
HOMInG interview
with Ariel Handel

(Tel Aviv University)
Conducted by Barbara Bertolani

December 20201

Ariel Handel is director of the Lexicon for Political Theory project, and academic 
co-director of Minerva Humanities Center at Tel Aviv University. His research 
focuses on human mobilities in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip, ruins and 
ruination in Israel/Palestine, the politics of housing and urban frontiers, 
gastropolitics, and the political philosophy of geography. Handel is the editor-in-
chief of The Political Lexicon of the Social Protest (Hakibutz Hameuchad, 2012), 
and co-editor of Normalizing Occupation: The Politics of Everyday Life in the West
Bank Settlements (Indiana UP, 2017).

Good morning Ariel, and thank you for taking the time for this interview with us. Could
you please introduce yourself to our readers?

I am a political geographer. I teach in several institutions in Israel. In the last six years, I have
been also the Academic Co-director of Minerva Humanity Centre in Tel Aviv University. My
research is about the politics of mobilities, violence and checkpoints and recently also about 
homes and houses in relation to Israel-Palestine, and to settler-colonialism at large. Currently,
I’m part of a research project that is funded by Gerda Henkel Foundation, Cities Lost and
Found: Ruins and Ruination in Israel-Palestine. 

What does “home” mean to you, in terms of your research experience and disciplinary 
background?

Since I am thinking through the lens of political geography, I look at home first of all as a 
space. Of course, it is also a psychological, anthropological, and sociological concept, but I 
see it first of all as “space”. Living in Israel and studying Israel and Palestine made me see 
home as a place that is politically built and politically demolished, and therefore I think that 
nearly every aspect that is related to homes’ making and unmaking is political. 

What are the most relevant empirical and methodological challenges that you identify 
in researching home in the Occupied Territories? 

I think that there are several challenges. First of all, it is not to see homes just from one 
analytical perspective. It means to not only count houses and demolitions, falling into the pit 
of turning human stories into statistics. But at the same time, it means to keep the political 
and academic analysis, that is not to only produce another report about people’s experiences 
and sad pictures of falling homes. Also, I need to add the fact that as an Israeli, my access to 
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the field is not always easy. First of all because some places are restricted for Israelis. In 
other places I am not always sure that my presence is wanted, and I can fully understand it, 
because I represent the occupiers’ side. But also, it seems that people would not share with 
me their experiences as they would share with Palestinian researchers.

How do you overcome these challenges?

First of all, whenever possible I am happy to work with Palestinian researchers. It’s 
important, as it is about really thinking together, especially when my point of view would be 
too limited. It also means that I put my positionality on the table. When I speak with people, I
am not trying to hide behind some objective appearance but rather to say that I am an Israeli 
by birth and affiliation. This is who I am. Of course, it’s part of the question of what will 
people share with me or not. We need to be aware of our own positionality within the field.

What about the Israeli part, like the scientific community? Since you are doing research
on hot political issues, does this have any consequences on your relationships with the 
academic community?

Sometimes being an Israeli knowing Hebrew gives me access to sources that might not be 
available for my Palestinian colleagues. On several occasions I have been interviewing 
military officers. I don't agree with hardly anything they do, but if I can better understand the 
policies and better understand how the machine works, I would do it. Also, I guess that some 
of my colleagues and students find those issues difficult to deal with. When people are grown
up in a society that thinks with certain vocabulary it is hard to question those very basic 
concepts that are so commonly used in public discourse and everyday life. But this is part of 
what “settler colonialism” is about. It is about the question of “whose home is it?”, in the 
general sense of home as language, identity, etc. Thus I do understand why it is hard to accept
other narratives or even to listen to them, when you feel that they undermine your own sense 
of home and homeland.

In your HOMInG seminar you spoke about settler colonialism as a specific form of 
colonialism and about processes of self-indigenizing as a way of homing. Could you 
expand on these concepts?

There are many types of colonialism; when we say “colonialism” we refer to different types 
of colonies, to different types of control and exploitation etc. But basically “settler 
colonialism” is different from more classical colonialism in several respects. First of all, 
settler colonialism is less about exploitation and more about replacement of the natives by the
new colonizers. So, it’s less about using and abusing the locals as labor force or about using 
the colonies' resources in order to enrich the motherland in Europe or in other places, but 
rather more about founding a new home for the colonizing group. It also means that the 
colonizers cut the lines from their motherland or the state of origin, so the settler becomes 
more and more stabilized in the place. Thus, in a deep sense the colonizers also don’t have 
another place to go to, making the colony de facto a home of at least two populations, 
generally divided into colonizers and colonized. It is important to stress that the Israeli-
Palestinian case is a little bit different because there was no “motherland” that sent the Jews 
to Palestine, and also because there is clearly a long Jewish history in the region. So, in a 
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way, when we are talking about settler colonialism in the Palestinian-Israeli case, I speak 
about settler-colonial practices, and not necessarily about the full category of colonialism. It 
means that we have two populations: one with a three millennia history, but that has mostly 
left the region for 2,000 years, and then we have the Palestinian population that have been the
majority of the population in the last few hundred years. Modern Zionism is an organized 
immigration movement to the region of what we call today Israel-Palestine, which seeks to 
make home for Jews by pushing aside people that already lived there. So, this is why I am 
using this category of “settler colonialism”.

