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Seventeen years ago Erik Cohen published "Arab Boys and Tourist Girls in a

Mixed Jewish Arab Community"1 in the International Journal of Comparative
Sociology. Today I am presenting another paper on Palestinian men and foreign
women entitled "Fucking Tourists: Sexual Relations and Tourism in Jerusalem's Old
City". The difference in tone between the two titles -- the romantic harmonics of
'boys and girls' countered by the angry discord of 'fucking tourists' -- reflects
more, I believe, than a decade and a half's changes in what is permitted in academic
terminology, more than personality differences between Professor Cohen and me,
and more even than the distances, topographical and cultural, between 'Akko and
Jerusalem. The difference has to do in part with the development by the 'Arab boys'
of a particular political reading of the relations between the societies which
generate tourists and that which creates the Palestinian men who pursue them.
More substantially, however, this difference has to do with the fact that the men I
worked with, unlike those studied by Professor Cohen, were street merchants in the
tourist markets of Jerusalem. Their passivity in the face of the vacillating demands
of groups of foreigners endowed with economic and social superiority was
counterbalanced, in the particular setting of the Jerusalem suq, by their
development of an aggressive sexuality focussed on the females of the tourist
populations. This paper will approach this particular group's use of sexuality as a
means of expressing and challenging economic and political inequities and will
thus hopefully contribute not only to debates on the function of host-guest sexual
interaction in the touristic domain but as well to wider inquiries into the way a
metaphorics of sexuality functions to displace, and in its failure to do so reenact,
relations of the empowered and the powerless.

Cohen did the fieldwork on which he based "Arab Boys and Tourist Girls"
among young 'Israeli Arabs' employed in construction and other such short term
work in 'Akko just prior to the '67 war. In the paper he sets out the various
dissatisfactions affl icting these lumpen-proletariat Palestinian youths suspended in
an Israeli state: their confusion about their identities as men caught between a
Palestine that is lost, an Israel in which they work but to which they cannot belong,
and the world of leisure and sensuality that flits before them in the form of tourist

1. Erik Cohen, "Arab Boys and Tourist girls in a Mixed Jewish Arab Community",
International Journal of Comparative Sociology, XII:4, December 1971, pp. 217-
233.



women; their despair about their lack of a future both as Palestinians and as
persons peripheral to the job market; their sexual frustration because of marriage
traditions which permit marriage only when a certain - advanced - age is reached
and a certain - seemingly inaccessible - prosperity is achieved. Cohen describes
the way these men engage in the pursuit of foreign women - largely Canadian and
Scandinavian - as the ideal solution to their multiple problems. Not only are the
tourist women seen as being sexually emancipated but they also appear not to be
part of the Israeli scene. They provide, therefore, a promise of escape from sexual
frustration, from the humiliation of always being marked as inferior in interactions
with Israelis and, through the possibility of marriage and emigration, from the
entire context which gives rise to such frustration and humiliation. Cohen provides
considerable data to show that these men pursue tourist women for ends which are
not simply sexual; he describes at length the men's fascination -- expressed both
in their conversations with the women and in their conversations with each other --
with the countries from which the women come, he discusses their desires to learn
the women's languages so that when they go, as guests or husbands, to the
women's countries they will be able to fit in well, and he relates the extensive
'mythology of emigration' which, passed in street gossip, cafe conversations and
wishful meditations, keeps alive the hope that these migratory women will marry
their Palestinian boyfriends and carry them away to a distant place where they can
build new lives not racked by contradictions and repressions.

For these Palestinian youths the idea of a tourist woman is inextricably
involved with the promise of escape, and that imaginary congress is enough to
keep a people deeply dissatisfied with their situations constantly involved with
thoughts of that which might free them. What Cohen describes as an 'obsessive
interest' in foreign women enables the men who host that interest to transcend, in
two ways, the diffi culties thrown up by their mundane existences. Like any
mythology, that generated by Palestinian-tourist relations provides an imaginary
resolution to real problems by proposing strategies of redemption focussed on
courting foreign women rather than on struggling for political rights, economic
security and the liberalization of indigenous marriage customs. In addition to
shifting the focus of attention - and of activity - from the real to the romantic, the
concern with tourist women also creates an arena in which a struggle for status can
successfully be played out by men whose positions in the wider Israeli society
allows them little access to any other status. In exchanging stories of sexual
conquests, in parading a succession of foreign 'lovers' in front of other Palestinians
who consider such capital prestigious, and in flaunting foreign addresses and
perfume-scented letters from Canada and Scandinavia, young men with no future



and little in the way of a present are able to show themselves as more successful
than their peers who, like them, have no access to any other forms of success or
status. Cohen describes this fascination with the promise of tourist women "a
mechanism for the alleviation of system generated tensions" and stresses that it
allows "new and essentially false hopes for these boys who are trapped in a
situation from which, under present circumstances, there is no way out" (Cohen
1971: 228).

