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Dancing Arabs screens

Nourishing the whole child
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ancing Arabs, which was
part of the most recent
Vancouver Jewish Film
Festival, has its general release on May 15. A multilayered coming-of-age story, the screenplay is by
Sayed Kashua, who wrote the novels on which it is based, and it is directed by Eran Riklis.
While called Dancing Arabs, the
film is a combination of Dancing
Arabs and Second Person Singular,
two novels with very different tones.
“I read a first draft that Sayed wrote
before I joined the project and it was
much more Dancing Arabs and it
was much more kind of a comedy,”
Riklis told the Independent in a
phone interview. But that changed.
The first part of the movie, “which
was almost pure Italian comedy,” became a way to draw in the audience,
“maybe taking away any preconceptions or resistance that an audience might have when it comes to
see a film, where it has all the opinions in the world about the Arabs,
and this and that.”
Riklis wanted the audience “to fall
in love with the character and then,
when the film changes its tone and
it gradually becomes more and more
dramatic … you can’t walk away because you love this character and you
want to root for him, you want to join
him on his journey.”
With the novel Dancing Arabs being autobiographical, Riklis said he
had to remind Kashua that the film
was a different entity. It was about
Eyad, “and even though there are reflections of reality, the grandmother
and the father, whatever it is, it still
is a new life, which is true of almost
any film that deals with a real story
at least partly.”
The challenge was “to do something which is at once meaningful
and yet communicative, and striv-

ing to reach a wider audience. For
me,” said Riklis, “all my films, or
most of my films, deal with, let’s say,
not easy issues, but I always try to
… remember that this has to be a
good story.”
Reaction to his films has varied.
“If you look at The Syrian Bride, for
instance, it had a very warm reception everywhere, both in Israel
and worldwide. Lemon Tree was
very tough in Israel because it was
a little bit too close to home, and
then really about sensitive issues,
and yet it was probably my biggest
success worldwide.” The response
everywhere to Dancing Arabs has
been “very emotional,” he said,
which makes him happy because it
means people “understand that this
film comes from a place of respect
and love and honoring the subject,
as complicated as it is, but nobody’s
trying to manipulate you here.
There is a manipulation in the sense
of filmmaking because that’s what
filmmaking is about, but I think,
emotionally speaking and intellectually speaking, this is a democratic film: it’s like, here are the facts,
here’s the situation, here’s a story,
here’s the person … and you judge
for yourself.”
When asked what sets Dancing
Arabs apart from his other films
about the region, Riklis said, they
“have dealt with either the IsraeliPalestinian conflict or the regional
conflicts or the Druze conflict, whatever, but here we’re talking … about
a minority that is 20 percent of the
country. That’s 1.6 million people.
It’s not like you have some people
living on the hillside with two camels.
This is a major thing and, not only
that, they’re not in Afghanistan,
they’re living right in the middle of
Please see RIKLIS on page 2
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mutable or unchangeable. EFs deColumbia, will be presented with an
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honorary doctorate from Ben-Gurion
challenging EFs improves them,
University. The professor spoke with
much as physical exercise hones our
the Jewish Independent at her lab on
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er wide; to get diverse benefits, diBorn in New York City, Diamond’s
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where she studied anthropology, soThere is a deep connection beciology and psychology, but was not
tween mental health and EF and it’s
yet interested in the brain. After she
not just depression and anxiety that
decided to retire her first thesis idea,
have a negative impact – sadness
she was inspired to take a closer look
and loneliness also correlate with
at brain development in babies.
compromised EFs. “Prefrontal cor“My first year in graduate school,
Prof. Adele Diamond
tex and executive functions are kind
my advisor [Jerome] Kagan was
jumping up and down about all the changes you see of the canary in the coal mine. So, if anything isn’t
in babies’ behavior in the first year of life. No matter right in your life, it’s going to hit prefrontal executive
where they are in the world, whether they’re in kib- functions first and most,” she said. “So, if you’re sad,
butzim, in nuclear families, they’re in Africa, they’re if you’re lonely, if you’re troubled, if you’re not physin Asia, it doesn’t matter. You see the same cognitive ically fit, if you’re not getting enough sleep, if you
changes at basically the same time during the first don’t feel socially supported, if you feel ostracized,
year. He said, ‘It can’t all be learning and experience, any of those things, it’s going to impair executive functheir experiences are too different. There has to be tions. A lot of people notice that when they’re feela maturational component [in the brain].’ He was so ing stressed or down for whatever reason they can’t
excited about this, you couldn’t help but be excited,” think as clearly or exercise as good self-control – and
that’s not just your perception, it’s really true ... the
she said.
