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    Note:  As stated in the introductory essay, the author is an anthropologist who has been in Ganei Tal only from the beginning of June 2005.  These essays are organized versions of preliminary anthropological field notes and are subject to change on the basis of more detailed information.  They are being shared in this preliminary form at the request of R. Moti Sender, the webmaster of Katif.Net.   This is a slightly revised and expanded version of the first Essay #3 that was posted on the web.  
 
     Acknowledgments.  But most of life here in one way or another is linked to the agrarian base of the surrounding moshavim.    In this essay I wish to share some observations which I have made on the famous farming system of the region.  In terms of this essay and others which deal with local agriculture, I am particularly grateful to Michael Goldschmidt and Abraham Yitschaki,  two farmers of Ganei Tal who have been most generous with their time in showing me around the hothouses and with their willingness to tolerate incessant anthropological questions, a constantly whirring tape recorder and  a flashing camera.   My understanding of the long term evolution of life in Ganei Tal has also benefited enormously from conversations with Tsvi and Janice Yosef.  If I make mistakes in my presentation of the farming technology, the fault is obviously mine, not the fault of those who have helped me.  Because these are preliminary notes, the reader should be prepared for abrupt transitions between topics, rough spots that will be ironed out in more polished versions. 
 
     Summary of preceding article.   In the preceding essay I attempted a brief overview of the three major types of communities found in Gush Katif in terms of their underlying economic organization.  There are two types of farming communities, each defined not by the crops which they grow, but by the nature of the prevailing property arrangements.   There is also a non-farming urban center, Neve Deqalim, which on the surface appears similar in many ways to ordinary cities in Israel – police station, post office, bank, stores, synagogues, schools, and other institutions.  But unlike the ordinary city, in which you can simply buy or rent a house and move in, Neve Dekalim has,  at least in principle,  some “entry requirements”, including that of some level of religious observance,  that have to be met for those who wish to be a toshav, a resident.  I am told that these requirements are in practice very loose and flexible and that would-be residents of Neve Dekalim are subjected to much less scrutiny than would-be chaverim of an agrarian moshav.   But it is clear even to a brief visitor that the town has a religious character.  There are few bare-headed men visible, and most married women have their head covered, though this requirement is not (in practice) as stringently observed as the head covering of the men.   Most significantly, everything shuts down early Friday afternoon in preparation for Shabbat.   And there is a low level of crime and drug use that would be the envy of most ordinary Israeli cities.  
 
     An anthropological approach to agricultural systems:  Documenting local solutions to universal problem sets.    
 
     In most farming systems around the world, there is a quasi-universal sequence of problems to solve.  The following twelve problems are quasi-universal challenges that have to be solved by farmers around the world.  
 
1.      Agricultural skills. 
2.      Access to cropping land
3.      Access to labor
4.      Removal of vegetation
5.      Groundbreaking
6.      Fertilization
7.      Irrigation
8.      Weeding
9.      Pest Control
10.  Harvesting
11.  Post-harvest processing.
12.  Marketing
 
     The long term analytic goal will be to go step by step, comparing and contrasting what you would do in a conventional farm setting, and what you would do in you were a farmer in Gush Katif..  This essay will be only a beginning.  I will describe the process in the second person singular.  An effective “:ethnographic strategy” for understanding any human behavioral system is to place oneself in the shoes of a person and understand the obstacle course of problems and challenges that the person must meet.   
 
     The preceding list is a list of twelve major challenges that you would have to meet if you were a farmer in most parts of the world.   Let us compare how you would deal with each problems in a conventional farming setting, and how you would deal with that problem if you were a typical farmer in Gush Katif.   In this article I will focus on  the earlier steps in the process. , 
 
1)      Agricultural knowledge.   The first assumption in most traditional farming systems is that if you want to plant a field, you know how to farm.   In the vast majority of systems you will have learned your skills from your parents.  In many systems both men and women have agricultural roles to play.  In such systems where both males and females work in the field, the men will conventionally do the heavier work such as felling trees to clear land and hoeing (or ploughing) the land afterwards.  Women may do planting, weeding, harvesting.  The arrangements differ so radically from culture to culture that generalizations are risky.  But what can be said with safety is that those who farm have almost always learned the trade at a young age from their fathers and mothers. 
 
