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Special Focus Children in conflict

Ramallah 

A 

n increasing number of 
young Palestinians are 
joining the fight against 
Israelis, continuing the 
latest spate of violence 

that erupted in October over a 
Muslim shrine in Jerusalem.

Experts argue that youth 
participation underscores their 
frustration with the lack of 
progress towards a settlement that 
would end Israel’s occupation of 
the West Bank and the Gaza Strip.

Palestinians complain of 
humiliation at crossing points, 
constant closure of cities, random 
shootings by Israeli police, and 
beatings and killings by Israeli 
settlers.

While the majority of 
Palestinians generally do not 
condone violence, they see acts 
such as throwing stones at Israeli 
police or stabbing with scissors 
and knives as legitimate forms of 
resistance against the occupation. 
Israel terms such actions part of a 
“wave of terror”.

Ramallah University student 
Rahaf Jaradat, a Palestinian, said: 
“For a human being to live under 
constant oppression is enough 
reason to give up peace and resist.”

Ramallah pollster Arab World 
for Research and Development 
(AWRAD) said a recent study 
indicated that 37% of young 
Palestinians asked said the main 
reason behind the surge in violence 
was “frustration due to a failed 
peace process and an enduring 
occupation”.

The pollster also said that 57% of 
respondents stated they believed 

Palestinians should not stop acts of 
resistance against the occupation.

One of the respondents, a 
22-year-old woman who asked not 
to be named, said she supported 
stabbing Israeli soldiers and that 
she saw the young people behind 
these operations as “heroes and 
martyrs who should be honoured”.

Most of the scores of Palestinians 
killed in the months of unrelenting 
Palestinian-Israeli violence were 
under the age of 25. Photojournalist 
Fadi Arouri was among Palestinians 
who questioned the involvement 
of children in such acts.

Some Palestinians support 
attacks against Israelis because 
they believe every Israeli has or will 
serve in the Israeli armed forces, 
making that person complicit in 
the military occupation, which has 
stifled the population of the West 
Bank and Gaza.

Arouri said that in the previous 
two uprisings against Israel “it was 
adult fighters who we saw on TV 
or in the field, but now it’s mostly 
children”.

“I oppose this because children 
are paying the price,” he said.

Some observers accuse the 
Palestinian Authority (PA) 
leadership of turning a blind eye 
to young Palestinians taking part 
in the violence since it draws 

worldwide attention and often 
sympathy for the Palestinians 
and condemnation against Israel 
through images of Israeli troops 
using force to quell violence.

Pointing fingers at the leadership 
or asking why more youngsters are 
taking part in the violence enrages 
many Palestinians, who accuse 
those who publicly address such 
issues of collaborating with Israel.

Israeli columnist Gideon Levy 
questioned the Israeli surprise 
at violence by Palestinian youth, 
saying Israel’s occupation, 
excessive force used by Israeli 
Defence Forces against Palestinians 
and settlers’ attacks, including the 
torching of West Bank homes, were 
to blame.

 ”When the lives of Palestinians 
are officially the army’s for the 
taking, their blood cheap in the 
eyes of Israeli society, then settler 
militias are also permitted to kill 
them,” Levy wrote in the daily 
Hebrew-language Haaretz, which 
has been increasingly critical of 
the Palestinian casualties.

The newspaper has also been 
publishing more articles about 
excessive force used by Israeli 
security and settlers against 
Palestinian demonstrators.

Levy said Israel killed hundreds 
of Palestinian children in the July 
2014 war on Gaza and considered 
it “legitimate, and doesn’t 
even compel a debate, a moral 
reckoning, then what’s so terrible 
about setting a (Palestinian) 
house on fire, together with its 
inhabitants”.

Jamal Jumaa, coordinator of 
a national group called Stop the 
Wall, said he believed the PA’s 
unwillingness to pay the price of a 
new intifada is the reason children 

are caught up alone in the violence.
“This is an indication of a socio-

political crisis in the Palestinian 
society rather than a pointer that 
liberation is near,” he said. “But 
no one has the courage to say, 

‘Do not fight’ because there is no 
alternative.”

Malak Hasan, based in Ramallah, 
has covered Palestinian-Israeli 
issues for more than five years.

Palestinian 
children embroiled 
in the violence
Malak Hasan

The son of Palestinian Sami Madi, whom medics said was killed 
by Israeli troops, reacts during his father’s funeral in Deir al-Balah 
in the central Gaza Strip, last  December.
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The psychological scars of Syria’s war
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

“I really try to forget. We play 
and laugh and have fun. I 
made a lot of new friends 
and by having fun I can 
forget,” said Syrian refugee 

Abdulmajid, aged 15. He is one of 
the Syrian children that War Child 
Holland has helped.