Today, Diamond’s lab seeks to understand how phenomenological experience is credible.
“There are a lot of technical reasons why that’s true
children’s minds and brains develop. Specifically, she
studies an area called the prefrontal cortex (PFC) and for prefrontal in the neurochemistry. That’s one of the
the cognitive abilities that depend on it, known as ex- reasons I argue that we have to care about the whole
child. We can’t say school is just about the cognitive,
ecutive functions (EFs).
In a 2011 paper, Diamond describes the critical role because if the child is sad, if the child is stressed, if the
of EFs. “To be successful takes creativity, flexibility, child is lonely, the child’s not physically fit, the child
self-control and discipline. Central to all those are isn’t going to be able to do as well academically as the
executive functions,” including cognitive flexibility child would otherwise be able to do. The child can’t
(thinking outside the box, perspective taking), work- show the academic potential he actually has.”
The trend towards structured play can be probing memory (mentally relating different ideas and facts
to one another) and inhibitory control. Other EFs that lematic for a child’s developing brain. “The helicopter
depend on these three building blocks include mom, who needs to structure it all for the kids, doesmental reasoning, creative problem solving, planning n’t give them any chance to have some autonomy, have some say, use some creativity PM 40051198
and execution.
EFs can be lacking in children who have behav- and work out disagreements,” Diamond
ioral, neurological and developmental disorders and said. “If you step in right away when the
are compromised in kids diagnosed with attention kids disagree then they don’t have the
deficit disorders and autisms. The PFC is also influ- chance to work it out among themselves....
enced by environmental factors, compromising EF in I think a lot of kids don’t have that now.
kids experiencing poverty and other disadvantages Parents are too afraid. There isn’t any place
and stressors. Fortunately, there are interventions that to play and I think those are important
have been found to be successful, especially when learning experiences.”
Another useful tool in developing menimplemented in early childhood.
“Traditional activities that have been part of all cul- tal discipline can be memorization. In the
tures throughout time (e.g., dance, music-making, West, we have largely decided that memplay and sports) address all these aspects of a person orization is not a worthwhile, but there are
– they challenge our EFs (requiring focus, concen- cultures where rote memorization is still
tration and working memory), make us happy and highly valued.
“In East Asia, they have too much exproud, provide a sense of belonging and help our
bodies develop,” the lab’s website explains. Impor- treme of memorization and too little cretantly, Diamond’s lab has “documented marked ad- ativity,” Diamond said. “The child’s goal
vances in executive functions due to an early is to learn from the masters, not question
childhood school curriculum (Tools of the Mind) that them, not try to come up with new things.
requires no specialists or expensive equipment, just First, get to know what the sages have to
regular teachers in regular classrooms. The children
who spent more time in social pretend play outperPlease see DIAMOND on page 4
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teach us. In some ways, I think the Orthodox Jewish education is
like that. Each generation that is further from Mount Sinai knows
less, and so we really want to try to absorb all that the older generations have to teach us before we think about surpassing them.
“But I think a mix is the right way.... I used to be on the bandwagon
of memorization is just stupid; I hated it when I was in school. You
can just look up these things, why do you have to memorize it? Then
I was in Dharamsala, I gave a talk to the Dalai Lama, and we were
talking afterwards. I asked him, I said, ‘I’ve told you about Tools of
the Mind. What is a Buddhist way to train the minds of young children?’ The Dalai Lama said, ‘We don’t try, we wait until they get
older.’ But his translator, [Thupten] Jinpa said, ‘We have them memorize. We’ll take something long and each day they have to memorize a little more. It’s a mental discipline that we’re teaching them.’ I
think it’s a way of disciplining the mind, training the mind. I think
there’s a real place for it, in that case.”
