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Episode 1 

Archives, Art, Ethics, and Palestine, with 
N.A. Mansour  

Nadirah: I tend to use Arabic-speaking because I don’t like the way Arab has been 
pitted against different populations, like Armenians, for example, or Copts, many of 
whom identify as Arab in different ways, and I don’t want to take that away from 
them. So, by using expansive terms I feel like I create space.   

Okka: Welcome to Ultimatum Orangutan Radio. Selamat datang ke Radio Ultimatum 
Orangutan. I’m Dr Khairani Barokka, and I am very happy to present this following 
episode with someone I’ve been following online, who I’m really excited about 
interviewing about Palestine, imperialism, art, archives, decolonisation and Islamic 
worlds. This podcast is an opportunity to delve further into the topics that the book 
Ultimatum Orangutan touches on. So, a bio for our wonderful guest today. 

N.A. Mansour is an historian and a PhD candidate at Princeton University’s 
Department of Near Eastern Studies, where she is writing a dissertation on the 
transition between manuscript and print, and Arabic-language contexts.  Her book 
project, however, is on the history of Muslim devotional literatures: she is trained as 
an intellectual historian and an art historian.  She produces podcasts for different 
venues, edits Hazine.info – that is H-A-Z-I-N-E.info and works for different museums 
and archives. 

She also writes for the general public on culture, Islam and history with publications 
in Contingent, Bon Appetit, Eater and more, whereas her scholarly work is published 
or forthcoming from Routledge and Brill. Welcome, Nadirah.   

Nadirah: Hi, thank you for having me.     

Okka: It’s an honour to have you.  So, I think I first became aware of Hazine.info on 
social media and our accounts began to follow each other on Twitter.  As a Minang-
Javanese Muslim from Jakarta, I really appreciate that the website says it’s quote 
unquote for researchers of the diverse Islam worlds. And I’d like to start by asking 
you to share with listeners what the website is and your role there. 



 
 
 
Transcript by Transcript Divas  
 

 
Nadirah: Yeah, so it began in 2013/2014 as an archives review site.  I wasn’t 
involved at the time.  It was developed by Ottoman history scholars, which is how we 
got the name Hazine which is khazina in Arabic, but it was named for Ottoman S and 
that’s what they were aiming at doing.  They were aiming at helping other graduate 
students, because they were graduate students at the time, navigate going to 
archives. And eventually the baton kind of passed as these two then graduate 
students became professors and became busy with other projects.  

 
The baton kind of passed to a librarian I work with, Heather Hughes, who is one of 
our editors.  She was at the University of California Santa Barbara Library at the 
time.  She’s a Middle East Studies Librarian.  It went to her, and she was looking for 
a partner, and I had submitted something. I had emailed them at the time at Archives 
Review back in 2015, 2014, something like that. And she emailed me and said, 
“Would you want to work with us?” and I said, “I guess so”. I mean it was just – at the 
time I think I could handle putting something else on my plate.  

And immediately as I began working with them it was like around 2018, I’d say.  It 
became clear that – I began working around the same time in culture heritage on 
and off.  I was still doing my dissertation research.  I was living in between Turkey 
and Egypt, and it just became very apparent to me that simply writing up a guide to 
navigating the quote unquote archives just wasn’t ethical enough. It just – my 
frustrations with academia consistently are that they don’t serve the publics to whom 
these histories belong.   

 
You write a monograph and then it gets locked away kind of by – by pay walls and 
by the fact that these books are so expensive, and also by the fact that they’re 
simply not written for people to understand. I will give credit to sort of the Arabic 
speaking world, is a lot of the scholarship is very accessible and easy to purchase, 
and you know, I think often times we have all these prejudices against--we who write 
in English or French, or German and European languages. 
 

There’s a lot of prejudice against people who write in the languages that the people 
in these countries speak. So, yeah, that was – slowly the site began to transition to 
featuring more lists of open access resources. And almost critiquing them very subtly 
through our lists. I think the list is a brilliant format and it’s just so accessible to 
people with screen readers. It’s accessible to people who don’t want to navigate a 
database, so having everything in a list versus a searchable database seemed a lot 
easier. 
 