As I will demonstrate in what follows, the obsession with sex with tourist
women is something held in common by the peripheralized Palestinian labourers of
pre-1967 'Akko and the more established Palestinian street merchants of Jerusalem
in the mid-1980s. As one might expect, however, the shift in locale, in class
position, and in temporal location has contributed to a semantic shift, and fucking
tourists in Jerusalem in the eighties is not a means of escaping to another world
but, perhaps, simply an act of revenge for being so enmeshed in a world that, until
very recently, has shown no promise of offering anything better. Whether,
nonetheless, one fucks for salvation or for vengeance, the investment of one's self
and one's neighbours in sex with tourists promises that the stories of tourist
women and Palestinian men will continue to circulate and that the status accruable
to those playing eminent roles in those stories will continue to promise consolation
for impotence and humiliation in other domains..

Let me begin by offering a few vignettes of the Jerusalem my fieldwork
offered me. I didn't go to Jerusalem, or, as it is called in Arabic, al-Quds ('the Holy'),
to study sex and tourism. I was interested instead in Christian Holy Land pilgrimage
and, therefore, in the shrines and holy places which make Jerusalem sacred to
Christians throughout the world. I knew that any place which drew persons from
distant domains would as well draw indigenes to cluster around the foci of foreign
interest so that they might benefit, usually economically, from that interest. The
glittering halo of religious and secular souvenir shops which testified to the
holiness of shrines like the 'Holy Sepulchre' or the 'Lithostratus' was, as I'd
expected, a major feature of the city.

The preferred route between my flat on the Via Dolorosa and the building
that housed both Golgotha and the tomb of Jesus took me through the heart of the
Christian Quarter and past scores of shops -- some the size of small bathrooms
and others nearing that of a typical corner grocery store -- filled with items to
catch the eyes of passing pilgrims and tourists. From the street each of these would
appear as a single door, always open when the metal security shutters were
unlocked, flanked by display windows. Inside the windows, and often suspended as
well from boards and wires across the door and the windows, would be dozens of



often dusty items -- pieces of apparently local jewelry (much of it made in Taiwan),
swathes of embroidered cloth, small brightly coloured cotton throw rugs, candles
with transfers of Jesus or Mary stuck on them, reproduction icons, olive wood
carvings of holy figures (both Judaic and Christian), T-shirts emblazoned with
'Israel is Real' or 'Israel We Love You', small metal castings of the word 'Shalom' and
so forth. Within the shop, and dependent on the space allowed by the shop, the
visitor would find at least one sofa and one chair, a small table, a mirror, and a tape
deck playing anything from Michael Jackson to Um-Khalsum. All of these
furnishings would typically be surrounded by trappings (hung cloth, incense sticks,
brass coffee pots, etc) designed to provide an air of the orient. There would as well
inevitably be a private space, usually another room behind the first with its entrance
hidden by the hanging cloths, occasionally an attic or loft reached by climbing up a
spindly ladder through a trap door, and, in the case of the smaller and poorer
shops, the shop interior itself sealed off from the street by closing the iron shutters
at opportune moments. Whatever form the hidden room would take, there would
always be within a place where one, or two, could lie down. In case the baubles on
display were not adequate to catch the eyes of the passing tourists, or simply
because there was nothing else to do, a Palestinian youth, between the ages of 14
and 35, would always either be standing in the doorway watching the tourists go by
or be sitting within smoking a nargilah (water pipe), talking with friends, or telling
beads while, at the same time, attentively watching to see whether a tourist passing
by might be lured in. .

