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Muslim societies in the past “long
sanctioned the capture, sale, own-
ership and use of men, women and
children from black Africa”.

The descendants of these black
Africans brought to the Middle
East in bondage are part of the
black diaspora. Their very exis-
tence is denied, although they sur-
vive in substantial numbers, as
Segal writes.

A distant bell shrills as Nahjah
Abu-Zaylah, 30, walks into the
Steps Forward Centre in central
Rahat. She strides purposefully
through the reception and flops
down in a chair in the adjacent
lecture room.

Her heavy bags contain the tools
of her trade: a digital video cam-
era, a tripod and a lighting kit. The
married mother of three, who was
raised by a mother who herself
never worked outside the home,
shot Rosenwaks’s film.

She is joined in the room by
friends Siham Al-Kmalat, Huriya
Abu-Zaylah and Kamla Abu-Zay-
lah. All the women feature in the
film, which takes them on a literal
journey to “discover” their origins.
The camera travels from Rahat in
Israel to Senegal and Britain.

The women speak to tour guides
at Goree Island, off the Senegalese
coast — and are told of the con-
ditions of the slaves in the sub-
terranean chambers before they
were shipped off. This is presum-
ably for at m o sp h e r e , as the Islamic
slave trade was overland.

For some of the women, it was
the first time they understood
what was really meant by a term
they thought was a mere jibe di-
rected at them by their fairer-
skinned fellow Bedouin.

In Arabic, there is no specific
word for referring to blacks in a
derogatory way. The term used is
abed — slave.

It’s a word that black Bedouin
are accustomed to hearing for as
long as they can remember.

Kamla Abu-Zaylah, a sloe-eyed
and ebony-skinned beauty who is
the most confident speaker of the
women in the room, remembers
overhearing a conversation be-
tween two of her friends when she
was at university. One woman, a
“white” Bedouin, was talking
about a black Bedouin woman and
referred to her as “the slave”.

“I realised that they could as
well have been talking about me,”
she says, adding that when she
confronted the women, they
laughed it off. “Anee lo!” (Not you)
the women joked.

“But this same friend, when she
flunked a test, said to the teacher
in front of the class: ‘How is it that I
failed, and not the slave?’ ”

Segal notes in his book that

alongside the history of slavery in
the US, for instance, “the history of
Islam emerges with some credit”,
for reasons related to the empha-
sis on freeing slaves as a religious
virtue, and the fact that blacks,
slaves or otherwise, were not sub-
ject to racial discrimination in
Islamic law.

The filmmaker says he stumbled
onto the subject by accident. A
native of the town of Beersheva,
near Rahat, he first visited Rahat
two years ago in fulfilment of a
promise he made to his high school
principal — to use his education to
advance the community in which
he grew up.

White, Jewish and Israeli,
Rosenwaks struck up what they

been spared the Israeli state’s poli-
cies of land dispossession, forced
removal, denial of basic services
and the like suffered by thousands
of Palestinians.

Not all black Palestinians orig-
inally came to this part of the
Middle East in bondage. Through-
out Islamic history, there have
been Africans in Arabia.

In a history of black Palestini-
ans, anthropologist Susan Beck-
erleg writes that, owing to the
region’s location at a crossroads
between Africa, Asia and Europe,
“trade, war, colonisation and pil-
grimage all ensured that the peo-
ples of northern-eastern Africa
and Arabia mingled”.

The Negev Bedouin, an indige-
nous ethnic group that had, until
the establishment of Israel in 1948,
been largely pastoral and no-
madic, regard themselves as “asli”
(authentic) Arabs and have for
centuries remained steeped in a
rich history, tradition and culture,
well documented by historians.

Less well-known, however, are
the origins of the black Bedouin:
the subject of Rosenwaks’s doc-
umentary. As the clips in the doc-
umentary interviewing “white”
Bedouin community leaders in Ra-
hat show, there is largely denial
both of the origins of the black
Bedouin and of the charge by the
women in the documentary that
they are looked down upon.

