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This is an interview conducted via email with Ingrid
Jaradat Gassner, director of BADIL Resource Center for
Palestinian Residency and Refugee Rights. Jaradat, who is
of Austrian origin, recounts what it is like to be a for-
eigner living in the Arab world.   

1. Background information about your self and pre-
vious political and personal interest in the Middle
East before moving to Palestine.
My name is Ingrid Jaradat Gassner. I was born and raised
in  Austria and am an Austrian citizen. Since I grew up in
an environment without any personal relations to the
Middle East - no Palestinian relatives, no Jewish relatives
- I grew up knowing very little about the region and the
Zionist-Palestinian conflict. I was also too young to under-
stand events during the so called “high-times” of
Austrian (Bruno Kreisky’s) involvement in the Middle East,
and later on there was no longer any Austrian involve-
ment. I did, however, always have a lot of curiosity and a
strong sense of doubt in the validity of Austrian public
opinion, including in what was said and reported by the
media about the Palestinian people, starting from the
days of the June 1967 war, when Austrians admired a
strong and victorious Israel. My first trip to the Middle
East was to an Israeli kibbutz - by pure coincidence and

not by choice. Simply because there was nobody to help
me and my friends travel after high school and work any-
where else, Latin America, for example, would have been
our first choice. 

My political education therefore began in Palestine: it was
easy to understand that the kibbutz had nothing to do
with socialism and that Israelis’ missed the major root caus-
es when trying to explain the conflict with the Palestinian
people. Later on, I finished my B.A. degree at the Hebrew
University in Jerusalem. At that time, I already was active
with a small group of anti-Zionist Israelis and Palestinians
(Matzpen).  I have remained a political activist sence then,
was involved in socialist organizations in Austria, the soli-
darity movement with the anti-colonial struggle in Latin
America, until I returned to Palestine at the time of the first
Intifada. For 12 years now, I have been married in
Palestine. My husband and I have one son (Nadim). We live
in Beit Jala, West Bank and are both founding members of
BADIL Resource Center, an organization working to pro-
mote Palestinian refugee rights, foremost their right to
return, as well as to restitution.

2. Why did you decide to move to Palestine?
Although I did return to Austria for a period of time (1983
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know of no female Kurdish colleagues in my field of
anthropology.) I want more Kurdish artists like my friend
Azhar Shemdin, who recently wrote to me, “I, as a per-
son and artist, cherish my free spirit and individualism
and detach my judgment on things from the influence of
relatives and groups whatever they are. I paint what I see
and experience, or read about. I try to look at the posi-

tive things that come out of misery, and try to heal life’s
wounds by taking refuge in nature.” Azhar paints
Kurdish subjects, yes, but more importantly she paints
human subjects. She paints life and death. She paints tol-
erance. She paints pain. She paints beauty. You can see
her art on the web. There are so many ways to tell the
story.

“Interiors”
by Azhar Shemdin. 
Winner of the Alice Peck
Art Award, a juried
exhibit in Burlington,
Ontario, Canada 

End Notes

I am especially grateful to my Kurdish friends for sharing their lives with me so generously. I also thank the Wenner-Gren Foundation
for Anthropological Research, which funded my 1996 trip and my research in 1997-1998. I have also received funding from
Washington State University, American University of Beirut, and the University of Kentucky. 
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Arda Ekmekji is an Armenian Lebanese scholar living in
Beirut. Born in Jerusalem, Ekmekji lived in Jordan until
1968 after which she came to Lebanon to enroll in the
American University of Beirut (AUB). She holds a BA in
Ancient History and an MA in Archaeology from the AUB.
She also has a Ph.D. in Archeology from the University of
Paris I (Sorbonne). Ekmekji served as a faculty member at
AUB for around two decades teaching Cultural Studies,
Ancient Religions and Civilizations as well as
Archaeology. She then moved to Haigazian University in
1997. She began as Director of the Faculty of Humanities
and since 1998 has served as Dean of Arts and Sciences
at Haigazian University. 

Ekmekji recounts that her family fled to Palestine due to
the ethnic cleansing of Armenians that took place at the
beginning of the century in Turkey. She recounts:
“Thousands of Armenians fled to Syria, Lebanon,
Palestine, Egypt and Iraq.” Ekmekji asserts that even
though she is ethnically Armenian she feels very Lebanese
and admits that culturally she is very Arab because she
has been living in Lebanon for the past 35 years. She
asserts: “I think I have lived in Lebanon more than I have
lived any where else in my life. I feel very Lebanese and
part of the system. I strongly believe that when you live

through a war and then peace in the same county that
counts for something.” Ekmekji admits that most
Armenians living in Lebanon consider themselves
Lebanese. “Lets face it, we are very much part and parcel
of the local fabric. We have no anxieties regarding not
knowing where we are or where we belong. We feel we
belong here, that is why we never thought of leaving
Lebanon during the war years. We lived the hardships of
the war just like our Lebanese  next-door neighbors. We
were threatened by the same bombs, endured the same
misfortunes.”

