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The roots of trees in Israel-Palestine touch conflict and control
territory

Under the Israeli regime, a Palestinian is never called innocent, as British novelist Hari
Kunzru notes in his essay for the collection Kingdom of Olives and Ash: Writers
Confront the Occupation. Instead, the technical term is ‘uninvolved’. ‘A Palestinian is
either involved or uninvolved’, writes Kunzru. ‘But in this place, who can really say they
are uninvolved?’ The conflict touches everyone, and to feel uninvolved is a privilege
afforded mainly to Jewish Israelis. In Hebrew, the etymological root for the word
‘uninvolved’ is, strikingly, the same as the word for Arab, as if the language is trying to
say that the Arab is always involved, the Arab is always guilty. at would innocent
be, anyway? We don’t have the words for that. 

Just as the Arab is always involved in Jewish Israeli discourse, the tree is always
uninvolved. at could be ‘involved’ about planting a tree? A tree is a tree is a tree.
And trees are not only uninvolved, they are good. ‘Ecologists usually portray nature as
a domain of intrinsic value’, writes geography and law scholar Irus Braverman in her
book, Planted Flags: Trees, Land, and Law in Israel/Palestine. Trees are assumed to
be natural, innocent ecological entities with no say in politics. But in this conflict,
which is largely a conflict over land – with two national movements contesting the same
territory – digging below the surface shows that trees have been used strategically to
seize, hold and control territory. They are used as tools ‘almost 
as if they were weapons’, writes Shaul Ephraim Cohen in his book, The Politics of
Planting. 
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It is in Israel’s interest for trees to appear uninvolved, resulting in a process that
Braverman calls ‘naturalisation’, meaning the portrayal of ecological changes as
‘natural’ or otherwise inevitable, and the use of the innocence of nature to cloak an
ethno-national agenda. Indeed, Braverman’s book was originally titled Tree Wars before
her publisher asked for a more marketable title. The message is clear: trees are part of
a ‘covert war’ that mobilises ecology to fix and create geopolitical facts in the region,
largely through the actions of the KKL-JNF – Keren Kayemeth LeIsrael, or the Jewish
National Fund.

The Jerusalem Forest, where I myself planted a pine sapling at the age of six, is a
creation of the KKL-JNF, which planted a greenbelt of parks in the Judaean Hills west
of the city in the 1950s and 1960s. Later, after Israel captured East Jerusalem – and the
entire West Bank – from Jordanian control and ‘reunified’ it in 1967, this forest was
expanded eastwards, across the Green Line. Like two-thirds of the 400,000 acres of
forests managed by the KKL-JNF, the Jerusalem Forest is not scientifically classified as
a ‘natural forest’ like the native stands of Mediterranean oak, terebinth and carob in
the wetter parts of northern Israel. It is a distinctly human creation, with large
monocultural stands of Aleppo pine trees of the same age. Ecologically, these pines are
considered a ‘pioneer species’: growing quickly, requiring little maintenance and
colonising what is considered, in the Zionist imaginary, to be ‘barren’ land. 
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Colonisation is precisely the point of afforestation. The KKL-JNF is a Zionist and
quasi-governmental agency that was founded in 1901 as the paramount institution for
buying and holding land for Jewish settlement in what was then Ottoman Palestine.
The organisation bought land from local Palestinian residents and then began foresting
or farming the land to demonstrate their presence and provide protection from land
alienation. Today the KKL-JNF is still the largest private landholder in the region,
owning 13 per cent of Israeli territory. Braverman describes the KKL-JNF as Israel’s
‘land-laundering body’, as the state employs the agency’s non-governmental status to
hold vast swathes of land for exclusively Jewish use without fear of being labelled
discriminatory. ile the KKL-JNF performs many quasi-governmental tasks such as
building roads, dams and farms, it is best known today for its campaigns to rehabilitate
‘degraded’ forests and plant new ones. The KKL-JNF claims to have planted 250
million trees over the past 120 years. 

Trees, it turns out, are uniquely well suited to the Zionist settler-colonial project. As
Cohen explains in The Politics of Planting, land ownership in Israel-Palestine was
historically ruled by Ottoman law, which governed in Palestine before 1948. According
to the 1858 Ottoman Land Code, which foregrounded continuous land cultivation as a
route towards land rights and ownership, the most determinant factor in controlling
land is agricultural presence. The code was structured to promote agriculture, in turn
yielding taxes for Istanbul. Its terms meant that by demonstrating ecological presence
on the land, an individual gained usufructuary rights (to use the property of another)
that are virtually equivalent to ownership. Trees enjoyed special protections under the
1858 code, and were especially good ‘crops’, due to their physical presence: they were
not seasonal but visible all year round. If a person planted trees on another’s land, they
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gained special rights to the land unless the landowner removed the trees within three
years. This led the KKL-JNF leaders to see afforestation as a biological declaration of
Jewish sovereignty, which could be used to set up geopolitical facts even before the
founding of the state. Ottoman Land Code still governs in the West Bank under Israel’s
1967 Proclamation on Law and Administration, which stipulates that existing
legislation holds unless it is incompatible with military orders.