Does this mean that for Israeli people there is the idea that the territory is empty and 
has to be filled by themselves, or are they feeling that they have to cope with someone 
else’s presence?

There is this old Zionist slogan that is still quoted today, explaining Zionism as “a land 
without people for people without land”. So, the land is imagined as empty while the Jewish 
people is imagined as people without land, which is quite true, if we speak about modern 
states… Then, if you go to read old Zionist sources and diaries of Jews that came to Palestine
one hundred years ago, they discovered very quickly that the land is settled. It’s not that they 
didn’t see the people. Sometimes they tried to befriend with them and sometimes they tried to
fight them, but it was clear that the land is inhabited and at the same time imagined as not 
inhabited. It's a long colonial paradox of “choosing not so see”. 

During your seminar you spoke about the importance of “discourses” in reality-
building. Can you better explain this concept, starting from your research findings? 

Settler colonialism is about denying the other’s indigeneity while trying to acquire self-
indigeneity. It is about stories of attachments and belongings and a whole machine of 
interpretations, representations etc. that is acting towards inventing and rewriting narratives. 
So, it means that the stories and evidence of Jewish presence in Israel-Palestine during the 
last thousands of years are brought to the front, while at the same time denying the same 
proofs when they come from the Palestinian side. An excellent example could be the village 
of Susya. Susya is located in the southern part of the West Bank in south Mount Hebron. It is 
a place where you can find quite a few historical layers. So, until something like 1.500 years 
ago, there was a Jewish village there. There are archeological findings of synagogues and 
Jewish symbols. But as you can find in many places, when the village is abandoned by one 
population, it is occupied by others. As many other places, Susya is a palimpsest of cultures 
and populations. People might have lived in Susya prior to the Jewish presence, just as people
lived there after the Jews left. What is clear is that when Israel occupied the West Bank in 
1967, Susya was a living Palestinian community, at least 150 years-old. When Israel 
occupied the West Bank, it also started making archeological research in the region. One of 
the areas where this research was done was in Susya, and in 1986 Israel declared that Susya 
was an archeological site and therefore the Palestinian inhabitants had to move away: as you 
know, you can’t live in an archeological site… you should preserve it for the sake of science. 
So, all the Palestinians that were living there for generations were evacuated at the same 
moment. A few months later, Israel built a new Jewish settlements in Susya, which explicitly 
declares: “we had to leave, but now we are back; and Susya was Jewish, is Jewish and will be
Jewish.” You have now the archeological site, with all the narratives of “See here our fathers 
prayed for the Jewish God, and here we made our ceremonies”, presenting only the Jewish 



history, while the Palestinians that were evacuated from the site live in tents for 35 years 
now, a few hundred meters away from this archeological site. Israel is trying to evacuate 
them time after time, but this is sometimes blocked by Israeli court, sometimes it is due to the
pressure that is made by the EU, and until now Palestinians live in Susya but they are not 
allowed to build any homes. So, they live in their tents, if they even build a toilet, the army 
comes and destroys it in a couple of days… 

In your work on a critical theory of housing/dwelling you speak about the need to 
consider three dimensions – housing regimes, critical phenomenology and active 
dwelling. Could you better explain what you mean, and what about the empirical and 
methodological implications?