These shops, all close variations on the same theme, were what I had to pass
each day on my way to what I saw as my fieldwork, but as I grew to be more and
more a part of the Christian Quarter I found that passage grew more and more
diffi cult. In the course of the quarter mile walk between my desk and the incense
heavy interior of the Christian holy place I would find myself called, by at least half
a dozen shopkeepers, into the crowded interiors of these shops in order to talk, to
have a coffee, to meet friends, or to vouch, to tourists who'd already been drawn in,
for the honesty of the merchant and the value of his goods. At first these invitations
seemed an honour, but they soon became as irritating and distracting as they were
unavoidable. Finally, however, after I'd drunken hundreds of small bitter sweet
cups of coffee and heard dozens of vaguely analogous stories of sexual pursuit,
failure and success, I realized that I was being offered access to one of those key
domains which, like Geertz's Balinese cockfight, opens the anthropologist's eyes to
a fuller understanding of what gives form to the field..

Sitting in the back of one of these shops with those who in the course of
things become my friends I would, time and time again, watch tourists, alone or in



small groups, guardedly enter the shops to look at some of the items there
displayed. These tourists, themselves informed by an attitude promulgated by the
Israeli guides and by the Ministry of Tourism handouts, would studiously ignore the
welcome offered them by the merchants, would handle the goods, discuss them in
hushed voices with others should they be accompanied, and would then break their
silence by asking the price. The shopkeepers would then attest at length to the fine
quality of their merchandise and to its superiority over the identical items being
sold in all the other shops up and down the street before offering an, often inflated,
price. In most instances the tourists would either put the item down and walk out
or laugh and offer anything between one tenth and one quarter of the asked price.
Sales were, occasionally, made, but usually negotiations ended with the tourists
walking out and the shopkeepers muttering 'Fucking tourists'.

This drama was, for the most part, scripted by the nature of the tourist
market. Unlike the shops of the traditional suq which, while retreating steadily in
the face of the expanding tourist market, still sold food, clothing and household
items to a local clientele, those of the tourist market strove to sell nearly identical
items to a transient population desirous of souvenirs -- mementoes with little if

any use value. The local market, like the Sefrou suq described by Clifford Geertz2,
was made up of a multitude of shops, each of which, while selling commodities
similar to those of the surrounding shops, depended on a fixed clientele tied to the
shop by habit and reputation. Established networks linking particular shops with
particular customers guaranteed merchants a number of clients who would - as
long as their goods remained adequate and their reputations untarnished - come to
them rather than going to the shops of their neighbours. The merchants of the
tourist market, on the other hand, neither sold the sorts of goods (food, clothing,
household necessities) which ensured demand nor could depend on a flow of
established customers (although the struggle to 'corner' a tourist guide and his
clientele was constant as was the effort to get 'good' customers to refer friends
from abroad). Consequently, the tourist market was fully, often cut-throatedly,
competitive while what the merchants were competing to sell lacked the
heterogeneity which would give any merchant a particular edge over the next. The
result was that the Jerusalem market was, to a rather brutal extent, a buyer's
market.

In such a context, the only thing ensuring a merchant's survival in a market
where shops opened and closed with dizzying speed was style in selling. Street
merchants prided themselves on chameleon-like qualities, shifting their languages,
2. Clifford Geertz, "Suq: the bazaar economy in Sefrou" in C. Geertz, H. Geertz and
L. Rosen, Meaning and Order in Moroccan Society: Three Essays in Cultural
Analysis. Cambridge U. Press. 1979. pp. 123-276.



their religions, their politics and even their claimed nationalities to suit the
interpreted tastes of their potential customers. Most of the merchants who'd
survived on the street for more than a couple of years were capable of speaking
five to six languages with a surprising proficiency. Muslim merchants would be
good Christians for Christian tourists and pilgrims, and many Muslims and
Christians would play at being Jews for foreigners delighted with the success of the
state of Israel. Ofttimes shopkeepers would listen carefully to the conversations of
the tourists in the shops or on the streets in order to judge their political
inclinations. Having evaluated the terrain, the dealers would then present
themselves as Zionists, Palestinian victims, even Cypriot nationalists in exile.
Others, like the Ibrahims turned Avis or the Dauouds become Davids, would, when
appropriate, claim to be Israeli and deny being Palestinian if they thought their
customers might not like Arabs. There were, on more subtle grounds, constant
shifts in styles of solicitation manifest not only in what clothing was worn in what
manner but also in which degrees of deference, aggressiveness or seductiveness in
approach were chosen to draw a customer to oneself and away from others. The
nature of competition in this largely undifferentiated market determined that
appearance was all and that economic and personal success depended on the
success of selling oneself to usually indifferent if not openly hostile customers.
With so many merchants so adept at forming their selves to fit the whims of their
elusive customers, the tourists' choice of where to buy was largely arbitrary.