 
Because also sometimes it’s sort of the browsing of the stacks in the library or the 
bookstore, the shelves, if you’re just looking through a list you might find something 
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that you’re not aware of whereas if you’re typing into a search database of all of 
these different resources, yeah, you’re kind of going to find what you’re looking for 
and not so much else, whereas we want to just sort of have all this other stuff. 

So, last year we decided to fundraise because I was just so tired of not paying 
writers. I think as someone who writes myself, I just want to be paid for my labour.  
I’m very sick of the peer review model as well, I find it very hard to just muster 
energy to review articles. It’s a necessary evil in this field. So, we fundraised, and I 
think another thing that was sort of on the back of my mind was I want to produce 
more essay content that thinks about like structures of knowledge, like archives. 

 
And I also wanted to sort of the site to be a place where we could document all the 
cool projects people are doing, and the reason why I think that’s really important is 
unfortunately a lot of press doesn’t focus on these small projects that people are 
doing whereas if we have documentation of how these things happened versus a 
peer-reviewed article again that documents the process of setting up an online 
database for Islamic art, or Arab typography, we could have a place where people 
could read through, be inspired, but also somewhere where we could track the 
eventual growth of the field as projects and they are growing.  

 
And they are sort of crowd-initiated, things like Arabic book cover archives.  Things 
like typography archives.  Where we could sort of track that history in a way that was 
more accessible.  So, that’s what we’re currently working on.  We’re currently also 
working on having a lot more essays available where people can think with each 
other.  The tag line, I’m glad you liked it, because it took so long, and we actually 
developed in in Arabic first because we were like – we were having problems coming 
up with one in English. 
 

It’s not perfect.  I think ‘Islamic’ worlds, the plural on ‘worlds’ is really important for 
us.  The ‘diverse’ is really important for us because we don’t just cover Muslims and 
we think that’s really important, and regional – I have a lot of beef with the way we 
talk about our regions.  I think that continental descriptions are problematic.  I think 
that descriptions that don’t come from people themselves living in the regions are 
problematic, and I also think that all our worlds are so intersecting in these 
wonderful, beautiful ways that I also want to highlight. 
 
 
I think water is a pathway that connects people that are very far afield that might not 
be connected via traditional land routes.  So, yeah, that’s what we’re sort of working 
towards.  I’m also excited that we’re going to be doing a lot more visual identity stuff 
where we kind of try to make the site more beautiful and easier to use in that way.  
And we’re going to be looking globally for like little motifs that we can incorporate in 
so that someone can see something and be like oh that’s me.  Oh, that’s someone 
else.  Oh, that’s me.  
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I mean our current logo is North African inspired and it’s from a form of Kufic that has 
essentially died out and is only now being revived, and we’re also looking to 
document that revival as well, and we sort of did through our incorporation of it but 
also through the fact that we wrote about it when we described what our new logo 
was, which we released in April. 

 
Okka: So, for those who don’t know what a Kufic is would you mind explaining a little 
bit? 

Nadirah: Kufic is script.  It’s maybe the earliest Arabic script used.  It’s what we have 
the earliest Qur’an manuscripts in but Kufic also branched out, so there are different 
forms of Kufic.  You have Kairouani you have Abbasid, you have like all these 
different forms and they’re different compositionally, so in terms of where you see 
different thickness on the letters and things like that. A really classical example of 
Kufic that your listeners probably know of even if they’re only tangentially aware of 
Islam is the Blue Qur’an.  So, it’s – this Qur’an, the leaves of which are found in 
libraries globally, which is libraries in museums globally.  Itself a tragedy that this 
book was broken apart. 
 

But it’s a dark blue leaf, indigo, and then gold script.  So, if they think of that very 
blocky script that doesn’t look like Arabic that you think of today, it’s very blocky.  It 
might not have different marks, diacritical marks like dots and things like that, that’s 
Kufic.  