In the case of Gush Katif, this universal patterns breaks down.  Some of the farmers in the region come from families with farming backgrounds.  But the farmers whom I have interviewed in Ganei Tal almost all had other urban professions before deciding to undertake farming on the sand dunes of Southwest Gaza.   Many of them by their late twenties or early thirties had economically secure urban professions – bank employee,  aeronautic engineer, teacher, and others – but decided to accept the strange invitation of the Rabin government, announced in the mass media,  to begin a life as farmers on a stretch of uninhabited sand dunes of South West Gaza.   Why did they make such a decision?   The answer has to be given elsewhere;  it would take us too far afield from the subject of this essay – desert farming.  But let it be said briefly, to dispel stereotypes, that the first arrivals in Ganei Tal were not a population of unemployed wild-eyed ideologues but rather well established adults with young families who were seeking a better environment in which to raise their children.   
 
But let us revert to the “you” form to place ourselves in their shoes.   Here you are: a bank manager or urban engineer with no farming experience.  And here you are invited to attempt farming on barren stretches of sand that no farmer in his right mind would approach, land that the Palestinians themselves called “cursed land” that would produce nothing.  Not having had any farming experience, you will in the beginning be totally dependent on the technicians from the Department of Agriculture.   This is not as serious a problem as it sounds, because even a conventional farmer would be helpless on a waterless barren sand dune.  Now in retrospect, with nearly three decades of hands-on experience, you could perhaps teach your former teachers.  But in the beginning you were, agriculturally speaking, a babe in the woods on land that most farmers would consider impossible to farm. 
 
2)      Gender division of labor.  The challenge would be the same whether you were male or female.  And there are women who have learned the skills and are among the best farmers in the region.  But looking at general patterns, even in the absence of formal statistics, it can be said that in Ganei Tal (and I will restrict my generalizations to that community as the one which I know best) the phenomenon of the female farmer is the exception.   One of the self-selection criteria used in founding the moshav and accepting members was a commitment to religious observance.   The young families who founded the community had children.  The women either dedicated themselves principally to child care or sought employment as teachers or in other activities traditionally associated with females.   Few women in Ganei Tal play an active role in agriculture.  There is no religious issur nor any strong cultural prohibition against female involvement in farming.   But it simply has not occurred in the majority of families.  
 
3)      Access to land.  The preceding focused on knowledge and sex roles.  But agricultural knowledge is useless without access to agricultural land  – i.e. land with organically rich soil in which crops will grow.   In conventional settings either you own the land (through inheritance or through purchase) or you pay rent, or you sharecrop the land.  There are also situations of land invasion and squatting.   
 
As a would-be farmer in Gush Katif you also need access to agricultural space, but the solution is radically different from that of virtually any other farming system in any part of the world.   You are in a region where there is NO decent agricultural land.   There are only barren sand dunes.   To begin your agricultural activities you will be given access to a tiny stretch of sand dune.   If you were among the first group of farmers who settled Ganei Tal in the late 1970’s you were temporarily given the grand total of one dunam of sand – which is about one fifth of an acre in U.S. land measurement units.   Don’t be shocked or frightened: at the thought of living off a fifth of an acre of sand dune.    The agricultural system to which you will be introduced will allow you to produce more on that one-fifth acre of sand than an ordinary farmer could produce on much larger amounts of conventional agricultural land.  But admittedly the original land grants were quite modest indeed and the average farmers now probably has some three acres of land (15 dunam).    
 
Who gives your sand dune?  The Israeli government was the original source of the land in Gush Katif.   How did the Israeli government acquire the land?  That brings us to the history of the Six/Days War.   The sand dunes chosen for agriculture were themselves uninhabited public land that belonged to the Egyptian government  and that passed to the control of Israel after the War.  They are so barren and inhospitable that the Palestinian population in nearby Khan Yunis referred to the sand dunes as “cursed land”.  (In the mid-1970s the Palestinians, particularly those that already lived there before the influx of refugees in the late 1940s, were quite friendly to these strange and apparently unbalanced Jews who thought they were going to grow stuff in the sand.  The Arabs were eager to take advantage of the wage labor opportunities, and the Jews were equally eager to employ this labor.  Let’s not romanticize the interethnic relations of those days;  Arabs and Jews had been going at each other from time immemorial, and Israel had recently fought a war against Arab nations.   But both the Jewish farmers and the Arab workers with whom I have conversed speak spontaneously about th
e positive person-to-person relations that existed in those formative days of Gush Katif.   Jews would shop in Arab markets in Khan Yunis and go to Arab dentists. One Jewish farmer bought his first local car at a dealer in Gaza City.   Furthermore both groups would even occasionally attend each others’ celebrations.      In short it would be anthropologically incorrect to project the interethnic hostilities and angers of today back into those mid-1970s pre-Intifada-1 days.  
 