On living in Lebanon Ekmekji continues that the Lebanese
system accommodates everyone. The multi-cultural
makeup of the Lebanese  society is what is distinctive
about Lebanon, she admits. Moreover, the fact that the
system in Lebanon is based on 19 denominations with
religious representation makes all the difference. Ekmekji
explains: “In Lebanon you are born, you get married, get
divorced, inherit, die and are buried based on your reli-
gious sect. Things happen first at the religious level unlike
the West where matters are settled at the civic level. In
this part of the world religion is not an option, without a
religious passport you can’t do much. Hence, the fact
that you are an Armenian living in Lebanon does not
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IWSAW Staffer

Arda Arsenian Ekmekji

An Armenian-Lebanese 
Academician Recounts

- 1988), I did not really feel at home there anymore. I grad-
uated (M.A.) from Salzburg University with a thesis on edu-
cational policies and the Palestinian minority. When I was
asked to come to work at the Alternative Informaton
Center in Jerusalem, an organization operated by anti-
Zionist Israelis and Palestinians from Jerusalem, it seemed
the natural thing to do. I was not planning an academic
career for myself, and there were very limited perspectives
for political activism in Austria. In addition, I had the expe-
rience and knowledge required for this type of work in
Palestine. So it was mainly for reason’s of political activism
that I came here.

3. How did you manage to fit into the Palestinian
society? Which factors facilitated and hindered your 
integration?
The major factor that facilitated my integration was the fact
that I have shared political activism with the people here in
Palestine. The fact that there were organizational frame-
works in which I could work and live with the people here
very much helped me to feel part of this society. I thus
rapidly began to feel that the people here, and their society,
were not so different from what I had been used to. In fact,
I am convinced that much of what appears to be so differ-
ent, culturally and socially, are customs and habits that can
be negotiated if understood and taken into consideration.

Of course, I will always remain a “foreigner” for Palestinians
who do not know me. This is sometimes disturbing.
However, there is an advantage to the small size of Palestine
- which in fact has become Bethlehem district in my case
due to the military closures - and closed character of
Palestinian society: People can always know who is who,
and I can move freely within my network of social support. 

4. How is your relationship with your Palestinian 
relatives?
My Palestinian relatives, i.e. my husband’s mother, broth-

ers and sisters live in Sa’ir, one of the large Palestinian vil-
lages (in the meantime declared towns) in the Hebron
district. My husband’s mother, Um Hamdi, is a very tol-
erant and smart woman, although she never had any
formal schooling. She has always loved me, because she
is so happy that her son found the woman he wanted to
marry - after years that she and the whole family
thought that he will never get married. She, as well as
his brothers and sisters accept the fact that I live differ-
ently from the way they do. It is enough for them that
they feel that I respect them and they respect me. The
fact that we do not share a household, and even live in
a different town, has certainly helped to avoid all kinds
of tensions that would have appeared if we lived next to
each other. So - no problems on the family front.

5. Please describe your work at Info Badil?
I am the director of BADIL Resource Center for
Palestinian Residency & Refugee Rights. We are an orga-
nization with a General Assembly of some 50 veteran
community activists in the West Bank refugee camps, a
Board of seven, and a staff of nine. It is my job to draft
overall institutional strategies, raise funds, write institu-
tional reports - in addition to taking part in the advoca-
cy and information work implemented as part of our
program.

6. How would you describe your identity today, as
a woman of Austrian origin having lived in the
Arab world for an extended period of time?
I would describe myself as a woman with Austrian citi-
zenship, familiar with central European culture and
thinking, but feeling like a Palestinian. I have very little
tolerance for Western ignorance regarding Arab history,
culture and religions, Zionism and the Palestinian 
struggle - and even less tolerance for Western arrogance
and the percieved Western monopoly on democracy and
civilization.

BADIL Resource Center for Palestinian Residency and Refugee Rights is a Palestinian community-based
organization that aims to provide a resource pool of alternative, critical and progressive information and
analysis on the question of Palestinian refugees in the quest to achieve a just and lasting solution for
exiled Palestinians based on the right of return.

BADIL was established in January 1998 and is registered with the Palestinian Authority and legally
owned by the refugee community represented by a General Assembly composed of activists in
Palestinian national institutions and refugee community organizations. 

PO Box 728, Bethlehem, Palestine;
Email: info@badil.org;
Website: www.badil.org
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