When a person finds his or her self wanting nothing in particular in a place
where dozens of persons are desperate to sell him or her identical nothings, the
reasons he or she chooses to buy or not to buy from one person or another are
largely contingent. This essential arbitrariness is not a principle comfortably
embraced by the dealer who depends on sales to make a living. Consequently a
mystique of mercantile effi cacy is generated to counter the essential ineffi cacy of
the merchants' efforts. When merchants were not engaged in discussing their own
and others' sexual exploits, they were often redesigning their shop displays,
discussing why particular merchants were bad salesmen and why others were
successful, and evaluating the positive and negative points of their own encounters
with tourist purchasers. It is not surprising, when one considers the diffi culties the
nature of the market threw in the way of a successful sale, that the Palestinian
merchants' conceptions of their selves and their powers were very closely tied to
their abilities to seduce customers into their shops and tourist moneys into their
tills.

Considering the way these men spent their days and made their living, it is
not unexpected to find that in their off hours they continued to play at attraction



and seduction with tourists. I was, in the early days of my fieldwork, struck with the
way that men who spent their days muttering 'fucking tourists' at customers not
caught would spend their evenings obsessively absorbed in either talk of, or the
actual game of, fucking tourists. Those men able to arrange liaisons with tourist
women during daylight hours would spend their evenings buying them dinners and
drinks in a sustained effort to take them to bed. Others less fortunate would gather
in the bars of the many cheap hostels of the Old City staring at the women who
came in, attempting to talk with them and speculating about having sex with them.
The owner of the Joc Inn, a local hostel cum bar, told me in conversation that he did
not make money from providing rooms to the men and women tourists who passed
through but from selling drinks to the crowds of young local men drawn by the
presence of foreign women lodgers to hang about for hours drinking, watching and
waiting in the basement bar.

This time and effort, much of it wasted but some rewarded, would be
relived, embellished and transformed through the long dull hours spent on the
following day or days waiting in the shops for customers. When I was with my
friends in their shops and there were no customers to be seduced, most
conversation dealt with which men had had sex with which tourist women and
which had strived but failed. For the most part, the successful seducers in these
tales were the tales' tellers or their close friends, and stories which featured
merchants who were not close to the teller inevitably told of how the woman who'd
been seduced was easy and had already slept with several other men. Clearly,
status investment in these stories was quite high and, as one might suspect from
constantly hearing of the successes of self and friends and the failures or easy wins
of persons more distant, the verisimilitude was correspondingly low.

To a large degree, the value of the sexual act was in its narration, since that
could be circulated amongst peers, and not in its enactment, since that - when it
did occur - was shared only between the self and a stranger. As in the many places
where male sexual fantasizing serves to compensate for felt insecurities or
impotencies in sexual and other domains, the woman in the fantasy - or its
narration - was a set piece, and her imagined investment in the scenario was itself
a construction designed to further the ends of the male's ego and status
enhancement. The act, or the imagined act, of intercourse was performed, or
narrated, by males and for males. I found it diffi cult, while in Jerusalem, to inquire
into the motives of the tourist women who did go out with, and sometimes have
sex with, the Palestinian merchants; to them I was, I suspect, just another male
predator on the street. Women I've subsequently spoken with off tourist ground
have told me that in situations like those in the tourist centres of Greece, Israel/



Palestine, and other heavily touristed nations the woman traveller finds herself so
intensively harassed by local men that she often takes up with one of them simply
to get the others to leave her alone. Such a rationale would not, however, find place
in the stories I heard narrated about the sexual relations of women tourists and
Palestinian street merchants; those stories are about the individual merchant's
power over the woman and over other men, and their strategies would allow no
place to a story showing the successful seducer as a person chosen fairly arbitrarily
from amongst an undifferentiated mob of identical would-be seducers. Such a
woman's narrative would come much too close to revealing that behind the
compensatory tale of seduction lies the same structure of arbitrariness which
causes the tourist in the market to chose to buy an item from one shop rather than
another.

Remaining, however, within the domain of male tales, one finds that the
ofttimes graphic narratives of sexual encounters speak of more than the mere
authenticity of these encounters. A close examination of a typical story of tourist
sex reveals a complicated terrain of resentment, power, anger and, somewhat
surprisingly, failure. I'd like, in what follows, to tell a tale told me by Salim, a young
man in his late teens, about his encounter with an older foreign woman. Salim's
narrative is only exceptional in its rehearsal of so many of the themes informing
the many tales of sex with tourism, and in the commentary which follows I will
attempt to relate Salim's tale not only to the stories of others but as well to a
certain shared perception of the world which all those stories articulate.