 
Was land expropriated from Arabs?   Both the Sinai Peninsula and the Gaza trip was removed from Egyptian control in the Six Days’ War.  For reasons that need not be discussed here, Sinai was given back to Egypt (and the Jewish agrarian settlement of Yamit dismantled) but Gaza remained under Israeli control.   The Egyptians refused to take it back.   For better or for worse, Israel kept it and, after a few years, decided to establish a Jewish presence there.   The Jews who live there answered the call of their government.   The question here is:  did the Jewish settlers who arrived in Southwestern Gaza evict Arabs from residential or productive land?   Pro-expulsion media-images create a revisionist history that portrays the settlers as autonomous Zionist gangs of free-wheeling religious fanatics who invaded Arab villages, Uzis in one hand and Gemaras in the other, to capture back God’s land from the goyim and return it to the Chosen People.   According to this version, they carried out their holy mission of sanctifying the land backed by the tanks, bulldozers, helicopters, and planes of the Israeli army. 
 
    It’s a fascinating and horrifying image that continues to fly on the East Side of Manhattan (particularly in the U.N. building)  but has nothing to do with the historical reality of Southwestern Gaza.   I’ve interviewed both Jewish settlers and Arab workers on the matter and the consistency of reports, as well as 28 year-old photographs of the region, make me confident that I am not being duped with an apologetic line.   The Jewish farmers were given access by the Israeli government only to barren sand dunes on which there was no productive economic activity.  In fact the land that they settled had been declared by local Muslims as cursed by Allah.
 
    The matter bears discussion.  I am told of a a pre-existing religious belief surrounding the land which the Jewish settlers eventually farmed.  But it was a local Muslim belief:  this group of barren sand dunes with no vegetation had been cursed by Allah.   Nothing would ever grow there.  The Muslim religious belief was that the land was cursed.       I heard this belief reported in Hebrew by numerous Jewish farmers.  I’d feel more comfortable with its accuracy if I heard it in Arabic from local Muslims.  (When working on the Caribbean island of Hispaniola, Dominicans used to tell me that Haitians on the other side of the border ate people as part of their Voodoo practices.  Haitians in turn told me that they thought only white Americans like me ate people.  Be anthropologically skeptical when antagonistic groups report on each other’s religion.)  . But I don’t (yet) speak Palestinian Arabic and anyway I’m told that if I enter Khan Yunis from the Ganei Tal fence to carry out interviews with Palestinians, my chances of coming back in one piece are at the moment not that great.   So I’ll just report the account:  the Jewish settlers were told by local Arabs when they came that Allah had cursed this land and that they were crazy to think anything would grow there.    
 
    There is also a  Jewish religious belief about the land (which I have heard most eloquently expressed to visiting tourists by tour guides,  and by the farmers to whom they bring tourists.  These farmers are well familiarized as to what would draw cheers from sympathetic tourists).   I made a visit to the yishuv of Atsmona with a group of American tourists who came to express their opposition to the expulsion.  As the farmer told us, this inhospitable land was simply waiting for the arrival of Jews to be converted from barren sand to vegetables and flowers.  “And look at the result”, as this bearded farmer from Atsmona (a settlement considered by locals to be among the most religious) , in eloquent Hebrew, pointed with pride to his hothouse of potted plants ready for sale.  “The sand was waiting for the arrival of Jewish farmers.”  
 
    The translation into English  over a bullhorn prompted rounds of pious pilgrim applause.  (The pilgrim / tourists in this case were Americans Jews and a handful of Christians).   There was, however, something wrong with the picture.  I noticed that the potted plants to which the farmer enthusiastically pointed were in containers that contained, not sand from the dunes, but rich peat-moss that must have been imported.   When the applause died down, I raised my hand and asked where he got his peat moss from.  This impertinent question, irrelevant to the point about holy sand dunes that yearned for the arrival of Jews, was curtly and coldly answered.  “We get it locally.”   I knew that was nonsense.   This kind of organic material you do not get locally, unless by local you mean somewhere on planet Earth.   But I bit my tongue. The follow-up question by a woman who asked about Biblical evidence for Jewish presence in this part of the land was more in character with the pious tone of the event and was accurately answered.   But as an anthropologist I was more interested, at least at that particular moment,  in the origin of this mysterious peat moss than in Biblical texts concerning the settlement of the land.
 