Homes and houses have multiple meanings, they are physical structures but also have 
personal and social significance; they are part of an economic and state policies, but they are 
also places of everyday dwelling. So, we need to consider several layers. In this research that 
you mentioned I tried to suggest those three layers: the first one would be the “housing 
regime”. In most countries today, it’s not people building their own homes. You usually buy 
a flat in the city from some corporate that built it. Even if you live in a village, you cannot 
just build your own home, at least in Israel, you need a permit, and you need that your house 
be part of the planning scheme of your city or town or village. This is made political in every 
place because the question of where you would build a new neighborhood, would you destroy
existing homes in order to make some urban renewal, and what types of homes would be 
there, small or large… it’s all something that depends on those regimes that are always 
combining economy and state-policies. So, this is one layer that I think is very important. But
we should not stop there because we should also think about the human significance of 
homes. This layer is thought through the idea of “critical phenomenology”, meaning first of 
all to understand what home means for people in the place we study. Homes are important for
everyone, but the idea and practice of home is not the same everywhere. You have places 
where home contains three generations of family within a larger compound, and you don’t 
really think about the single flat as your home, but rather as the whole compound. So, you 
need to go and ask what is home for you, what would be your idea of home. But then, beyond
the image of the ideal home, we need to ask about the actual homes: how they are built, what 
kind of security and protection do they supply. The critical phenomenology means to me the 
gap between the ideal and the actual. Then, the idea of “active dwelling” is to see how people
deal with this gap. This is the agentic-political sense of home-making, first of all for people 
that are under threat such as refugees or Palestinians in the occupied territories, but also in the
very basic sense in which home-making is also the making of identity and ontological 
security. Thinking through Heidegger, dwelling is a way of making place, a safe place in the 
world. Therefore, active dwelling is about asking and checking “how do you close this gap or
attempt to close this gap?” because it never really closes, and then the bigger the gap is, the 
more important is the active part of dwelling. If your home is under risk of being demolished 
but you still invest in it and renovate it and beautify it, then you are making something that is 
very active and very political.

According to your experience, how central is the concept of ‘(in)security’ to study home 
and home-making practices? How would you study this concept empirically? How can a
sense of security be achieved by people living in the occupied territories? 



Understanding the “housing regime” means to understand the structural causes for the 
insecurity and why is it that tens of thousands of homes in the West Bank are under the threat
of demolition. Then there is the more ethnographic research that asks people about their 
homes and the human experience of insecurity. For example, I was talking about Hebron in 
the seminar, so you see places where homes are being invaded time after time by soldiers. 
Sometimes the soldiers are creating a military base on their roofs or in their porch. Then you 
have the fear of the Jewish settlers that throw things through the windows or try to set 
Palestinian home on fire. In several places we found that the way people define “safe” and 
“not safe” spaces in their homes is due to those experiences. For example, people would 
define the room that is closer to the main street where the settlers move as “unsafe”, so this is 
off-limits: “we try not to seat there, or if we hear something outside, we leave…” or “the roof
is not ours anymore because the soldiers are there…” or maybe “we have only the money to 
renovate one room, so the whole family lives there because we don’t have the money to 
invest in renovating the whole house …” This is part of living under occupation, it enters into
the home itself. You may also see it in the use of front and back entrances: many times, what 
should have been the front door is either forcibly locked by the army, or people don’t use it 
anyway for fear of settlers and soldiers. Everyone is then using the back window that opens 
into the yard as the main entrance. 

What about the Jewish settlers? Do they also feel unsecure in their houses?

I am sure they are. There is one research done by Batya Roded, an Israeli researcher. She 
analyzes the Jewish settlement in Hebron as both a “castle and a cage”, saying that the 
settlers are also caged in their seperate compounds. In their view, they are the ones that are 
limited, they are the minority within the Palestinian city. It is important to say that we speak 
about the part of Hebron that is named “H2”, which is the part of the city that is controlled by
Israel, inhabited by about 700 settlers and 35,000 Palestinians. The larger part of Hebron, 
which is “H1” is a Palestinian city, the army doesn’t go in there. However, even if the Jewish 
settlers are minority in the city and also feel threatened, it is clear that they hold more power 
in the current situation. Not necessarily because of themselves, but rather because they are 
guarded by the army. You have tens of checkpoints and thousand of soldiers that control 
every movement in the city.

Did it happen to you to interview Jewish settlers living there?

I did so through a couple of research projects. One is a book that was published a couple of 
years ago by Indiana University Press, entitled Normalizing Occupation: The Politics of 
Everyday Life in the West Bank Settlements. It’s an edited collection with Marco Allegra and 
Erez Maggor. The idea was not to talk about the settlements as a simple object but rather to 
realize that if we want to understand how the settlements actually work and why they are so 
powerful, then we need to go and research the diversities within them, the social, economic, 
anthropological and legal aspects and to make rich research about those settlements. Part of it
was about the feeling of home in the occupied territories and how do people feel at home, and
whether they see themselves as colonizers. Most of them do not. They know that they are in 
the Territories, but due to the separation between Israeli and Palestinians, they don’t see 
Palestinians most of the time. Most of the settlers are not the ideological, orthodox, messianic
type. Most of them live there because they can buy cheaper houses. The other project is more 
recent and founded by Gerda Henkel Foundation. It’s about ruins and ruination in Israel-



Palestine. In that research we try to understand ruins. But it’s also about living in ruins, it’s 
not just ruined places, it’s also about places that are abandoned or that are half ruined, the 
experience of living in other’s people homes, or to live in a home that is half ruined. So here 
we look at more populations, Jews also have their own ruins that they are related to. So, for 
example in Hebron there is this neighborhood that is called “Tel Rumeida”. It’s a settlement 
and Jews live there. But you have an archeological site which is one layer of ruin, then you 
have some Palestinian homes, which are another layer and the settlers on the third layer and 
all this is in a compound that is very tiny. 