Salim told me over breakfast that the previous day a woman had, alone,
walked into his shop to look at the bedouin dresses he had for sale. As he
described her the complexity of his psychical relation to her was quite apparent;
she was 'a motherfucker' and 'a real bitch' who was rich and beautiful, looking 22
despite being 31. The woman was presented as being a New Yorker, elegantly
dressed and married to an older man who was foolish enough to leave her to
wander alone in the market. Salim 'courted' her successfully, keeping her in the
shop for a couple of hours, giving her cups of kawa (Turkish coffee) and chi (mint
tea), telling in his faintly accented but quite fluent English of his imaginary years in
America, his disdain for the other men in the market, the exotic provenance and
antique excellence of his bedouin dresses. The consequence, reiterated several
times as the story grew more tawdry, was that she bought from him for $400 a
dress he claimed was worth no more than $200 but which she thought a great
bargain because she'd managed to talk him down from $450.

Having, supposedly, succeeded in the significant financial seduction Salim
proceeded to 'ice the cake' by asking the woman to meet him later in the evening so



that he could show her the city. She was, allegedly, adamant in her refusals but as
clearly drawn by his charm and his virility. Salim left her in the afternoon saying, 'I
will be in the lobby of the King David hotel at 10 p.m. and I hope I will see you
there'. Salim went on to tell of arriving at 10:20 and of finding the woman waiting
there, dressed exquisitely and looking very anxious at the possibility that her date
might not show. Salim, aware that he had already 'won', then asked her to
accompany him to a friend's house. She refused, yet it was quite clear that she was
incapable of really refusing; in spite of her wealth, her nationality and her often
mentioned (by Salim) husband asleep upstairs in their $120 a night hotel room, she
could not resist the seductiveness of this Palestinian street urchin. The upshot was
that Salim took her from the King David's opulence to "a dirty little room" where "he
fucked her till 5 a.m.". She, of course, was ecstatic about both the size of his
'Palestinian cock' and his technique, and was carried to heights of sexual
fulfillment. He, on the other hand, was dropped by the whole experience into
disgust and depression. Looking down at her, apparently flushed by orgasm, he
told her she was just a slut and that he was sure she fucked with everyone in all the
countries she'd been in. She was, he said, deeply offended but he claimed that
saying this "made him feel good afterwards". The story closed with a retelling of
Salim's success at not only fucking this woman but also ripping her off on the dress
he sold her; he said "I figure I got a good deal with the profit and the fuck thrown
in". Interestingly, however, the story was framed by Salim's evident sorrow that a
Palestinian woman whom he'd long loved was marrying another man because Salim
wouldn't marry her. Salim claimed he couldn't marry his true love because the
involvement would be too great. Nonetheless he swore that if he did marry a
Palestinian woman he'd be faithful to her and "would go out on the street, take out
my cock, and piss on all the foreign women, even if one of them was the Queen of
Sheba".

Several themes arise in succession in Salim's story. The first, and most
embellished, is that of the helplessness of this woman in the face of Salim's charm,
despite her possession of all that western society can give - a rich husband,
cosmopolitanism, charm, freedom. At this point Salim's wondrous cock size does
not play a part; the seduction is a strictly 'hands off ' affair which operates through
Salim's success at marketing both his goods and his self. Sexual violence was
strongly frowned upon in the market and two young boys who, in another
circumstance, took liberties which were not freely offered (touching the breasts of
two Finnish women who were willing to kiss but not to offer more) were shamed up
and down the street by being told that 'men don't take what is not given'. In Salim's
story the course of the in-shop seduction is lovingly told over - the details of



conversation, Salim's small gifts of fifty cent earrings and cups of tea and coffee,
the displaying of his own goods and the denigration of those of others - in order to
suggest that the woman, despite her multitudinous advantages, walked into a
situation that she could not handle. The street merchants, powerless as a result not
only of national and international politics but also of their dependence on a tourist
industry run by institutions hostile to their survival, here find their revenge. In
Salim's narrative, as in so many others, the empowered, forced to deal face-to-
face, one-on-one, with the weak, is incapable of defending either her economic or
her bodily integrity. The woman's helplessness before Salim and her willingness to
leave the opulence of the King David hotel and the security provided by her wealthy
husband stand as testimony to his power over and superiority to the impersonal
forces which would destroy him.