In fact, memorization can afford more cognitive and creative freedom. “What you want to do as you keep getting older is not have
to pay attention to the fine details and be able to chunk things, so
that you can deal with more and more the bigger picture and relating things,” said Diamond. “The more things are memorized, the
more you can chunk it. You don’t have to go through the words of
the poem, you just say the name of the poem and now you have
all of it. Now you have a lot more information at your disposal to
be able to play with and work with....”
Most of all, it’s important to grasp the (misunderstood) role of joy
in nurturing developing minds and healthy children, she suggested.
“First, we often think that joy is the opposite of serious. If we’re
walking down the school corridor and the kids are having a great time
in the classroom, there’s lots of noise, we think they must be on recess, they couldn’t possibly be doing a lesson because there’s too much
happy noise coming out of there. That’s, I think, a bad misconception.
You can be learning and doing serious stuff and still have a great time.
And you don’t have to be miserable to learn important stuff.”
Attachment is another key to healthy development. “I think Jewish families are pretty good about having secure attachment,” she
said. “Sometimes they get a little enmeshed later, but I think that
Jewish families really let the child know that the child is loved and
cared for, they’re there for the child.”
She added, “Of course, a kid who is not securely attached is
going to be more fearful, it’s going to be harder for other people to
get close to him, for him to get close to other people. A kid who
is securely attached thinks the world is a good place, he’s safe, he
can trust other people, he can trust the world. There’s a lot more
reason to feel relaxed and joyful.”
An influence in Diamond’s work is Abraham Joshua Heschel’s
emphasis on doing. In Judaism, action, not belief, is key. “There are
two things. One is, when we’re not talking about virtuous things, we
learn better when we’re actively involved. The analogy I use is who
learns a route better: the driver or the passenger? Everybody knows
the driver does and we all know why, because the driver has to use
the information and the passenger is just passively sitting there.... If
you say, well, why should kids be actively involved in learning as
opposed to just be passive recipients, everybody can understand that
point and then we get to the more virtuous things.
“The Dalai Lama has said, if you want others to be happy, practise compassion. If you want to be happy, practise compassion. Now,
the first part makes sense to everybody. The second part doesn’t always make sense.” It will never make sense intellectually, she continued, “the only way it makes sense is for you to do something nice
for somebody else and see the wonderful smile you get in reaction,
and then you understand. Or somebody says how meaningful that
was to them or how important it was and then you see what you get
back. But there’s no way to understand that without experiencing it.
“So, you tell the cynical kid, ‘I want you to just do it for awhile.’
What Heschel said is that the musician might be playing for the
money but if he’s thinking about the money when he’s playing the
concert he’s not gonna play a good concert. While he’s doing it,
he’s got to be heart and soul in the music. So, if the child wants to
see what it’s like to do nice things for people, during those few times
when he’s doing nice things, he’s got to be heart and soul, not cynically doing it, but doing it genuinely. I think, in short order, the
child can see that he gets something back from it. You don’t have
to do it for years and years before you can see the wisdom of what
mom and dad wanted. You can see it pretty quickly.”
The upcoming honor from BGU has grown out of a mutual appreciation. “I have lectured at most Israeli universities, but one of my
favorites is Ben-Gurion, I think I’ve been there more than others.... I
met the president [Rivka Carmi] last time I was there and she wanted
me to come back and teach the course again.” They formed a personal relationship, as well, Diamond said, and then, recently, Carmi
nominated her for the award.

4 Basya Laye is the former editor of the Jewish Independent.

Caring for Bedouins’ health
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r. Rania Okby was in Vancouver last week, speaking
to several groups, including students at King David
High School. On May 1, she addressed
a small gathering at the University of
British Columbia.
Fittingly, this latter talk was held in
the Clyde Hertzman Boardroom of
Human Early Learning Partnership,
which is, according to its website, “a
collaborative, interdisciplinary research
network” whose “research explores
how different early environments and
experiences contribute to inequalities
in children’s development.”
Okby spoke about traditional and
environmental factors that affect the
health of Bedouin women in Israel.
Currently doing a one-year obstetrics
fellowship at Sunnybrook Health Science Centre at University of Toronto, Okby is a graduate of the Centre
for Bedouin Studies and Development, Ben-Gurion University (BGU),
and is part of the staff at Soroka University Medical Centre and faculty of
health sciences at BGU, specializing
in high-risk pregnancy.
