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Have you watched Honorable Woman on Netflix?
DB

NT

Watched the first episode and got really angry…I hope it turns 
into something other than the glorification of a colonial power.  
Plus, I can’t stand Maggie Gyllenhaal.

DB
Shut Er down bud - it is what it is.

NT

My least favorite saying of all time.

DB

So serious today bud - you ok?

NT

I’m fine, except that I live in an occupied land who’s sto-
ry is never told and the glorification of the colonial oppres-
sion of a people, of whom I have many friends, upsets me.

I may be a tad extreme for the next few weeks.  It’s rough living 
here and as Pamela writes in her book “Fast Times In Palestine”, 
unless you are here, you have no idea.  It’s kind of frustrating.

DB

Well I have a little bit of an idea so you’re not talking to someone 
completely ignorant.
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Estranged in the Middle East



NT
Yes?

DB
What happened?

What’s going on?

NT
Well bud, it’s like this…Living here is amazing.  You spend days 
working hard at school, going out and making new friends, smok-
ing delicious nargila, living a “normal” life.  Then you go to a lec-
ture on the Apartheid Wall and learn about the 2020 plan, which is 
an Israeli plan in the works since Oslo to turn the West Bank into 
3 controlled ghettos divided by a Jewish only road system with a 
secondary Palestinian road system that would have to use bridg-
es and tunnels to avoid settlements.  Also, there is the proposed 
settlement plans that would completely tear Jerusalem away from 
the West Bank leaving 225,000 Palestinians cut off from the city.  
You learn about the issue of water rights in the West Bank and 
how it affects the Palestinians living here.  Part of the issue with 
the building of the Wall is that Israel has appropriated the largest 
aquifer in Palestine, located near the city of Tulkarem.  Palestin-
ians are not allowed to drill for water within the West Bank.  All wa-
ter is purchased from Israel.  Did you know  that for every 64 liters 
of water a settler gets, Israel sells one liter of water to Palestine.  
Remember all the black water tanks on all the roofs here?   The 
purpose of them is to store water in the summer drought months 
as the taps in the West Bank can be dry for up to 7 days at a time.  
That gives larger meaning to when Amira at Al Rowwad  told us 
of how the soldiers were shooting the tanks during their 3 week 
occupation of Aida Camp.  It’s not just to shoot guns, it’s to make 
a statement of control of one of the most basic human needs.  

Then you go BBQ with friends on a glorious day and smoke nargi-
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la on a hilltop with commanding and inspiring views of the land…
except for the scar of land that is a settlement.  Oh wait, there is 
no hilltop in Palestine that does not have a view of a settlement.

Then you go to class and learn that to remove 8,000 settlers from 
Gaza, they were compensated over 2 billion dollars.  In the West 
Bank, there are 600,000 settlers, and that number is growing.  
You can’t pay them enough to leave.  

Realizing this, you learn that the Oslo accord is dead.  There is 
no two state solution.  There is no Israeli politician that will tell 
all of the West Bank settlers to leave.  There is no plan to honor 
their agreement to the creation of the State of Palestine.  And 
when you hear someone in the West pull this up as the path they 
think we are all on towards solution, you will know that it’s merely 
a way of avoiding mentally connecting with the issues of human 
rights violations perpetrated by the State of Israel, a complete 
disregard of the UN and therefore the wishes of the international 
community and the suffering of millions of people.  

So what’s left?  What is there to do?  There will be a tipping point 
of no return here and we may have already passed it, and that 
thought is mind crushing.

I believe there is a solution, but we can’t reach it if the current 
story is not told and understood as fact.  If the Palestinians were 
looked upon in America as the Tibetans, none of this would be 
happening.  To say “it is what it is” is giving into violence, giving 
into greed, giving into colonialism and giving into abuse. 

What I have learned and seen in just two weeks makes my head 
spin, and I’m here for another 10.

Sorry to lay that on you.  It’s only a fraction of what’s going on in 



my heart and head.  I love you and will have a Taybeh to calm 
down.