 
Okka: Got it, thank you.  Speaking of visual motifs, I think it’s fascinating that you say 
you’re trained as both an intellectual historian and an art historian and I was curious 
about how you bring both together to your work, and while you’re answering that 
maybe you can also speak a little bit about your work on the transition between 
manuscript and print in Arabic language contexts as you describe it.  
 

Nadirah: Can I just say one thing about the logo before I move on? 
 

Okka: Of course, of course please do. 

 
Nadirah: All the credit goes to Marwa Gadallah [who is our Arts Editor and our 
Creative Director, and she’s trained in Kairouani Kufic which again is very, very – it 
almost died out and it’s being revived right now, and she’s also trained in rikka’ and 
all these other scripts which again I could talk about, but I’d just really encourage you 
to go over to the site and look at her work.  She did a wonderful comic that I can give 
you the link to and she incorporated [unintelligible 00:11:02] very cleverly into it.  So, 
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anyway I just wanted to give her a shout out because she’s absolutely brilliant.  

Okka: OK.  So, yeah, would you mind elaborating on this transition between 
manuscript and print in Arabic contexts.  

 
Nadirah: So, regarding my training, I wasn’t trained – I was trained in intellectual 
history first.  I was trained both academically and theology and I was also like very 
vigorously trained in the European methods of intellectual history, and also just in 
Islamic studies which sometimes doesn’t engage with intellectual history, that’s a 
whole other sort of beef.  And I think generally I find the methods being used all 
across the board problematic for a variety of reasons.  
 

Okka: We can get into it. 

Nadirah: It’s a whole other thing, but one of the problems I found was materiality.  
Was that the materiality wasn’t being addressed in the texts that I was studying and 
originally the project was just the press.  It was just periodicals.  Newspapers and 
magazines, and their inception in sort of the nineteenth century, that’s really when 
the printing press becomes adopted for a mass audience.  My concern is always a 
mass audience and that’s one of the problematics of intellectual history, is it’s 
concerned with high thought, so to speak.   

 
And I wanted to know what ordinary people were thinking, and I remember years ago 
being on a bus and someone handing me a pamphlet.  It was somewhere in Jordan 
or Palestine, and someone handed me a pamphlet, or they were selling pamphlets 
on the bus, and I remember thinking this is what I want to study.  And I guess I just 
naturally gravitated towards periodicals.  And because an intellectual history hadn’t 
been written really, like lots of people use those sources because they’re much more 
accessible, but I wanted to do something a little different with them.  

And as I was – I kept thinking of the reader.  Like what is the reader doing with this.  
How are they receiving it, and I kept dealing with their hands.  So, how are they hold 
this, how are they tearing this apart.  Like are they tearing out pieces, and at some 
point I was also just like OK I need to know what the book history – landscape of this 
stuff is, very early on, like maybe my first archival trip.  And I was looking at these 
book lists of what was being published and all of a sudden something in my brain 
snapped.  

 
I saw that amongst the earliest printed books in Arabic in Egypt in the 1830s this is – 
I tried to focus on Arabic script – Arabic language versus Arabic script and mostly in 
predominantly Arabic-speaking societies.  A term that I use because I want it to be 
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more inclusive to people who might not identify as Arab, but also with the 
understanding that what an Arab is has changed dramatically over time.   

 
And again, I want to be able to talk about the Coptic population.  I want to be able to 
talk about diaspora communities.  I want to be able to look at all these different 
populations and see if they’re speaking to each other.  So, on the question of 
speaking to each other I was looking through these book lists and something – the 
common perception is they weren’t printing for a mass audience. These early 
publishers. They were printing for like textbooks, for military schools in Egypt and I 
saw the Dala’il al-Khayrat which is perhaps the most popular book in the Muslim 
tradition after the Qur’an on a global scale.  
 