Black Bedouin make up 10% of
the total population of 40 000 of
Rahat. Though no legal barriers
separate them, black Bedouin live
in separate areas and socialise in
separate amenities.

The black areas are clearly more
impoverished and deprived: a sit-
uation, some of the women charge
in the documentary, that is the
result of discrimination in the
workplace against blacks by the
“white” Bedouin m a j o r i ty .

Many of the black Bedouin wom-
en work, even more are studying
— and some even drive cars.

That the women in the film are
seemingly light years ahead of
their mothers and grandmothers
was born of necessity, says Majid
A l - K m a l at .

“Because we have traditionally
been poorer, women have to work
outside the home to support the
family — and in this strange way
the women are becoming more
advanced [than the ‘white’
Bedouin].”

With a sweep of the arm, he
gestures around the room, con-
taining black Bedouin women who
are teachers, camera operators,
instructors and various other
kinds of “working girls”.

“These women are pioneers,” he
says proudly.

I
T WAS what filmmakers the
world over call “the Moment”.
The little girl with glittering
earrings and ruffled hair

stands before the camera in a pre-
cocious and confident pose; hand
on one hip. Squashed in her fist is a
piece of chocolate confectionary.

“What are you eating?” asks a
voice behind the camera.

“Kre m b o ,” responds the child,
looking down at the contents of
her hand: a chocolate-coated bis-
cuit covered with egg-foam.

Then the girl hesitates, as
though correcting herself. “La, la,
Ras Abed.” (No, no, it’s a Slave’s
Head.’)

“We call it a tea cake. But the
whites call it a Slave’s Head.”

The voice behind the camera
asks the child if she is offended by
how “the whites” refer to it.

“I cry,” says Iman.
The scene opens a new film by

Israeli filmmaker Uri Rosenwaks
on the black Bedouin of the Negev.
The Film Class narrates the per-
sonal history of a group of women
from the predominantly Bedouin
town of Rahat in southern Israel —
women who, together with their
grandmothers and great-grand-
mothers, live in the shadow of a
stigma few will openly discuss.

Their ancestors were originally
brought to Palestine as slaves.

For inasmuch as the humanist
spiritual teachings of Islam place
high value on the equality of men
before God — as historian Ronald
Segal notes in his book Islam’s
Black Slaves — both Christian and

In the shadow
of bondage
Centuries after they were brought to Palestine as slaves, a film shows
how black Bedouin still face discrimination, writes Khadija Bradlow

both claim was an instant rapport
with Rahat community leader
Majid Al-Kmalat.

Rosenwaks wanted to “give
back” to the community, so Al-
Kmalat suggested he teach a
group of women from Rahat how
to make films.

The women are unanimous that
the “k re m b o ” incident with the
little girl sparked their interest in
doing a story about the racial ori-
gins of the community.

Several of the interviewees are
visibly uncomfortable, such as
Nahjah Abu-Zaylah’s mother, who,
though seemingly dismissive of
her daughter’s questions about
her grandparents, appears eager
to move on from the question: the
origin of the term abed being used
to describe black Bedouin.

The veiled Bedouin Muslim
women converse in Hebrew, not
Arabic, with the filmmaker. The
Negev Bedouin are Israeli citizens,
and thus eligible for state school-
ing, and speak both Hebrew and
Arabic. Many Bedouin even serve
in the Israeli army — though they
are not obliged to do so.

Their racial classification by the
state — as Israelis, not Palestini-
ans — has for decades been the
source of fissures in the struggle
for Palestinian statehood, with
many Palestinians unsympathet-
ically regarding Israeli Bedouin as
“sell-outs” to the Israeli state.

The Bedouin, however, have not

In Arabic, there
is no specific word
for referring to
blacks in a
derogatory way.
The term used is
‘abed’ — slave

‘We call it a
tea cake.
But the
whites call
it a Slave’s
Head.’
The child is
asked if she
is offended
by how ‘the
whites’ refer
to it.
‘I cry,’ she
s ays

FESTIVE MOMENT:
A black Bedouin
woman dancing. Her
people are often
insulted as ‘slaves’
by ‘white’ Bedouin
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