‘Trees are assumed to be
natural, innocent ecological
entities with no say in
politics’

After 1948, when the State of Israel was founded and more than 750,000 Palestinians
were forcibly expelled from their land, the KKL-JNF began planting forests over
Palestinian villages to prevent their residents from returning. The KKL-JNF felt that
trees were, in their words, ‘the best guards of the land … Walls and fences can be cut
down. A tree says “we are here”’. After planting, tree law protected new forests from
demolition. This legal aspect was critical for afforestation’s success in capturing,
occupying and controlling the land. It is part of what Braverman terms the ‘lawfare’ of
the state, meaning an imperialist’s use of their own rules to impose a regime, which is
then legitimised by its own legal structure. Israeli courts have determined that when a
forest is grown on expropriated land, Palestinians who return to that land are
trespassing. In 2010, the Supreme Court rejected a petition by Palestinian refugees
from the village of al-Lajjun to reclaim land in the Megiddo forest, ruling that
afforestation justified Israeli control under the 1953 Land Acquisition Law. As both
Cohen and Braverman note then, short of human inhabitation, trees were considered
the most effective tool to hold and control land for the Jewish state. at this meant,
in practice, was that if there weren’t enough Jews to settle the land, the state used
trees instead – as stand-ins for Jewish bodies. 

The flip side of Israel controlling land through Jewish tree presence is expropriating
Palestinian land through absence. Nowhere is this clearer than in the paradoxical legal
status of the so-called ‘present absentees’, Palestinians who were internally displaced
after the 1948 war. Under Israeli law, they lost their land deeds because they failed to
prove ownership with a physical presence, even though many were driven from that
land by violence. Israeli laws governing ‘Absentees’ Property’ have expropriated a
startling 70 per cent of Israeli territory within the Green Line. Palestinian ‘absence’
was sloganised long before 1948 in the Zionist saying, ‘A land without a people for a
people without a land’, which epitomises a deep failure and unwillingness to recognise
native Palestinian inhabitation.
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Palestinian absence – an enforced absence that makes way for Jewish presence – has
been similarly mythologised as a distinctly ecological absence. In the Israeli narrative,
the arid land in southern Palestine became a ‘wasteland’ (shemama) after Jewish exile
that required ‘revival’ by Jewish control. Theodor Herzl wrote of land in Palestine as
‘poor and neglected’, filled with ‘piles of debris’ and fallow fields. The only oases,
according to Herzl, were Jewish settlements. The subtext of this narrative is that the
Palestinians who inhabited this area lacked the ability to properly cultivate it, and so
Jews deserve the land because they use it better. Many settler-colonial regimes have
used this liberal Lockean idea to expropriate land, that improving nature makes it the
improver’s property; it was a central claim that white people made over the rights of
the Native American population in the settlement of the United States. In Israel-
Palestine, it boils down to this: the land’s ecological ‘barrenness’ makes Jewish
stewardship an absolute necessity. 

To improve nature then is to own the land from which it springs. It Must Be Heaven
(2019), Elia Suleiman’s latest film, features recurrent vignettes in which the lemon
orchard of the Palestinian protagonist – a mostly mute character, who we’ll call ES – is
taken over by his Jewish Israeli neighbour. At first, ES finds the neighbour rustling
through his trees, harvesting their lemons. ‘Neighbour, don’t think I’m stealing’, he says.
‘I usually knock on the door for permission. I did knock, but no one was there’, an
overt reference to the Absentee Property laws. As the film progresses, the neighbour
becomes more emboldened in his actions, first pruning the trees (‘Neighbour, it’s time
this lemon tree got pruned. You’ll see, after I do it, the lemons will be this big’) and
later watering them performatively. ES plants a new tree in the orchard, and the
neighbour waters that, too, making direct eye contact with ES as he does so. ES does
not protest, nor does he thank him. He watches silently. We begin to wonder who owns
the trees anyway: the Palestinian who planted them or the Israeli who has taken over
their care without asking and eats their fruits?

The Jewish Israeli labours performatively over the trees. It reminds me of the posed
photographs of me planting the pine sapling as a young child, enacting the mythology
of the Zionist halutzah or pioneer – the labourer whose physical exertion creates
intimate connection with the land – through planting a pioneer ecological tree species.
Both the tree and me are pioneers, laminated together in words with the action of
planting. It is an action carried out by practically every Jewish Israeli, as well as by
hordes of diasporic Jews who visit the land and leave these trees as their own ‘proxy
immigrants’, as Braverman calls them. By this she means that the tree replaces the
‘void of the Jewish body, which is situated in the distant diaspora, with the body of the
tree, as firmly rooted as anything can be in the soil of the Holy Land’. For those who
cannot travel to Israel-Palestine, the KKL-JNF will plant a tree for you for US$18 – a
figure that signifies hai or ‘life’ in Jewish numerology and a price that seldom changes
despite inflation – and issue a certificate of planting.
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It was through one of these certificates that Irus Braverman was herself connected to a
tree. Shortly after her birth, her parents received a KKL-JNF certificate indicating that
a tree had been planted in her name in the Peace Forest in Jerusalem. The certificate
reads, ‘We wish you the fortune of seeing it/her grow with much pleasure and ease’; in
Hebrew, a single pronoun is used to refer to both the child and the tree. Braverman
was to grow like the tree, the tree was to grow like her. But her parents did not see the
tree grow: the Peace Forest is situated at the line between East and West Jerusalem,
seldom visited by Israeli Jews. 

I asked Braverman how she feels about her tree now. Like me, she now lives in the US,
over 6,000 miles from Jerusalem. Braverman replied, ‘My tree is rooted in the land
whether I like it or not. In other words, my body is counted as a settler and occupier’,
even without her choice, consent or the direct action of planting the tree. The KKL-
JNF certificate registers the tree as a stand-in for her Jewish presence on the land.
Like the Palestinian who cannot be innocent but can only be ‘uninvolved’, Braverman is
implicated by her tree. She has left the land, but who can really say they are
uninvolved?

Lead image: Crop of one of the photographs from Fazal Sheikh’s Desert Bloom
series. Credit: Fazal Sheikh
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