It’s this book of devotions to the Prophet Mohammed Salallahu Alaihi Wassalam and 
I’ve seen that book throughout my life.  It’s everywhere.  It’s sold everywhere.  
People use it everywhere.  And something in me snapped and I was just like, has 
anyone ever actually talked about this, but also is this my way into talking about 
printing for a mass audience.  So, this is how my dissertation sort of became about 
this mass transition, and it’s also how I became trained in manuscripts because at 
some point I realised wait, no-one's written about this really.   

 
No one's done it from an intellectual history perspective.  If they’re looking at it from 
an art historical perspective they’re focusing on two or three illustrated panels.  The 
Dala’il has illustrations of Mecca and Medina and they range from being – like almost 
every edition has this, with maybe one or two exceptions, and some of them also 
swap out images of the graves of the Prophet and his Sahabah and – so you have 
illustrations of some sort. They can very crude, or they can be very, very like 
miniature style.  So, my dissertation, to make it very short, is focused on the 
transition of manuscript and print.   
 

I use the Dala’il to think about book history and as kind of as a lens because it was 
so popular, but also devotional literatures were popular, but also kind of access a 
photo negative, like I can talk about other stuff at the same time and that ended up 
being a disproportionate part of my dissertation.  The other parts are about 
periodicals and other texts and ephemera, I love ephemera, I love posters.  I love 
talking about devotional posters too. 

 
But the book project is now on the Dala’il because it combines the long intellectual 
history, the codicological, the material history that is, and I can sort of look at how the 
texts are used, but also it combines another passion and love of mine which I gained 
through working in cultural heritage, which is contemporary Arab art, that’s kind of 
how the field is described.  Again, problems with the term Arab, but that’s how it’s 
described right now. 
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And, yes, so the last chapter of my plan is to make that about devotional items and 
the contemporary because I love looking at – there’s so much religious art in the 
contemporary art scene that no one wants to talk about because they’re all like 
modernist, but they’re really, really clever devotional objects.  And my favourite is 
Khaled Ben Slimane who has these beautiful cones that I’m obsessed with thinking 
and writing about. So, yeah, that’s my research in a nutshell.  

 
Okka: The reason why I gave a little chuckle is because I, as with all people in 
academia, I’m very familiar with trying to answer the question of what my research 
project is on, and thinking ‘Oh my God, how long do you have’, right?  I feel like I can 
sit and talk to you for hours on – I have so many questions.  I also love that were 
approaching it from – earlier when you mentioned imagining people’s hands.  As 
someone who works a lot in sort of theories of the body, I found that really beautiful.  

And I also wanted to just tease out one small part for our listeners which is you 
mentioned a couple of times about how the term Arab has varied over time as to 
what that means.  I was wondering if you could just elaborate a little bit about that for 
context.  

 
Nadirah: Yeah, so if we think back to like the time of the Prophet, like let’s say 
seventh century Arabia, seventh century Common Era, Arab was a term that was not 
used to describe silly – city dwellers and – 

Okka: They could have been silly city dwellers.  

 
Nadirah: but the Prophet was a city dweller so would he have identified as Arab, and 
this is again another reason why I just like – stop, did I just call the prophet of Islam a 
silly dweller.   

 
Okka: OK, well that – if that is a sin we can split the bill, like I’m –  

 
Nadirah: I said silly, anyway, the whole point is – likely those people, him and his 
companions from his cities didn’t identify as Arab, it was often a term used to 
describe the people who lived outside and there are all these stories about the early 
history of Arabic grammar, where like in order to understand the Qur’an they actually 
went a century or two after he had died.  They went to go like interview the 
Bedouins, what we know and think of as Bedouins and we’re like we need to listen to 
you speak.  
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It’s very ethnographical and they’re like we need to use you so that we can dictate 
the Quran properly and understand it, so that’s one thing.  That’s one way of sort of 
understanding how Arab was initially described and I think over time it’s come to 
describe people who speak Arabic.  I’ve seen that reference multiple times like over 
history.  In the nineteenth century it’s used very iffily.  It can be used to describe all 
the peoples living in Arabic-speaking lands traditionally.  
 