David Berson, executive director
the B.C. region of Canadian Associates of BGU, welcomed guests to the
Hertzman Boardroom and presented
a brief video of the Israeli university,
while UBC professors Adele Diamond
and Judy Illes chaired the event. Sally
McBride of HELP gave a brief
overview of her organization.
In introducing Okby, Diamond
highlighted the difficulties of crossing between cultures, which can
make “you no longer feel at home in
any one because you’ve tasted a little bit of the other, and so you’ve
changed. Not only is she forging a
balance between Bedouin life and
Western life, but she’s also forging a
balance between being the mother
of two girls, ages 7 and 5, and having an incredibly active career. And,
she’s not only doing that, she’s forging a balance between clinical work,
teaching and research.” To do any
one of these things would be a job
for a lifetime, said Diamond.
Okby’s presentation offered insight
into some of the health challenges facing her community. “As Bedouin
women, we are discriminated in Israel
on three levels,” she said. First, by living in Be’er Sheva, which is a community on Israel’s periphery; second,
by being a minority with a Jewish majority; and, third, by being women in
a male-dominated culture. These and
other conditions – such as the rapid
change from being a semi-nomadic
people to living a more stationary,
Western lifestyle – influence both the
physical and mental health of Bedouin
women, and she went on to explain
in what ways.
Defining a Bedouin as “someone
born and raised in the desert,” Okby
said there are Bedouin living around
the world. “Being a Bedouin is a
lifestyle, so it has nothing to do with
religion, nothing to do with nation-
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Dr. Rania Okby
ality,” she said. There are 200,000 to
220,000 Bedouin in Israel, about half
living in recognized villages; the
other half not. The Bedouin comprise
about 25 percent of the total
population in the Negev, and are a
diverse group.
In the early years of Israel, explained Okby, about half the Bedouin
did not agree to leave their land to settle in cities, and these tribes are still in
a dispute with the government over
land ownership. People who live in
unrecognized villages are not permitted to build permanent homes, so live
in metal houses. There is no, or little,
electricity, access to health care or public transportation, few roads and a lack
of educational infrastructure.
Okby presented a statistical picture
of the situation of Bedouin women:
6.2 years average education, 14.5%
never went to school, 10.4% have
higher education, 10% are working
women, the average age of marriage
is at 18.6 years old and the number of
children per woman is 6.13. “When I
started medical school 18 years ago,
the number was 10, so things are improving and the numbers are decreasing, but still it’s a lot of [children],”
she noted. Consanguinity, marrying
within the same family, is 60 percent,
while polygamy is 34 percent, “which
has a bad influence on the mental and
psychological health of the women
and the kids.”
Issues such as post-partum depression, which affects one in three
Bedouin women, are a challenge to
treat, as the general view of psychiatry is not positive among Bedouin
communities. Another major health
concern, said Okby, is high infant mortality: 12% among the Bedouin compared to 6.6% among the Arab and
2.8% among the Jewish populations
of Israel. “These numbers – you cannot ignore it, it is very clear,” said
Okby, attributing the high rate to genetic disease or malformation, among
other factors. Because of their religious
beliefs, most Bedouin women won’t
terminate a pregnancy beyond 17
weeks, even if prenatal screening detects problems, she said.
In addition to traditional factors, environment-related ones also affect infant mortality, including infectious
disease and hypothermia. From ages
1 to 4, there are 12.7 Bedouin kids per

thousand births who die from trauma
compared to 1.9 in the Jewish community, and most of these Bedouin
children are living in the unrecognized
villages. The injuries result from a lack
of awareness as well as way of life,
cooking on open fires, for example.
Then there is the increasing incidence of Western illnesses, like diabetes and obesity, which are
affecting the Bedouin, with lesser activity, poor knowledge about nutrition, and poverty. “About 30% of the
diabetic patients don’t have enough
money to get their medication, they
have to choose medicine or food.”
As well, Bedouin women are more
at risk of breast cancer, and the average age of diagnosis is higher than
in the Jewish community.
“There are lots of obstacles for the
Bedouin women for better health, but
there are lots of things to do, and lots
of things are being done,” said Okby.