I’m always here for you bud if you need to talk.  We can totally 
talk more regularly if that would help.  How much we love each 
other is not at play here.  For real, that’s a given.  I’m sorry if I 
hit a nerve with the honorable woman comment - that wasn’t my 
intent.  I think you know that.  But this is a good opportunity for us 
to begin to articulate this very serious conversation.  

Of course I wanna hear all about the good stuff and the bad stuff.  
Don’t shut me out because you think I won’t understand.  You 
have to try and articulate it, like you have just done.  That’s part 
of your responsibility as a witness and as an artist.  Attempting to 
find the articulation with your work and words is what your time 
there is all about.  Having the ability to work within a situation of 
trauma is the very essence of all the conversations we’ve been 
having since our first trip to Palestine.  

Remember to have compassion for your audience who is igno-
rant of all the things you are learning.  You can be as mad at me 
for being insensitive - I’m fine with that - call me out on it, fight 
with me about  - it’s all good.  But don’t play the victim.  You are 
not a victim and if you play one I will call you out on it.  

You stand in a place of privilege - you get to leave the West Bank 
at any time.  So while it is monumentally fucked up - and no one 
is arguing with you there - don’t you fucking forget that you have 
that privilege and most of your new Palestinian friends don’t.  That 
privilege brings with it a responsibility to find the middle ground 
and talk about the hard stuff in a way that doesn’t alienate your 
audience - to communicate the story that you feel is untold in a 
way that  we can understand.  
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I’m glad to hear all of this.  I don’t mean to play a victim…Being 
well aware of my privilege is part of the difficult conflict I live every 
day.  I’m not mad at you  (texts can sometimes fail my emotion-
al state).  I am upset with the conventional storytelling industry.  
When they talk about this conflict, they do it like they tell war 
movies - it glorifies even when it attempts to show conflict and 
injustice.  It’s the continual telling of the story from the Israeli side 
that allows everything to happen and the under-telling of a people 
in need of an informed international community to stand by their 
side.

Yes! We will make the art necessary to create change!  But now, 
I’m a student and am dealing with the thousands of frustrations 

Ultimately your using my insensitive comment of “it is what it is” to 
get up on your soap box and tell me that I don’t know shit.  Well 
fuck that, that ain’t cool.  You can do better than that.  And as your 
artistic partner it is my responsibility to hold you to a higher stan-
dard - I would expect no less from you.  Your head should be spin-
ning, that’s why you fucking went there!  Get mad at me all you 
want, but don’t treat your audience - who right now is your family 
and friends and me - like Pamela does in her book.  We want to 
understand, we want to know the story, and we sure as hell don’t 
want to be shut out because we aren’t there and thought of as 
those who “couldn’t possibly understand.”  You do a disservice 
to everyone who funded you if you take that attitude.  Now shit is 
real. 

So yes, have a Taybeh, remember that I love you and you are 
brave and you are engaged with the one conflict that will define 
the human race at this moment in time.  But also remember not 
to isolate yourself.  You can’t do it alone.  That’s why we have art 
and goddamnit that’s the kind of art we are going to make!

NT



of being here - like the fact my good friend Ibrahim cannot leave, 
and desires to see and live in a open and free society.  

I wasn’t attempting to soapbox.  I was articulating for the first time 
emotions and thoughts that have been warring in my head for 2 
weeks.  And, because you are my artistic collaborator you get to 
hear it (sorry).  I’m not at conflict with what you don’t know.  I’m 
sharing what I do know so that you can be just as much a part of 
my journey as I can make you.  

Perhaps we do need to talk more so that I don’t come across like 
a dick in Whatsapp.  You are one of the most open and willing art-
ist and person I know.  The foundation of my love for you is built 
with bricks such as this.  

I am very conscious when making videos and writing on my blog 
to not berate my audience.  I want to drop information coated in 
sugar as much as I can but sometimes when information runs 
contrary to what someone has been told their whole lives and 
when that person chooses to not seek truth while still maintaining 
a position, it will sound preachy and I cannot help what that per-
son my feel.   