So, the Mashriq and Maghreb which are the Middle East and North Africa 
respectively, the Arabic speaking Middle East that is.  And I like those terms because 
they’re – Mashriq and Maghreb kind of, they interlock.  Like Mashriq is the eastern 
part and Maghreb is the western part, but what are they east and west of, each 
other!  So, like they’re not being defined relative to anything else, they’re not being 
defined according to continents.  I like that one and that’s something like I grew up 
hearing.   

 
So, yeah, I guess when it comes to the nineteenth century it’s a little bit problematic, 
and I’ve been looking at sources recently that, you know, people describe 
communities in all these overlapping ways, and I think today Arab is described 
racially.  It’s like I’m an Arab, that’s what I am.  But that completely ignores the fact 
that we live in a region that’s very racially diverse, and that we’ve been the centre of 
a lot of migration and movement for a very, very, very long time.  

 
And I mean each individual region has its own history and I tend to use Arabic-
speaking because I don’t like the way Arab has been pitted against different 
populations, like Armenians, for example, or Copts.  Many of whom identify as Arab 
in different ways.  And I don’t want to take that away from them, so by using 
expansive terms I feel like I create space for like people – so that people don’t feel 
excluded by my work. 
 

But I also am like very open to criticism, if those terms are not inclusive and those 
terms aren’t the ones being used by people living in the region then – I feel I’m – if 
I’m going to describe things, I need to be very attentive to people’s needs.  I hope 
that makes sense.   

 
Okka: It does, and I really appreciate the ethical priorities that you have, which as 
you mentioned, archival work is often extremely unethical, and we will definitely get 
into that.  It’s funny that you say Arabic-speaking because – so I’m Indonesian, and 
when I was growing up I went to Muslim school in Jakarta.  I was taught in religion 
classes, so I know how to read Arabic phonetically I guess you could say, and we 
were taught the meanings of religious texts, but we weren’t actually taught how to 
use the language to communicate in anyway that was not religious.  
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Like I feel like if I were to ask directions or be asked for directions in Cairo, you 
know, I would just say 'Ṣirāṭ al-mustaqīm’ because that’s what I know from religion 
school.  It’s very basic and not very helpful.  In terms of existing in a more expansive 
way but I just thought I could never call myself – also, my grandfather was 
Bantenese Arab, but I have this thing of oh I can’t be called an Arab because I don’t 
actually speak it.  I just know how to sound it out, and I know religious meanings.  

 
So, I was like I wouldn’t want to do a Rachel Dolezal for being Arab in any way, and 
yeah, I think it’s an interesting term.  And thank you for that historical context. 

 
Nadirah: Can I say something before you ask a question? 

 
Okka: Of course. 

 
Nadirah: I mean that’s another limitation of the term, and I completely admit to it 
because I’m also Mexican.  I’m Palestinian and Mexican, and I’m not Spanish-
speaking and that’s something my generation has had to contend with is like are we 
still Mexican-American if we’re not Spanish speaking.  And I completely – well that’s 
a thing too, is you come from a community that was Arabic-speaking right, and is of 
descent from these different places, like I mean in Indonesia and Singapore you had 
entire presses coming up to like produce content.  And then you had presses in 
Cairo at the turn of the century producing in Javanese.   

 
Okka: Wow, that’s brilliant.  I would love to know so much more about that.  Wow, 
that’s really fascinating.  I was going to say, I think your personal account I became 
aware of more recently on Twitter than the Hazine account and apologies for my 
mispronunciation earlier.  Unfortunately, due to the horrific recent escalation of what 
is constant violence against Palestinians in Palestine, and I want to thank you 
because you are an excellent source that amplifies the voices of other Palestinians 
specifically. 

 
You draw attention to how important it is to amplify Palestinian voices as opposed to 
western voices, and you drew really important connections between academic 
exploitation of Palestinian archives and responses or non-responses to the violence.  
I really appreciated that, and I was wondering if it would be OK for you to elaborate 
on that, and I also just want to add in that, you know, please only say what you’re 
comfortable saying.  I don’t want anything to be triggering or force you to talk about 
things you don’t feel like talking about right now.   

