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When Pandemics Hit Militarized Urban Spaces
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The dream for there to be a Jewish majority in the
‘eternal, undivided capital’ of the Jewish state has
made East Jerusalem and its Palestinian population a
special target to Israeli state violence in a more
complex way than in different parts of the Occupied
Palestinian Territories. The declared demographic
strategy of “Judaization” of space was translated into a
brutal regime of surveillance and state violence
towards resources, land, and everyday life.

The practices of Israeli state violence have had differ-
ent speeds, ranging from fast military house raids and
home demolitions to slow constructions of tunnels,
roads and walls. Those measures have ultimately
dismembered and fragmented Palestinian communi-
ties and habitats. They have generated several
enclaves of militarized urban spaces by which to
contain an undesired surplus population —a seemingly
security threat that is to be exploited, ill-treated, and
surveilled. On a bureaucracy level, Israel considers
most segments of the native non-Jewish Jerusalemites
as residents with no citizenship, while others lack even
that form of status. Violent bureaucratic practices, such
as revocation of residency statuses and the prevention
of family reunification laws, add layers of exhaustion to
the lives of Palestinian Jerusalemites. On top of their
daily obstacles, they have to continuously prove to the
occupier that they actually have a right to live in their
city; that they are not infiltrators or illegal residents.
Over the past four decades, the residency status of
more than 14,595 Palestinians has been revoked.

In order to better grasp the context of the Occupied
East Jerusalem (OEJ), it is worth considering the state
functions as identified by French sociologist Pierre
Bourdieu, who urges us to understand state functions
as two main categories: the right hand and the left
hand of the state. The right hand of the state is the
punitive one in charge of police, justice, and regulatory
operations that control deviance and enforce
discipline. Meanwhile, the left hand serves the thera-
peutic function such as education, healthcare, food
support, public housing, and social assistance that
protect and expand life choices; providing relief to
vulnerable people. Ideally, these two hands work
synchronically, like the swift hands of pianists. In OEJ -

the intersection spot for militarism, capitalism, racial
and religious politics — these hands seem to work more
like the two hitting hands of an abusive ruler.

When it comes to healthcare, the well-celebrated
Israeli national health insurance law supposedly
provides universal healthcare to all residents — not only
citizens of Israel — on the basis of justice, equality and
mutual assistance. It also seemingly requires health-
care organizations“to supply all the services enumerat-
ed in the standardized basket, within reasonable time
and distance from the insured persons homes."Howev-
er, the daily reality of life behind checkpoints and walls
make these governmental assurances a cynical joke.
When examining accessibility to healthcare, a research
article that was conducted on this subject already 20
years ago (long before the construction of the separa-
tion wall) demonstrated that Jews are 2.4 times more
likely to use ambulatory care than Palestinians. With
that said, the total cost of medical care for Palestinians
was almost half of that for Jewish population in Jerusa-
lem. The article summarized that the constant fear,
tension and hostility (among other factors) that they
are subjected to, combined with curfews and check-
points, create alienation among Palestinians in Jerusa-
lem and make medical care less accessible for them.
Yet that is not all. Naturally, the health of a population
is not solely determined by the limited access to health-
care infrastructures. In her Ecosocial Theory of Disease
Distribution, professor Nancy Krieger details how
racial/ethnic health inequalities that result from
exploitative and repressive social relations become
embodied due to social trauma, economic and social
deprivation, and inadequate medical care, and bring
about a harmful response to discrimination, land
alienation and ecosystem degradation. Not surprising-
ly, the Palestinian population in Jerusalem has much
higher illness and a lower life expectancy than the
Jewish population.

Disasters in conflicted areas are always tricky and
reveal multiple contours of power relations. In describ-
ing the floods in Indian occupied Kashmir, author
Arundhati Roy wrote: "A drowned city was a spectacle.
A drowned civil war was a phenomenon.... news
anchors marveled at how much brave Indian soldiers
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were doing for ungrateful, surly Kashmiris who did not
really deserve to be rescued. When the flood receded,
it left behind... an ungrateful, surly people who had
survived without being rescued" The COVID-19
Pandemicin Jerusalem was nothing short of a phenom-
enon that revealed two main attitudes:

. Passivity in operating the left hand of
the state: There has been a clear pattern of neglecting
and delaying the testing of the Palestinian population.
The Israeli Magen David Adom, in charge of testing for
coronavirus, simply does not enter most Palestinian
neighborhoods and camps. Moreover, the national
medical services do not have Arabic speaking respond-
ers. When the first testing point in Jabal al Mukaber
eventually opened on April 3, it still left more than
150,00 residents on the other side of the separation
barrier with no practical access to testing. Adalah, the
Legal Center for Arab Minority Rights in Israel had to
petition the supreme court for the State to provide the
basic service of opening clinics in Occupied East Jerusa-
lem. Furthermore, the hospitals in East Jerusalem are
heavily defunded and suffer from long-lasting neglect,
which has intensified after the USA lifted its support of
$25 million in 2018.

. Operating the right hand in prevent-
ing other actors from operating in the city, Israel has
prevented UNRWA from providing coronavirus-related
health services in OEJ. After that, it actually raided and
shut down a coronavirus clinic in Silwan, a Jerusalem
neighborhood close to the Old City, supposedly for
being operated with the assistance of the Palestinian
Authority. Later on, it blocked Palestinian police from
enforcing coronavirus regulations in Kufor Aqab, a
Jerusalem neighborhood located on the other side of
the separation wall.

It is important to mention that even the Mayor of
Jerusalem has accused the Israeli Ministry of Health of
neglecting Palestinian hospitals in the city. His strange
idea of acknowledging them was by sending Israeli
military jet flights to fly over Saint Joseph Hospital in
Sheikh Jarrah to salute them on the eve of Israeli
Independence Day in a "historical and exciting event
that symbolized the unity against the virus." Maybe the
exciting and historical event was that the jet planes
dropped no bombs.

Perhaps the relative segregation and under-testing of
the Palestinians in OEJ was good for statistics. The
latest update on May 6 from the Palestinian Ministry of
Health showed only 174 patients in OEJ out of the
3592 in the city (Orthodox Jewish neighborhoods are
heavily affected). In addition, the relatively younger
age of the population might explain having only two
deaths. Evidently, this pandemic has emphasized the
vulnerability of the Palestinians in Occupied East
Jerusalem in the face of Israeli neglect, violence and
blockage of the little available services of the PA or
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UNRWA. Meanwhile, the OEJ inhabitants themselves
remain a community that survives without being
rescued.
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