The compounding of the economic and the sexual in the woman's surrender
simply serves to prove Salim's power in both valued domains of the world of the
street merchant. The fact that these two motifs - of selling and of seducing - are
interwoven with such complexity in the story suggests that it is actually the act of
overcoming which is significant rather than that of making profit or enjoying the
sex. The fact that throughout the story her imagined power, both in getting a good
deal and in controlling her body and her will, is shown to be sham suggests that it
is power in general rather than financial or sexual power which is being discussed.
Another friend told me several times that when he seduces tourist women the game
is over when she takes off her underpants; from that point on he loses interest and,
in fact, feels disgust. I found myself several times in situations where merchants
who had made it clear to me that they had had sex with a woman who was
subsequently hanging around them proceeded to offer me the women (usually in
their absence or in Arabic) as though, having 'had' them, these foreigners were then
theirs to pass on. They became, in fact, tokens testifying to the sexual capital
accumulated by the merchants, and by offering these foreign women to me they
were suggesting that I, though empowered like the women by my origins, was
poorer than they in the personal powers that mattered.

This story and other similar stories were, then, about the potency of the
individuals despite the impotence structured into their social situation by forces
political and economic. The theme of seduction plays a large part in showing how
these individuals imagine themselves able to manipulate a world designed to
suppress or destroy them. Salim's power is doubly asserted in this story in that his
ability to take the woman's money in a sale - arguably the more significant of the
two powers displayed - reinforces and is reinforced by his ability to take her body
in a scenario which reverses their structural positions. In the 'dirty little room' she



sheds all her powers - her wealthy husband, her luxurious locale, her freedom of
will and mobility - as well as her elegant clothing in exchange for five hours of
fucking with a man who, despite having none of her privileges, treats her with
disdain. The fact that a significant player in the story, the husband, is absent in
body but constantly present in reference, suggests that, as in all the most satisfying
stories of sex with tourists, the victory over the woman is at the same time a victory
over the man whose identity, and whose power, is seen as being tied up with her.
Just as offering me their sexual hand-me-downs asserts the merchants' superiority
over me as a foreigner, so too does taking away the woman of a foreign man.
Juliette Minces, in The House of Obedience, talks of "a well known phenomenon,
the desire of the colonially dominated to revenge himself upon the woman of the
dominator" and in these stories, where the sexual act is described in the
terminology of an act of vengeful violence, we can see a symbolic displacement of a

struggle that the dominated cannot, in fact, win3. Minces' men, as well as those I
worked with, know that the real struggle is neither with the women nor with the
men of those women but is with the powers - economic and political - that those
persons represent through their affi liation to nations powerful enough to generate
tourists and to determine both the market situations and the politics of less-
wealthy nations. The men, like the women, can literally be taken on - another genre
favoured in Jerusalem by both merchants and other Palestinian men is that of fights
with Israelis and with foreign men in which, despite the odds against the
Palestinians, the Palestinians always win. What cannot be taken on is the imbalance
of power that sets up these oppositions in the first place.

As I've suggested above sexual tales relate how the structurally fucked - the
victims of a market and of a map - become the fuckers; they tell, in other words, of
the way a group of persons feminized by their economic and political positions are
able, through sexually dominating the women of the dominators, to retake a
masculine position both in relation to the women and, through a triangular struggle
in which they prove more masculine then the women's men, in relation to those
men as well. Thus in a domain which I can only refer to as mythological, the slaves
become the masters of those who, in the real world, are placed in positions of

3. Juliette Minces, The House of Obedience: Women in Arab Society. Trans. Michael
Pallas. London: Zed Press. 1982. p. 38.



