of operations (UNRWA 2010).
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