 
Nadirah: I want to give you all the gossip because – as a good Muslim I actually think 
that the gossip about people who harm you is like not – as a ‘good Muslim’, 
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quotation marks, probably never will be a good Muslim, but I do think that speaking 
with people who exploit you, who also you can’t give the benefit of the doubt after a 
certain point is important, but I will leave that to another time.   
 

I mean I wonder if it’s the same for you, so I kind of want to ask you if that’s the 
same for you after I finish answering the question, at risk of making – at risk of 
becoming interviewer, I think the reason why I went for a PhD was because I was so 
frustrated with the system.  I think it’s extremely problematic how these scholars, and 
many of them are not just simply white.  It’s also a case where we exploit our own 
people or our own, you know, co-religionists, or whatever.  People who belong to 
similar-ish communities, or community-adjacent. 
 

And I just thought that was problematic and I kind of set myself the challenge of not 
being like that, which is again a bit of obnoxious of me, but I did that, and I think 
going through the system I always tell people who want to pursue a PhD who are 
from sort of my communities, be they Muslim or Palestinian or if they’re Egyptian, or 
whatever, I tell them look you have to have a thick skin.  You can cry, that’s OK, like 
when these people beat you down. But you have to have that thick skin, and you 
have to be willing to help people on the way.  

 
And you have to also be willing to recognise that support doesn’t always manifest in 
the way you think of it.  So, if someone is openly being supportive of your work 
doesn’t mean they’re not going to turn around and sort of bite you. 
 
 
Okka: I felt that in the gut.  

 
Nadirah: Yeah, I mean I feel like something I’m always telling people is you need to 
trust your instinct – I feel like especially with people who are raised as women, I’m 
like you need to trust your gut.  Like people spent all this time telling you not to feel – 
to trust your instincts. 

 
Okka: 100%, yeah. 

 
Nadirah: And I just feel like I’m learning to re-accept my instincts where I was, I don’t 
know, anyway – so I guess with the question of Palestine I’ve been consistently 
frustrated with the fact that scholars do not do public humanities work from the 
beginning, like from the beginning of their PhD journey.  I think you have to be 
engaging the public and you also have to be asking if you’re the right person to do 
this. So, when I say engaging the public I don’t mean that like you spout your 
knowledge on Twitter, I mean are you creating platforms for other people. 
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Are you passing the mic?  If you’re doing a Twitter threat, is it really necessary that it 
has to be your own research, can it break down an article that you read by a scholar 
from the region.  Like public engagement isn’t you writing an op-ed if you’re not 
Muslim or Palestinian, and this was a frustration that happened repeatedly, was 
people who are not Palestinian were writing about things like Black solidarity 
movements over the last month, and I was just like, how did you write this entire 
article about Black solidarity movements and not mention the Afro-Palestinian 
community? 

 
So, I think generally the problem with western academia, and when I define western 
academia it’s mostly things that are written in European languages, at least speaking 
from my contexts, like from the Mashreq and Maghreb again what are traditionally 
thought of the Middle East and North Africa, or the Arabic-speaking Middle East and 
North Africa, the models are actually quite – like you can buy a history book and like 
pretty much – like academic monographs are very accessible. 

Open access systems exist so that you can – like quite a lot of academic dealers, 
like Springer, they have deals with different governmental education departments 
and things are actually available open access there.  In addition to all the stuff that is 
produced by journals based there.  So, it’s a much more open access model and 
people are a little bit more aware of what scholarship is being produced, just 
because you can buy a book at any bookstore.  And people have interest, people 
want to be engaged.   

 
Okka: In Palestinian history and culture? 

 
Nadirah: Egypt, like across the Arabic-speaking world there are just a lot more 
resources available in ways that you wouldn’t be – that are very surprising.  And it 
makes sense, it’s a thirst for your own history but I think the western academy or 
people producing materials in western languages and subscribing to those models I 
think that they – I mean I mentioned this earlier, I think that they don’t realise that 
they’re mining the system.  It’s a colonial enterprise based on what is perceived as 
like a power hierarchy.   