dominance4.
Here, incidentally, is where Salim's talk of the size of his 'Palestinian cock'

comes in. His personal power, that which distinguishes him from the Palestinian
merchants with whom he competes for money and for women, is proved in his
ability to sell the woman his dress and to lure her to his little room, but the power
of his people, whose position in the international domain has striking similarities to
Salim's position in the microcosm of the market, is revealed by the fact that under
the garments of political appearance lies a Palestinian phallus far greater than those
of other nations which strut their insubstantial power on the contemporary world's
stage. There is a striking corollary between the implicit idea that in the end, when
history strips the nations of their clothes, Palestine will prove more potent and
endowed than any of its opponents and the political messianism of the merchants
which is revealed in the oft-stated assertion that 'no-one has held Palestine for
more than a hundred years and Israel's power too will fall away before that time
elapses'. The merchants' solution to the political situation reveals the same
impotence, the same dependence on contingency and the unseen forces of a
situation they're powerless to effect, as does their relation to the arbitrariness and
whimsicality of a market they dream of dominating. History, from which they have
disengaged, will prove Palestine great, but it is notable that in the scenario
described in footnote four, where the Israeli body and the Palestinian body meet
4. Interestingly, while foreign women played such central roles in the scenarios of
these narratives, the treatment of Israeli women was more complex. I cannot recall
hearing a merchant tell of seducing an Israeli who'd come to buy in the market,
although a good fifty percent of the tourist market's trade was with Israeli domestic
tourists or with Israelis who would stroll through the market on the Sabbath when
West Jerusalem was closed. When I would ask about this I would be told that Israeli
women 'didn't count' because seducing them took neither skill nor effort. Clearly
implicit in such statements - which were solicited and directed to a foreigner rather
than to another merchant - is the assertion of the sexual superiority of Palestinian
men over their Israeli rivals. Another story, which I heard several times in different
shops, suggests the real reason for the street merchants' refusals to attempt to
accrue status by narrating tales of sexual success over Israeli women. This tale told
of an Israeli who would come to the Old City on Saturdays and wander through the
shops looking for goods which attracted her. She consistently brushed aside the
flashy rubbish and well-crafted imitations which would be offered her and
inevitably discovered the best items that the shops held. Having found these she
would signal to the merchant (she was always portrayed as refusing to speak Arabic
and either as speaking only in Hebrew or as speaking only with gestures) that she
would fuck him in exchange for the goods. In the stories the merchants always
succumbed to the 'seduction' despite their knowledge that they were being 'had'.
She always, after passionless sex, wordlessly stood up and walked out of the shop
with the best the merchants had had. The tale suggests that Israeli power is too
imminent to be denied even in a sublimating language of sexual politics. The Israeli
woman is able, without even using the language of the merchants, to outseduce the
seducers. In the domain of sexual re-presentations of economic and political power
it is she who plays the successful businessperson and the merchants who play the
tourists by both losing their valuables and getting fucked.



naked, the Israeli woman offers no obeisance to the Palestinian cock but simply
uses it, again, for her own ends.

The way, however, that sexual stories succeed in displacing and thus re-
presenting political and economic inequities shows up quite saliently in stories of
the failure of sexual assaults. One afternoon Masim, a friend manically vacillating
between euphoric and aggressive highs and deep depressions, came to my room in
a surly mood. After a number of araks I was able (surprisingly, I must add) to urge
him to tell the cause of his moodiness. He had, earlier in the day, been entertaining
an English woman behind the closed metal doors of his shop. In the course of what
we would call heavy petting she stuck a finger up his ass and he ejaculated. He
claimed that he'd immediately jumped up, thrown open the metal doors and forced
her, half dressed, out into the street. That was the whole of the story and Masim
made me swear not to pass it on to anyone on the street.

To understand what lies behind this man's anger one must relate his story to
a term with which one always greets merchant friends, but never anyone who is not
a friend, on the street. The term is manioc and means, literally, 'the one who takes
it in the ass'. By addressing a friend with 'Sabah al-heer, manioc' one playfully
demasculinizes him by suggesting that he, though a man, takes his pleasure like a
woman. The term is also used as a form of pejorative description of persons who,
in one way or another, surrender face. Thus someone walking in the street holding
hands with a foreign woman, dancing Western style in a pub or simply talking too
much or too loudly in the street is described as a manioc. Masim's anger at
ejaculating during a make-out session with a tourist was about being figuratively
feminized while he was himself engaged not only in taking the masculine role in
sexual seduction but also taking that empowered position in mythologized social
intercourse. The reason for his anger and dismay, both strong enough to allow him,
just ex post facto, to tell me the story, was not that the woman had tried to
feminize him by inserting her phallic finger in his vaginal anus but that he,
subjected to this reversal, accepted the role by having an orgasm.