There are two main groups who
can improve the situation: the Bedouin
and the Israeli government. The other two important players, she said, are
BGU and Soroka hospital.
To make things better, more education (of men and women) is needed, said Okby, as are systematic
changes: for example, increased public transportation and doing prenatal
screening before 17 weeks. Already,
the age for mammography screening
has been reduced to 40 (from 50) and
there are mobile mammography units.
As well, folic acid is being added
to the bread made and sold in
Bedouin villages.
Regarding BGU, Okby spoke of its
Centre for Bedouin Studies and Development. When it started 18 years
ago, there were only five female students, she said. There are now 265
women and 167 men in the program,
said Berson.
The program has developed and
now, among the changes, it includes
a preparatory year, said Okby, to help
with the cultural transition from community to university. And there are others helping in the region, such as the
Arab Jewish Centre for Equality, Empowerment and Cooperation-Negev
Institute for Strategies of Peace and Development (AJEEC-NISPED), whose
contributions Okby highlighted.
In the discussion period, it was noted that the Negev comprises 60% of
the land of Israel, but only about seven percent of the population. Until recently a neglected part of the country,
the army is relocating its main base
there and other developments are literally changing the landscape.
“This is a really important side of
Israel,” said Berson, “even though
there are a lot of challenging issues
with the Bedouin population, there is
a lot of really good news, a lot of hope
here, and it really dovetails with what’s
going on in the desert with Ben-Gurion University.” He said that people
who haven’t visited Be’er Sheva in the
last few years would “be shocked to
see the changes taking place there.”
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teach us. In some ways, I think the Orthodox Jewish education is
like that. Each generation that is further from Mount Sinai knows
less, and so we really want to try to absorb all that the older generations have to teach us before we think about surpassing them.
“But I think a mix is the right way.... I used to be on the bandwagon
of memorization is just stupid; I hated it when I was in school. You
can just look up these things, why do you have to memorize it? Then
I was in Dharamsala, I gave a talk to the Dalai Lama, and we were
talking afterwards. I asked him, I said, ‘I’ve told you about Tools of
the Mind. What is a Buddhist way to train the minds of young children?’ The Dalai Lama said, ‘We don’t try, we wait until they get
older.’ But his translator, [Thupten] Jinpa said, ‘We have them memorize. We’ll take something long and each day they have to memorize a little more. It’s a mental discipline that we’re teaching them.’ I
think it’s a way of disciplining the mind, training the mind. I think
there’s a real place for it, in that case.”
In fact, memorization can afford more cognitive and creative freedom. “What you want to do as you keep getting older is not have
to pay attention to the fine details and be able to chunk things, so
that you can deal with more and more the bigger picture and relating things,” said Diamond. “The more things are memorized, the
more you can chunk it. You don’t have to go through the words of
the poem, you just say the name of the poem and now you have
all of it. Now you have a lot more information at your disposal to
be able to play with and work with....”
Most of all, it’s important to grasp the (misunderstood) role of joy
in nurturing developing minds and healthy children, she suggested.
“First, we often think that joy is the opposite of serious. If we’re
walking down the school corridor and the kids are having a great time
in the classroom, there’s lots of noise, we think they must be on recess, they couldn’t possibly be doing a lesson because there’s too much
happy noise coming out of there. That’s, I think, a bad misconception.
You can be learning and doing serious stuff and still have a great time.
And you don’t have to be miserable to learn important stuff.”
Attachment is another key to healthy development. “I think Jewish families are pretty good about having secure attachment,” she
said. “Sometimes they get a little enmeshed later, but I think that
Jewish families really let the child know that the child is loved and
cared for, they’re there for the child.”
She added, “Of course, a kid who is not securely attached is
going to be more fearful, it’s going to be harder for other people to
get close to him, for him to get close to other people. A kid who
is securely attached thinks the world is a good place, he’s safe, he
can trust other people, he can trust the world. There’s a lot more
reason to feel relaxed and joyful.”