I cannot help feeling a little distanced from the rest of the world 
and confused as to how to express what life is like here to people 
who have never been.  It’s the nature of the situation.  You do 
know what’s going on here.  You know the secret and I ask you 
to remember that as you watch entertainment that is based on 
this conflict.  That is the role of the critical thinker and the artist.  
Please realize that I may be a little sensitive to the topic at the 
moment.  I will channel my quick temper and my CTSD (current 
not post) into more productive conversations.  

Plus, I really don’t like Maggie Gyllenhaal.
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Yea I hear ya about Honorable Woman - there is no doubt that 
the argument can be made that it is a pro Israeli fiction based on 
the West’s propagation that the only tactic the Palestinians have 
is terror.  But honestly, you need to watch the last episode (and 
really the whole mini series) because there is also an argument 
to be made that this piece of “conventional entertainment” actu-
ally has something to say about this conflict.  Now, what it says 
might piss you off and you might disagree with it - but in the same 
breath, asking me to think critically about it, and you will not watch 
it because you don’t like and actor, is the same as me saying “it 
is what it is.”  

And to clarify, what I meant by that statement was not that the 
conflict (and people’s suffering) is what it is; it’s that this show is 
basically a soap opera about a very serious issue on our world 
and this is precisely my problem with it.  I know it’s hard ( and I fail 
at it most times) but you need to suspend your judgment and see 
the bigger picture and absorb both sides.  You cannot afford the 
luxury of myopia.  Do not become a product of your surroundings 
no matter how traumatic your experiences may be - remember 
our encounter in the Jenin refugee camp and the awareness that 
those two Palestinian mothers we sat with had about the suffering 
of an Israeli mother who lost her son.  You are an international, 
a foreigner and you must remember that you are not the author 
of events but a witness to them.  Your ability to tackle the middle 
road is key here - believe me it poses more challenges and pit-
falls than taking sides.  Taking sides is the easy way out.  

But, and this is a big but - you might need to take sides in order 
to make it through.  In order to survive and if you do that, well 
then everything changes.  Because then you become involved 
and that comes with its own set of challenges and compromises 
- mostly of your sanity but certainly of more mundane things like 
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foregoing quality coffee in the morning for your presweetened 
Nescafe.  
So with that in mind I also want to say that in no way am I advo-
cating that you channel your quick temper into more productive 
conversations with me.  I want the raw, uncut, R rated fuck-
ing shit bud.  Don’t apologize for your experience.  Get messy!  
Fucking live it and communicate it to me.  You can send me links 
and readings - I love that and will absorb them all in time - but 
where is YOUR work!?  Send me that - the raw unfiltered shit 
you won’t share with a larger audience.  The angry, confused, 
messed up CTSD fucking shit (love that by the way).  I could 
give a fuck about your opinion of the politics - I want to know 
your feelings.  I want you to rip out your heart and wring it out 
on the page until there is nothing left and you are nothing but a 
sobbing mess.

Nothing in this life comes free and often the best art has a mon-
umental cost.

Would that all artists could have the opportunity you have, to tru-
ly risk their lives in the name of something, anything.  To stand 
up and be counted.  To have that kind of courage - that is the  
dilemma I face everyday from my luxury apartment built by mi-
grant workers here at NYU Abu Dhabi - who, even though they 
are treated horribly here, are still choosing to build them to feed 
their families at home.  For all the Ibrahim’s in the world -  whom 
the only thing you can do is tell his story.  You cannot get him a 
visa.  You cannot fund his dream.  You can only bear witness.

Be careful, empathy is very dangerous when it becomes sym-
pathy.  We Americans love to use sympathy as an excuse to do 
nothing.  DO SOMETHING.  Even if it is clumsy.  Even if you 
think it might suck.  Just make it.  Put it out into the world, even 
if you think it won’t be enough.  It won’t be.  But trust me if that’s 
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Wow bud, I  haven’t heard you speak this way, maybe ever.  I love 
the fire and well articulated, informed and processed thoughts 
about art, life and conflict.  

I make fun of Maggie to break tension as it is my defense mech-
anism, nothing more.  I know the show takes a turn and Ivanna 
has watched it and told me about it.  I am coming from a place 
where I read a book like “Mornings in Jenin” and I wonder why it 
is that we (the West) cannot talk about this crisis starting from the 
Palestinian side of the story.  Why must it always start with Israel?

the only price you pay, you are lucky.  