     (It turns out that the curt answer of the farmer was not totally wrong, but simply partial. I later found out that my suspicions were correct and that the organically rich potting material is imported from somewhere in Europe, an exception to the general local practice of planting in sand.   When planting potted flowers and house plants for the Israeli market you cannot send buyers away with a plant in a pot full of sand.   They will water the plants at home, but it has to be planted in rich soil.   They do not have access to the organically enriched drip-irrigation water that would permit planting in sand.  This potting material is indeed imported from overseas, but the importer is a cooperative factory located in Katif,  another community in Gush Katif,.  Katif imports the material and channels it to Atsmona.  So in a sense Atsmona did acquire the material “locally”.   It is Katif that imports it.) 
 
     In short I heard reports of a Muslim belief that the land was cursed by Allah, and heard direct statements of a Jewish religious belief that the land was waiting for Jewish farmers,.    Was the Muslim statement about the “cursed land” a subtle way of saying to the Jews: Please don’t come here?  No.  Let it be repeated. No.  The availability of new jobs on Jewish farms, at daily wages substantially higher than what they could then earn from a  Palestinian employer, on land that nobody in their right mind would use anyway,  was viewed as an economic opportunity that was totally compatible with service to Allah as a devout Muslim.  
 
    At any rate there were both Jewish and Muslim religious beliefs about the sand dunes.  For Muslims the sand dunes had been forever cursed by God.   For Jews the land was waiting for Jewish farmers to arrive.   But in either case, an anthropologically honest reconstruction of the Jewish settlement of this part of Southwestern Gaza must recognize (a) that the land was unpopulated and unused sand dunes and (b) the local Arab population, though they originally thought the Jewish farmers were foolish to plant in the uninhabited sand, were eager for wage labor opportunities, (c) the current hostilities between the two groups did not break out until later, (d) the families who came here to learn farming were encouraged and screened and supported  by the government of Israel.   
 
     Was there then really no Arab farming in this region?  Actually there was.  Close to the sea some Palestinians had some fruit orchards – dates, avocados -- which they grew on perpetually moist land with a high water table.  (The name of the community was and is Mouassi, source of the English word “oasis”, referring to the water in an otherwise barren region.)   There were no houses in Mouassi at that time and few temporary shelters. Instead people would come from Khan Yunis to tend their orchards.   The Israelis respected the orchards of Mouassi.  Jews would farm exclusively on the land that Allah had cursed, the barren sand dunes that nobody wanted. Furthermore they would even hire Arab laborers to work with them.  
 
     For years – until the violence of the second Intifada – the Arabs from Mouassi and the Jews traveled on the same roads.  Now for security reasons there is a separate paved road that the residents of Mouassi must use, parallel to the road used by vehicles with Israeli licence plates.  (The number of houses in Mouassi has soared with the Jewish presence.  Garbage is dumped along the main road and the aura of poverty contrasts with the cleanliness and order of the communities of Gush Katif.   Several residents of Gush Katif have said that the garbage and slovenly appearance of the community is an intentional effort to create a contrast between Jewish wealth and Palestinian poverty on which journalists will immediately pick up.   I have not interviewed residents of Mouassi and have no way of  assessing the accuracy of that accusation.)   
 
    At any rate each region has its own history and its own patterns of interethnic hostilities between Jew and Arab.  One cannot generalize for an entire country.  But one can say with certitude that there was no expropriation of cropping land from Arabs in this region of Gaza.   The tiny bit of land that was cropped by Arabs has been left in Arab hands.   The Jewish came in invited by the Israeli government and the Jewish Agency.  The land that they received (and the temporary housing that was built for them) was provided (on a loan-recoverable basis)  by the government of Israel.  The settlers did not expropriate anybody. 
 
     There are regions of Israel in which Jewish families established themselves on the land or in houses from which Arabs fled or were expelled.   However the fabled keys to abandoned homes which are still the treasured possession of Palestinian families are for homes in Jerusalem, Tel Aviv, Haifa or Be’er Sheva.  There were no homes or keys on the barren sand dunes of Southwestern Gaza.   
 
    The Jewish farmers of Gush Katif were urged to come here by the Israeli government.   As stated in the previous essay, current plans are to destroy their homes and turn their farms over to the elected leadership of those who continue to bomb them   The political and personal reasons that motivated the Prime Minister suddenly to announce this expulsion are currently being discussed in the Israeli press and at least some sectors of the Israeli media and fall outside the scope of these essays.  What can be said with confidence is that the families who came here thirty years ago and built a green life on the sand dunes are now being expelled for reasons unrelated to bona-fide issues either of the human rights of Palestinians or the security of Israel.    