About 100,000 Syrian children 
participated in War Child Holland 
programmes in Lebanon in 2015, 
ranging from education to child 
protection to psycho-social sup-
port, but that figure will be down 
by more than half for 2016 after 
funding has dried up despite War 
Child calling for greater financial 
assistance.

While there are many other hu-
manitarian organisations working 
to help Syrian children in Lebanon, 
War Child has taken the lead in seek-
ing to alleviate the psychological 
trauma experienced by many Syrian 
children who have fled violence.

Abdulmajid, whose name has 
been changed to protect his iden-
tity, witnessed horrors as he jour-
neyed with his family from Syria to 
Lebanon. “On the road I saw houses 
in rubble and burned-out cars. I saw 
massacres, people and children, 
killed without any reason,” he told 
War Child’s Real Life Stories series.

“Presently, War Child is the lead-
ing agency providing psycho-social 
support services to Syrian children 
through the creation of Safe Spaces 
(20) in Lebanon,” War Child spokes-
man Peter Schouten said “These 
spaces provide an opportunity for 

children to begin recovering from 
the experiences of their displace-
ment, and to access support for 
their psychological and emotional 
well-being.”

Safe Spaces is an initiative which 
provides Syrian refugee children 
with psycho-social support. These 
are areas where children can learn 
to cope with their experiences dur-
ing the war, participate in classes 
to catch up with school and get the 
chance to be children again.

“They [Syrian children] are 
able to laugh and have fun again 
— of utmost importance in a time 
when their lives have so drasti-
cally changed,” War Child Holland’s 
website explained.

There are more than 1 million 
registered Syrian refugees in Leba-
non — a country with a population 
of 4 million — with more than half 
of those under the age of 17. A 2014 
survey of about 1,100 young 
Syrians conducted by 
Save the Children 

found that 41% of Syrians in Leba-
non between the ages of 15 and 24 
had contemplated suicide, while 
psychological trauma among chil-
dren was unexceptional.

“You can safely assume that the 
majority of the population coming 
from Syria have some form of dis-
tress,” Anthony MacDonald, chief 

of child protection at the UN Chil-
dren’s Fund (UNICEF) in Lebanon, 
told the Washington Post last year.

There are 20 safe spaces in Leba-
non where Syrian children, such as 
Abdulmajid and tens of thousands 
of others, can find respite from the 
cramped conditions of Syrian refu-
gees in Lebanon and from horrific 
memories that dog them. War Child 
has plans to open new Safe Spaces 
with a community-based approach.

“From the moment that we 
started our work, we believed in 
one thing: No child should be part 
of war,” Schouten said. “There’s 
not a single excuse that justifies 
young lives being torn apart by war. 
That’s why War Child has shown 

that you can protect children 
and young people against 
violence and help them to re-
build their lives.

“Children are resilient, but 
they can’t recover on their 
own. That’s why it’s impor-
tant that we help children 

as quickly as possible to deal 
with their violent war experi-
ences.”

A January 2014 War Child 
report painted a bleak picture 
regarding the psychological 
issues that Syrian children in 

Lebanon are facing, including 
an increasing desensitisation to-

wards violence.
“Based on analysis from chil-

dren’s reports, it can be interpreted 
that normalisation and desensiti-
sation to violence have altered the 
conceptualisation of childhood and 

play,” the report said, saying that 
many children reproduce and imi-
tate violence they have witnessed 
as part of play.

“Some children play the role of 
cops, guards and military men at 
checkpoints. They imitate shoot-
ings and the sound of bombs… 
they imitate raids on houses and 
schools,” the report confirmed. 
Some media outlets have taken a 
sensationalist take on this infor-
mation, warning that these same 
children could become a second 
generation of fighters as the Syrian 
conflict drags on but the truth is 
more complex.

Children deal with psychological 
trauma through play and Safe Spac-
es has an important role. “For some, 
play becomes the mechanism for 
children to address and understand 
their fears and to confront notions 
of power; for other children this 
becomes a reality as they choose 
to carry a weapon and to simulate 
the role of the armed men who they 
both fear and view as authority fig-
ures,” the report said.

“On the contrary many psycholo-
gists say that children re-enacting 
scenes of violence they have wit-
nessed in a game could help them 
to distance themselves from what 
happened and analyse it from an 
external point of view,” Schouten 
said.

“We try to teach the children in 
our projects that violence is not 
an option to solve conflicts and we 
support their communities creating 
a safe environment. The children of 
today are the adolescents of tomor-
row. So our hope rests with them. 
The choices they will make depend 
a lot on the economic chances they 
will have; education is the key.”

Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in London.

Nureldine al-Tout, a 5-year-old Syrian boy who recently lost his 
legs in a barrel bomb attack, is carried by a volunteer as he at-
tends an event for psychological support in the rebel-held town of 
Douma,  eastern Damascus, on January 24, 2016.