An influence in Diamond’s work is Abraham Joshua Heschel’s
emphasis on doing. In Judaism, action, not belief, is key. “There are
two things. One is, when we’re not talking about virtuous things, we
learn better when we’re actively involved. The analogy I use is who
learns a route better: the driver or the passenger? Everybody knows
the driver does and we all know why, because the driver has to use
the information and the passenger is just passively sitting there.... If
you say, well, why should kids be actively involved in learning as
opposed to just be passive recipients, everybody can understand that
point and then we get to the more virtuous things.
“The Dalai Lama has said, if you want others to be happy, practise compassion. If you want to be happy, practise compassion. Now,
the first part makes sense to everybody. The second part doesn’t always make sense.” It will never make sense intellectually, she continued, “the only way it makes sense is for you to do something nice
for somebody else and see the wonderful smile you get in reaction,
and then you understand. Or somebody says how meaningful that
was to them or how important it was and then you see what you get
back. But there’s no way to understand that without experiencing it.
“So, you tell the cynical kid, ‘I want you to just do it for awhile.’
What Heschel said is that the musician might be playing for the
money but if he’s thinking about the money when he’s playing the
concert he’s not gonna play a good concert. While he’s doing it,
he’s got to be heart and soul in the music. So, if the child wants to
see what it’s like to do nice things for people, during those few times
when he’s doing nice things, he’s got to be heart and soul, not cynically doing it, but doing it genuinely. I think, in short order, the
child can see that he gets something back from it. You don’t have
to do it for years and years before you can see the wisdom of what
mom and dad wanted. You can see it pretty quickly.”
The upcoming honor from BGU has grown out of a mutual appreciation. “I have lectured at most Israeli universities, but one of my
favorites is Ben-Gurion, I think I’ve been there more than others.... I
met the president [Rivka Carmi] last time I was there and she wanted
me to come back and teach the course again.” They formed a personal relationship, as well, Diamond said, and then, recently, Carmi
nominated her for the award.

4 Basya Laye is the former editor of the Jewish Independent.

Caring for Bedouins’ health
CYNTHIA RAMSAY
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r. Rania Okby was in Vancouver last week, speaking
to several groups, including students at King David
High School. On May 1, she addressed
a small gathering at the University of
British Columbia.
Fittingly, this latter talk was held in
the Clyde Hertzman Boardroom of
Human Early Learning Partnership,
which is, according to its website, “a
collaborative, interdisciplinary research
network” whose “research explores
how different early environments and
experiences contribute to inequalities
in children’s development.”
Okby spoke about traditional and
environmental factors that affect the
health of Bedouin women in Israel.
Currently doing a one-year obstetrics
fellowship at Sunnybrook Health Science Centre at University of Toronto, Okby is a graduate of the Centre
for Bedouin Studies and Development, Ben-Gurion University (BGU),
and is part of the staff at Soroka University Medical Centre and faculty of
health sciences at BGU, specializing
in high-risk pregnancy.
David Berson, executive director
the B.C. region of Canadian Associates of BGU, welcomed guests to the
Hertzman Boardroom and presented
a brief video of the Israeli university,
while UBC professors Adele Diamond
and Judy Illes chaired the event. Sally
McBride of HELP gave a brief
overview of her organization.
In introducing Okby, Diamond
highlighted the difficulties of crossing between cultures, which can
make “you no longer feel at home in
any one because you’ve tasted a little bit of the other, and so you’ve
changed. Not only is she forging a
balance between Bedouin life and
Western life, but she’s also forging a
balance between being the mother
of two girls, ages 7 and 5, and having an incredibly active career. And,
she’s not only doing that, she’s forging a balance between clinical work,
teaching and research.” To do any
one of these things would be a job
for a lifetime, said Diamond.
Okby’s presentation offered insight
into some of the health challenges facing her community. “As Bedouin
women, we are discriminated in Israel
on three levels,” she said. First, by living in Be’er Sheva, which is a community on Israel’s periphery; second,
by being a minority with a Jewish majority; and, third, by being women in
a male-dominated culture. These and
other conditions – such as the rapid
change from being a semi-nomadic
people to living a more stationary,
Western lifestyle – influence both the
physical and mental health of Bedouin
women, and she went on to explain
in what ways.
