
Mariam* is rebellious, she always has been. 
You can o!en "nd her with a guitar in her lap, 

strumming chords to songs she wrote herself. Mari-
am doesn’t know how to read music, no, she taught 
herself by listening, feeling the rhythm, matching 
her hand placement to the pitch of her voice. When 
Mariam sings, you feel, you understand, even if you 
don’t know the language of her Arabic words. She 
tilts her head back and shakes the red curls that pop 
against her pale face, curls as "ery as her personali-
ty. Around her, whether it be one or 20, people clap, 
smile, and sing along.

Fourteen years ago, Mariam and her husband 
founded a kindergarten and elementary school 
with the mission of providing holistic, trauma-in-
formed education to children in the Palestinian 
town of Al-Eizariya and its surrounding areas. It 
is the "rst and only school of its kind in the West 
Bank to use non-violent and trauma-informed 
Waldorf education. 

In Palestine, childhood is under attack. As of 
October 17, 2,226 children have been killed as 
a result of Israeli military and settler presence in 
the Occupied Palestinian Territories since 2000, 
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according to Defence for Children Internation-
al-Palestine (DCI). 

“Each year approximately 500-700 Palestin-
ian children, some as young as 12 years old, are 
detained and prosecuted in the Israeli military 
court system,” DCI stated. “#e most common 
charge is stone throwing.”1

It is this reality that makes Mariam’s work 
invaluable. Despite the obstacles of occupation, 
she has dedicated her life to bettering children’s 
lives through progressive, unconventional edu-
cation. 

Mariam describes herself as “di$erent”—she 
recognizes that she doesn’t "t in in Al-Eizari-
ya. She knows to dress conservatively. Mariam 

wears long sleeve button-ups, loose t-shirts and 
pants that come down well past her knees, but 
she also has four tattoos. Only one is visible on 
a daily basis: the “om” on her forearm—a nod 
to the spirituality that guides her life and work. 
While Mariam was raised by a Catholic family 
in Bethlehem, the Church does not speak to her 
beliefs. Mariam is not religious. Instead, she be-
lieves in the power of the mind, body, and soul. 

In any conversation, Mariam has a book to 
recommend, among them Paulo Cohelo’s !e 
Alchemist and Rudolf Steiner’s Knowledge of the 
Higher Worlds and its Attainment. A bowl of 
rubber bullets and empty tear gas canisters sit 
atop the bookshelf, the Hebrew letters fading 

from their silver shells. Mariam and her husband 
Khalil* collect them from their garden where Is-
raeli soldiers throw them over the apartheidwall. 

“#is is just an appetizer,” Mariam explained 
about the small bowl. “I have garbage bags "lled.”

Mariam grew up in a two-bedroom apart-
ment tucked in between one of Bethlehem’s 
main streets, Al-Khalil Road, and the Al-Aza 
refugee camp. She lived with her two sisters and 
parents. As a child, Mariam remembers encoun-
tering soldiers and learning Hebrew through 
the cartoons on TV, but she didn’t immediately 
register this as Israeli occupation. She remem-
bers the Second Intifada (2000-2005) as a de"n-
ing period of her teenage years. Walking up the 

stairs to her childhood home, Mariam touched 
the remnants of bullet holes in the wall, now 
"lled in with plaster. She explained that their 
building was o!en in the cross"re of clashes and 
violence. Inside the apartment, she folded her 
arms across her chest and squeezed herself into 
the corner between the kitchen and the living 
room, demonstrating her hiding position from 
the bullets that %ew into her home. Once, when 
she returned from hiding at her grandparents’ 
home in the Old City, she found a bullet hole 
where her head would have been. 

“Here,” Mariam pointed between her eye-
brows, “it would have hit me right here.”

Next door, in the bedroom she shared with 
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her sisters, Mariam showed me where she once 
hung a poster of Che Guevara.

“I started being di$erent in all the ways,” 
Mariam explained about her adolescence. “I 
didn’t understand myself. I didn’t understand 
the community. I felt my energy is big and the 
community is small.”

Mariam was traumatized by the Intifada—
the curfews, the lockdowns, the tear gas, the 
bombs, the tanks, the murders. She witnessed it 
all.

“Teenage years are hard enough without oc-
cupation.”

In early July, Mariam, her husband, and two 
children—eight-and 11-years-old—took me on a 
day trip to a Bedouin village in the Jordan Desert. 
A Bedouin tour guide drove us down a bumpy, 
rollercoaster-like path to a cli$ that overlooked 
the Dead Sea to watch the sunset. #e view was 
breathtaking. #e sea mirrored the blue sky, sep-
arated by pink mountains in the distance. It was 
a breath of fresh air from life under occupation: 
a reminder of the land’s beauty, tranquility, and 
ethereality that transcends con%ict. We all sat on 
the edge, mesmerized. Mariam walked o$ to a 
spot of her own, creating space for a moment of 
spirituality and connection.

I didn’t even realize when the Jeep pulled up.
Suddenly, four armed soldiers in camou%age 

suits and face masks stepped out of the vehicle. 
#ey started yelling in Arabic, Hebrew, and En-
glish for the family’s IDs. Apparently, we weren’t 
allowed to be there. Nowhere did I see a sign 
con"rming their claims. I stood there frozen, 
watching a scene unfold that I had absolutely 
no control over. I wanted to scream, I wanted 
to tell them that we had every right to be here, 
that their humiliation tactics were so obviously 
a power trip—not law enforcement. I watched 
Mariam’s children hide in the back of the Jeep as 
their parents argued against a 300 US dollar "ne 

for the driver. 
“No, I don’t want to give you my ID,” she 

said. “No, I don’t want to give you my phone!” 
Mariam had no fear, no hesitation.
Standing feet away from their M-16s, Mari-

am looked one of the soldiers in the eyes, the 
only part of his face visible.

“I know you are a human being. I know that 
you have a heart. But I see you killing me in the 
West Bank. #is is what I have seen in my life.”

“Don’t continue! Khalas!” He yelled.
“You want me to stop because you don’t want 

to think,” Mariam continued. “You don’t want to 
feel your heart. You just want to say they are Ar-
abs, they are enemies.”

Another soldier stepped in. “If you have a 
problem with occupation, go to the government,” 
he screamed. “Occupation is not my problem!”

#ey issued the "ne, and before we le!, or-
dered us to get out of the car. #ey searched ev-
ery inch while we stood and watched.

Mariam turned to me. “#ey want to humil-
iate us.”

Later she explained how she felt, how the 
sight of these soldiers triggered her years of 
trauma.

“When I saw the soldiers, my mind blew 
away,” Mariam said. “How come you are here af-
ter me in the middle of the desert? I was uncon-
scious and conscious at the same time.”

“Why is the occupation not ending?” she 
asked. “Because the government has brain-
washed Israelis to believe they have to see us as 
enemies.”

“I am a nonviolent person. I really want 
peace, I want us to live all together. But I want 
my respect, I want my dignity, and I want my 
freedom.”

*All names have been changed.
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