Now this will cause a host of problematic conversations that I am 
sure we will have and you will push back on some of my bullshit.  
No doubt there is certainly some well heeled advice for yours tru-
ly about rolling up my sleeves and getting to work.  And certainly 
my battles with my own selfishness.  But let’s cut the shit.  I’m 
happy to have them.  You are experiencing something REAL and 
you need to talk to a REAL human being who is not there with 
you.  And that human is me.  And I will step up and have them 
with you.  So i’m here.  You tell me where and when and I’ll get on 
the Skype and we will talk this shit out.  

I don’t know if it will make you feel more connected to the world - 
certainly I have been feeling disconnected from the world here in 
Abu Dhabi - but I do know that sometimes hearing a familiar voice 
(even if he’s being a dick) might be the best medicine.  

I’m reminded of this by our dear friend Matthew who often ap-
pears at just the most important moment in time and establishes 
himself immediately as a constant reminder that we are loved 
and that having those constants in this fucked up world is the 
greatest thing of all.  

NT



As for sides, I will always take the side of the underdog, the op-
pressed and the ones without rights.  I am pro culture, pro art, 
pro expression and pro humanity.  There are always sides and by 
not choosing a side leaves one on the fence without the chance 
of getting blood on your hands.  Being an observer is not enough 
and that is a common mistake the average, privileged American 
makes.

You, my friend, are not an observer.  You make the art we are 
talking about and you have chosen a side.  You have chosen to 
act on behalf of a human race united in our commonalities and 
forsaking the rifts that drive us to violence through ignorance.

With that said, sides are not black and white, us and them, de-
fined by nationality.  I welcome anyone who shares my values as 
a brother and a sister.  Anyone who believes in justice, whether 
he or she is Arab or Israeli.  We all have the chance to be an au-
thor in the events.  I may be more informed and able to take ac-
tion than many Israelis and Palestinians.  Just because I wasn’t 
born here does not make fighting injustice and terror any less of 
a responsibility - especially based on my privilege.  

The more we see divisions, the more excuses we have not to act.  
I took to heart what The Artistic Director of The Freedom Theatre 
Nabil said, “I don’t believe in governments, I believe in cultures.”  
This world is headed towards crisis.  Eventually everyone will 
be forced to make a choice where they stand.  Is it for a future 
of peace, sustainability and freedom or we plunge deeper down 
the worm hole of geopolitical lies, manipulation, greed and fear?  
Rights are more quickly lost than they are gained.  

Hearing your voice soon, even when we are both dicks, will bring 
great comfort.  There is a touch of drama to my words tonight and 
I don’t want you to think that my life here is without joy.  I am in 
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love with this little corner of the world and walk around in a haze 
of amazement at all the wonderful discoveries I have made in my 
short time here so far.  Yet, it’s the only place I have been where 
joy is constantly interrupted by brutality, and that causes a jum-
bled mind set that I have no experience with and am now begin-
ning to recognize within the hearts of my host community, as they 
have been doing this for generations. 

Life has changed for me and that is why you and Matthew and 
Tim are so important to me…I need the constant base line of our 
decades of friendship to understand where I am.  You most of all, 
as these last 2 years have joined our minds and hearts.

I love ya bud, now more than ever.  

Yes! Yes! Yes!  Right on.

I spent the day watching our 1996 High School version of Hamlet 
- needless to say I have been thinking a lot about you and Timmy.  
And Matty’s in PTown texting me pics of my family tonight so ya 
- it’s all one.  

That thing you said about joy constantly being interrupted by bru-
tality - that’s it, right?  I mean that’s everything.  If you can cre-
ate something in that environment then you have really achieved 
something - especially if you can intersect with the human ele-
ment in the geopolitical mess humanity has created in an oth-
erwise enchanting ancient land.  That’s fucking life.  “I could be 
bounded in a nutshell and count myself a King of infinite space…
were it not that I have bad dreams.” (Hamlet)

DB
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