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When Pandemics Hit Militarized Urban Spaces

By: Osama Tanous

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 di�erent 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 di�er-
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 reuni�cation 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 in�ltrators 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more than 14,595 Palestinians has been revoked.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 identi�ed 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 con�icted areas are always tricky and 
reveal multiple contours of power relations. In describ-
ing the �oods 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 �ood receded, 
it left behind… an ungrateful, surly people who had 
survived without being rescued". The COVID-19 
Pandemic in 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 �rst 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 su�er from long-lasting neglect, 
which has intensi�ed 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 �ights to �y 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 a�ected). 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 

UNRWA. Meanwhile, the OEJ inhabitants themselves 
remain a community that survives without being 
rescued.  

References:

When Pandemics Hit Militarized Urban Spaces

February 2021



ROSA PAPERS |

3

 The Association for Civil Rights in Israel. Jerusalem: Facts and �gures 2017. https://law.acri.org.il/en/wp-content/up-
loads/2017/05/Facts-and-Figures-2017-1.pdf
2 Pierre Bourdieu. The left hand and the right hand of the state. From conversation published in 1992. http://www.-
variant.org.uk/32texts/bourdieu32.html

3 Berlin, Anita. 2019. The right and left hands of the state – Two patients at risk of deportation.  https://www.ne-
jm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMp1811607
4 Berlin, Anita. 2019. NEJM interview on the relationship between the state and medical care and maintaining the 
integrity of the medical code of ethics. https://www.nejm.org/do/10.1056/NEJMdo005558/full/

5 Israel’s National Health Insurance provisions of the law. 
https://mfa.gov.il/mfa/mfa-archive/1990-1995/pages/national%20health%20insurance.aspx
6 Shmueli, Amir. 2000. Inequality in medical care in Israel: Arabs and Jews in the Jerusalem district of the General Sick 
Fund. European Journal of Public Health, Volume 10, Issue 1, Pages 18–23, https://doi.org/10.1093/eurpub/10.1.18
7 Krieger, Nancy. 2012. Methods for the Scienti�c Study of Discrimination and Health: An Ecosocial Approach. Ameri-
can Journal of Public Health 102, 936-944. https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2011.300544
8 Roy, Arundhati. 2017. The ministry of utmost happiness.
9 +972 Magazine. April 12, 2020. Abandoned by Israel, Jerusalem’s refugee camp is left to �ght COVID-19 alone. 
https://www.972mag.com/jerusalem-palestinians-refugees-coronavirus/
10 Jerusalem Institute for Policy Research. March 31, 2020. The Coronavirus Crisis in East Jerusalem. https://jerusale-
minstitute.org.il/en/content/corona_east_jeru_march/
11 The Washington Post. April 11, 2020. Israelis and Arabs accuse each other of exploiting coronavirus for political 
gain in Jerusalem. https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/middle_east/israe-
lis-and-arabs-accuse-each-other-of-exploiting-coronavirus-for-political-gain-in-jerusalem/2020/04/11/e9d81346-7
8d4-11ea-a311-adb1344719a9_story.html

12 Middle East Eye. April 8, 2020. Coronavirus: Rights group demands Israel open testing centres in Paletinian areas. 
https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/coronavirus-israel-palestine-demands-open-testing-centres
13 Ibid (10).

14 The association for civil rights in Israel. May 2012. Neglect and Suppression in East Jerusalem: The Policies behind 
Widespread Poverty and Unemployment. https://law.acri.org.il/en/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/East-
Jlem-Poverty-ENG-web.pdf
15 Reuters, September 8, 2018. Trump cuts $25 million in aid for Palestinians in East Jerusalem hospitals. https://ww-
w . r e u t e r s . c o m / a r t i c l e / u s - u s a - p a l e s t i n i a n s - h o s p i -
tals/trump-axes-25-million-in-aid-for-palestinians-in-east-jerusalem-hospitals-idUSKCN1LO0O0
16 Palestine Chronicle. April 15, 2020. Israel raids, shuts down coronavirus testing clinic in Palestinian East Jerusalem. 
h t t p s : / / w w w . p a l e s t i n e c h r o n i c l e . c o m / i s r a -
el-raids-shuts-down-coronavirus-testing-clinic-in-palestinian-east-jerusalem
 Haaretz. April 22, 2020. Israel blocks Palestinian police from enforcing coronavirus regulations in Jerusalem. 
h t t p s : / / w w w . h a a r e t z . c o m / i s r a e l - n e w s / . p r e m i u m - i s r a -
el-blocks-palestinian-police-from-enforcing-coronavirus-regulations-in-jerusalem-1.8790180
 Middle East Monitor. April 8, 2020. Jerusalem mayor accuses Israel of neglecting Palestinian hospitals. https://ww-
w.middleeastmonitor.com/20200408-jerusalem-mayor-accuses-israel-of-neglecting-palestinian-hospitals/
 Haaretz. May 2, 2020, in Hebrew. https://www.haaretz.co.il/news/local/.premium-MAGAZINE-1.8815431
 www.corona.ps

 Israeli Clalit Health Services. https://www.clalit.co.il/he/your_health/family/Documents/city_0605.pdf

When Pandemics Hit Militarized Urban Spaces

February 2021



‘‘

‘‘

Osama Tanous is a specialized pediatrician 
based in Haifa. He is currently pursuing a 
Master’s in Public Health and is a researcher 
for the Galilee Society: The Arab National 
Society for Health, Research and Services. 
Osama is a 2020 candidate for the Fulbright 
Hubert Humphrey Fellowship in public health 
and health policies. His research interests 
include structural violence and health dispari-
ties.

Rosa Paper is a collection of analyses and relevant 
viewpoints irregularly published by the Rosa Luxemburg 
Stiftung Regional Office of Palestine and Jordan. The 
content of Rosa Papers is the sole responsibility of the 
author and does not necessarily reflect the position of the 
Rosa Luxemburg Stiftung Regional Office of Palestine and 
Jordan.

The Rosa Luxemburg Stiftung is one of the major institutions 
of political education in the Federal Republic of Germany. it 
serves as a forum for debate and critical thinking about 
political alternatives, as well as a research center for progres-
sive social development. It is closely affiliated to the German 
Left Party (DIELINKE).
The Rosa Luxemburg Stiftung has supported partners in 
Palestine since 2000, and established the Regional Office in 
Ramallah in 2008.Today, the office is in charge of project 
cooperation with partners in the West Bank, in East Jerusa-
lem, and in the Gaza Strip as well as in Jordan.

 Rosa Luxemburg Stiftung Regional Office Palestine & 
Jordan
Responsible: Ute Beuck
Al Tireh St. /Nile St., Attari Bld #67, 2nd floor, (Opposite of 
the
Chinese Embassy), Ramallah, Palestine
Phone: +972 297 3302/06/46
Fax: +972 297 3345
Email: info.ramallah@rosalux.org
www.rosaluxemburg.ps
https://www.facebook.com/rlspj

ROSA PAPERS |

4 When Pandemics Hit Militarized Urban Spaces

February 2021