This rare, but succinct, story of failure enables us to see more in Salim's
much more typical narrative of success. At the moment of Salim's sexual victory,
when he dispassionately stares down on the body of a woman still caught up in the
passion of their intercourse, that victory turns to ashes. Salim's statement that the
woman has sex with all the men of all the countries through which she passes is
more, I suspect, than simply a manifestation of a desire to add insult to injury. It
also goes beyond the fact behind the Pascalian assertion that man is the only
animal that is sad after intercourse -- the fact that man, in proving through
intercourse that he has the phallus and the power it represents, loses it through



ejaculation and detumescence. Salim's statement is more strategic; he does not say
that she sleeps with other men in Palestine/Israel but that she sleeps with other
men in other countries. He is able therefore still to accrue status on the street since
she, in Palestine/Israel, chose to sleep with, and to buy from, him. He is not able,
however, to convince himself that his sexual exploit provided him with any power
over her since she, in the global situation, is still acknowledged to be the consumer.
He is successful over his neighbours in the market, but that success does not
provide him, or any other Palestinian, with any real power over the world that
makes him a passive supplier of goods to active consumers of goods. He finally
acknowledges both to himself and to the people to whom he tells his tale, that he
has been chosen from amidst the other available bodies in the market in the same
way his dress has been chosen over the others that other merchants had on
display. He may have, through his ability to present his commodities with greater
style than his compatriots, succeeded where they failed, but finally, in the stories of
the bedroom as in those of the shop, the person and the people with the significant
power are those foreigners who wander from nation to nation purchasing the most

attractive commodities and picking up the prettiest boys5.
Again, I suspect that the woman's story would not validate Salim's

interpretation either of her motives or her promiscuity.
Her view of the incident was not, however, pertinent to Salim's story or to the

interpretations of those to whom he told it because the story tells not of the world
seen by foreigners but of the world experienced by the street merchants. The tail of
Salim's tale is particularly interesting to an interpretation of the narrative as a failed
attempt to overcome a structural inequity. His story of his unwillingness to marry a
Palestinian woman suggests the degree to which the street merchants, in choosing
to deal with the impoverishment of their situation through the economic and sexual
seduction of tourists, isolate themselves from the wider, and potentially more
fulfilling, domains of Palestinian life. Salim gives up the Palestinian woman he
claims to love because he cannot disinvest himself from the struggle on the street.
His compulsive desire to re-engage constantly in a competition which he, and his
fellow merchants, already know to be unwinnable separates Salim, and those
others, from the wider, and less barren, world of domestic reproduction and
political recuperation. The symbolic economy of the tourist market, which links

5. The knowledge, structured into these stories, that the Palestinian fucker is
always, at base, fucked by the rest of the world may have been behind one
informant's statement that "one should never fuck in a shop; sex and money don't
mix". The strategic purpose of sex with tourists seems here to be recognized as
always already thwarted. It is then seen, through the same metonymic logic that
saw sexual empowerment as an extension of economic power, that inevitable
failure in the sexual domain can as well curse ventures in the economic.



personal identity and integrity to success in selling to foreigners, requires that all
the merchant is and has is invested in that seduction and that nothing is left for
investment elsewhere. This is manifest in the prodigality of the merchants who
spend most of what they earn on entertainment and other forms of conspicuous
consumption and are willing to throw the little they've saved into generally
untenable schemes for making rapid profits. It is also manifest in the number of
street merchants who remain unmarried at 35 despite being members of a
community which considers an unmarried man to be an infertile sport. Some of the
older people in Jerusalem told me that the refusal of merchants to marry until
they've grown too old for the game on the streets meant that more and more young
Palestinian women were being forced to marry men in their forties as these burned
out merchants were the only men available. The merchant's investment of his
person in the market also shows itself in Salim's end story. He dreams, as do most
of the men with whom I talked do, of eventually marrying a Palestinian virgin who,
unlike the tourist women, is incorrupt. Nonetheless, even after having done so his
cock will still belong to the struggle with foreigners rather than to his relationship
with his wife: "after I marry her I will be faithful to her and I will go out on the
street, take out my cock, and piss on all the foreign women, even if one of them
was the Queen of Sheba".

This final image of the merchant's penis as a sign in an agonistic discourse
with foreigners rather than as an element connected with the creation of family,
community and nation enables us, in closing, to picture the alienation of the tourist
market, and of its indigenous participants, from the community in which it is set up
and which it commodifies. Discourses based on sexual metaphorics are, I would
argue, always discourses on power, and here, in a city owned by foreigners and
sold to other foreigners, one can see how fucking tourists and being fucked by
tourists are central figures for the Palestinian merchant's experience of his life.
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