Defining a Bedouin as “someone
born and raised in the desert,” Okby
said there are Bedouin living around
the world. “Being a Bedouin is a
lifestyle, so it has nothing to do with
religion, nothing to do with nation-
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ality,” she said. There are 200,000 to
220,000 Bedouin in Israel, about half
living in recognized villages; the
other half not. The Bedouin comprise
about 25 percent of the total
population in the Negev, and are a
diverse group.
In the early years of Israel, explained Okby, about half the Bedouin
did not agree to leave their land to settle in cities, and these tribes are still in
a dispute with the government over
land ownership. People who live in
unrecognized villages are not permitted to build permanent homes, so live
in metal houses. There is no, or little,
electricity, access to health care or public transportation, few roads and a lack
of educational infrastructure.
Okby presented a statistical picture
of the situation of Bedouin women:
6.2 years average education, 14.5%
never went to school, 10.4% have
higher education, 10% are working
women, the average age of marriage
is at 18.6 years old and the number of
children per woman is 6.13. “When I
started medical school 18 years ago,
the number was 10, so things are improving and the numbers are decreasing, but still it’s a lot of [children],”
she noted. Consanguinity, marrying
within the same family, is 60 percent,
while polygamy is 34 percent, “which
has a bad influence on the mental and
psychological health of the women
and the kids.”
Issues such as post-partum depression, which affects one in three
Bedouin women, are a challenge to
treat, as the general view of psychiatry is not positive among Bedouin
communities. Another major health
concern, said Okby, is high infant mortality: 12% among the Bedouin compared to 6.6% among the Arab and
2.8% among the Jewish populations
of Israel. “These numbers – you cannot ignore it, it is very clear,” said
Okby, attributing the high rate to genetic disease or malformation, among
other factors. Because of their religious
beliefs, most Bedouin women won’t
terminate a pregnancy beyond 17
weeks, even if prenatal screening detects problems, she said.
In addition to traditional factors, environment-related ones also affect infant mortality, including infectious
disease and hypothermia. From ages
1 to 4, there are 12.7 Bedouin kids per

thousand births who die from trauma
compared to 1.9 in the Jewish community, and most of these Bedouin
children are living in the unrecognized
villages. The injuries result from a lack
of awareness as well as way of life,
cooking on open fires, for example.
Then there is the increasing incidence of Western illnesses, like diabetes and obesity, which are
affecting the Bedouin, with lesser activity, poor knowledge about nutrition, and poverty. “About 30% of the
diabetic patients don’t have enough
money to get their medication, they
have to choose medicine or food.”
As well, Bedouin women are more
at risk of breast cancer, and the average age of diagnosis is higher than
in the Jewish community.
“There are lots of obstacles for the
Bedouin women for better health, but
there are lots of things to do, and lots
of things are being done,” said Okby.
There are two main groups who
can improve the situation: the Bedouin
and the Israeli government. The other two important players, she said, are
BGU and Soroka hospital.
To make things better, more education (of men and women) is needed, said Okby, as are systematic
changes: for example, increased public transportation and doing prenatal
screening before 17 weeks. Already,
the age for mammography screening
has been reduced to 40 (from 50) and
there are mobile mammography units.
As well, folic acid is being added
to the bread made and sold in
Bedouin villages.
Regarding BGU, Okby spoke of its
Centre for Bedouin Studies and Development. When it started 18 years
ago, there were only five female students, she said. There are now 265
women and 167 men in the program,
said Berson.
The program has developed and
now, among the changes, it includes
a preparatory year, said Okby, to help
with the cultural transition from community to university. And there are others helping in the region, such as the
Arab Jewish Centre for Equality, Empowerment and Cooperation-Negev
Institute for Strategies of Peace and Development (AJEEC-NISPED), whose
contributions Okby highlighted.
In the discussion period, it was noted that the Negev comprises 60% of
the land of Israel, but only about seven percent of the population. Until recently a neglected part of the country,
the army is relocating its main base
there and other developments are literally changing the landscape.
“This is a really important side of
Israel,” said Berson, “even though
there are a lot of challenging issues
with the Bedouin population, there is
a lot of really good news, a lot of hope
here, and it really dovetails with what’s
going on in the desert with Ben-Gurion University.” He said that people
who haven’t visited Be’er Sheva in the
last few years would “be shocked to
see the changes taking place there.”