Given your experience in the Occupied Territories, did you find any difference in the 
home-(un)making practices according to gender and generational lines?

Yes, there are differences. I think that generational differences are based mainly on the 
question of experiencing the 1948 or the 1967 yourself. Some of the older generations have 
experienced the war of 1948 and the Nakba when the state of Israel was established and most 
of the Palestinians were expelled and were not allowed to go back and turned into refugees. 
So, for some people the experience of losing their home is part of a personal history. The 
trauma of losing home is something that lives with people, and so does the issue of 
attachment for those that were not refugees but rather that lived in the West Bank before 
1948, their attachment to the place where their fathers and forefathers and foremothers lived 
for generations. For example, there is one debate in the Palestinian society that goes around 
the new city built a few years ago, the first planned city in Palestine, and this city, Rawabi, is 
treated as the first Palestinian settlement, because it looks like a Jewish settlement as it is a 
modern planned city. So, it’s not a “classic”, traditional Palestinian place. Then you can see 
the generational difference, because some of the people say “Should we be a people that is 
not occupied, we could have been modern like other countries, we would have more 
traditional places and more modern places just as in any other place. The reason why we are 
so unmodernized in a way it is just because of the occupation and the Nakba” So, there is a 
political stance in choosing to live in Westernized, modern places. Many Palestinians say: 
“We don’t need to speak only about olive trees and to put ourselves as only rural and 
traditional. So, if we want to live in a modern city, it’s our choice.” You can see, there are 
some generational issues that are interesting. As for gender issues, of course: first of all, the 
experience of demolition is different for children, men and women, since in traditional 
societies, and the Palestinian society is quite traditional, the home is considered as a space 
that women control, and therefore the loss of the home is sometimes the loss of their entire 
world, because this is the most important place where you cultivate your family and your 
household. So, for men it might be the loss of work, economic resources and the loss of 
dignity. Of course also the loss of physical structure, this is the first layer, but beyond it, it 
sounds like you lose your history and dignity and money and the work you have invested. For
children it is the loss of a safe place and for women it might be a loss of the most significant 
place, in a way. We know that homelessness in general is different for men and women. 
Women especially with children will find places to be in, they will not live in the streets 
usually, but it’s just another kind of homelessness, to be moving between homes, sometimes 
on a daily basis. The need for shelter is for everyone, but the way that you treat your 
homelessness is different.



In our project we are approaching homing as a special kind of relationship with space 
across multiple scales. How do you see the connections between these dimensions of 
home?

The home is never a separated unit, it’s always part of the urban fabric or a village. So, we 
should think about housing regime, critical phenomenology and active dwelling as part of this
larger fabric. We can see it first of all in the way that people are helping each other if their 
home is demolished, but also when people are forced to leave, thus losing not just the home 
itself but the whole social network. Generally speaking, in the Palestinian society the ties 
between neighbors and families are very strong, it’s not everyone living in their own flats not 
knowing the neighbors. This means that destroying or annexing or cutting a place definitely 
affects the surrounding neighborhood. Specifically in Hebron, because of the violence and the
checkpoints, many people that live in H2 area explain that they had to cut their ties with their 
family and friends because they cannot visit each other and they cannot be in touch. Some 
say that they would not do it to their families, to invite them to their homes, because they 
don’t want them to run any risk. Other say that they don’t want to leave their homes even for 
a short period because they are afraid that the settlers would go into them. So, it means that in
every commuting, you have to reconsider your exact route, where you go from, at what times 
and so on. Sending children to school is dangerous if the schools are in H2, because they 
have to cross military checkpoints, and if it’s in H1 it means that sometimes crossing one 
kilometer might take more than one hour, because you need to go through several 
checkpoints. It affects their whole life.

One last curiosity: are there different ways to speak about the home and the house in 
the Arabic and Hebrew language? 

In Arabic and in Hebrew, the word for “home” or “house” is very similar, it’s beit in Arabic 
Ba'it in Hebrew. We don’t have in our languages separate words for home and house, so it 
includes the physical structures and the social and personal meanings. To lose one’s “beit” 
means that you lose your home and house at the same time. The similarity between the 
languages is important. It can remind us to learn how to share the space, how to de-colonize 
the region in the deep sense of it. It does not necessarily mean that we exactly know which 
part will be Palestinian and which one will be Israeli and what it exactly means to be living 
together, but the fact is that both populations do live together in one place that is Israel-
Palestine, and the question is how to really get rid of all forms of colonization and to make it 
a safer place for everyone.

Thank you for this interview, it was very inspiring to speak with you!