 
With the centre being based in the west and those institutions exist to serve – like 
those archives, those peoples, exist to serve the purpose of achieving tenure. Or 
building a research centre.  And generally, that’s how I feel about it.  Is that if you’re 
going to take something you need to begin to give back, you need to think about how 
to give back, or you need to think about whether or not this is something you should 
be engaging with at all.  I’m not afraid to say that anymore.  Are you really the right 
person to be doing this research? 
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Okka: Sorry, just to say earlier you said you were obnoxious for focusing on your 
own communities and I want to say that’s not obnoxious at all, it’s actually so right to 
do.  

 
Nadirah: I guess – my other tension is, and this also comes from like an Islamic 
ethical perspective is like centring the self is so scary to me. Like, the nafs, the ego 
so to speak, in like the western idiom.  That’s what I mean by obnoxious.  Whenever 
I refer to myself as obnoxious that’s what I’m sort of a little afraid of.  Anyway, that’s 
a whole other conversation about the ethics of like producing and content, and 
whatever.  But back to academia.  I think in particular Palestine Studies is 
overrepresented in the study of the Arabic-speaking world in English.  

 
And this is partly because French colonialism has meant that a lot of scholars of 
North Africa are based in France or are working in French, foreign scholars that is, 
and with regards to the Middle East, like Palestine is disproportionately studied.  And 
I think also – when I wrote some of those tweets I was frustrated with particular 
institutions and I was frustrated with the fact that people supported institutions that 
hold stolen materials that--I understand is difficult, like I know a lot of the librarians 
and archivists in those institutions are trying to work towards a reparative model, 
where those can be somehow restored. 

 
But the act of violence – like the only way those librarians and archivists will get 
support is if these people, these academics using those libraries to study a Safavid 
manuscript, for example, that is just in the National Library of Israel, if they 
completely boycott it, because it’s through citations that people get power in this 
system, in this very circumscribed system.  And I’m frustrated with that.  I’m 
frustrated with the fact that Palestine as this little sliver of land and all the conflict that 
has occurred there has really bolstered Middle East Studies as a whole. 

 
And that really like Middle East studies today would not exist without Palestine.  And 
again, that’s not fair.  It’s not fair to the fact that other places haven’t been 
represented. But then again should they be represented in this like western language 
sphere, I don’t know.  So, it’s – I think myself into these little pits.  So, these have 
been my frustrations with the representation of Palestine but also I think I’ve seen a 
lot of people in the last month be very opportunist, and be like well I have an opinion 
that’s vaguely related to Palestine because I do policy, and I’m going to – most of 
these people are White.  

 
And I’m going to speak instead when really it’s the people on the ground who should 
be speaking because they understand the – the way I think of it is that they can see 
the contexts and the different layers of history in a way that scholars who have not 
spent any time in Palestine, or have spent a few months here or there do not 
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understand.  And one example was someone who works on Black solidarity 
movements who is not Black themselves wrote an article about Black Palestinian 
solidarity, which has been written about a lot, which I’m very happy for. 

 
I’m very happy that that history is written and has been documented as it happens, 
but they didn’t mention the Afro-Palestinian community, which I just find – that’s 
something most Palestinians know, is that that community exists and really the 
person who wrote that, they should have found someone and made that effort to find 
someone to write that instead, or heavily highlight them, if they should have written it 
at all.  So, that’s one egregious example, I can think of more, but I’ll probably be 
exiled from academic circles. 

 
Okka: It’s so hard to know what to say and what not to say, but I’m so grateful for 
your words and I think they need to be said, that’s my two cents.  I got you on this 
podcast because I want to learn and I want to know these things, and I think your 
perspective is so, so important because of the performativity that has been increased 
in the past year in terms of statements and promises from institutions. 

 
And sort of related to that, so this is a podcast currently housed within the 
Decolonising Arts Institute at University of the Arts, London where I work.  And the 
word decolonising, as you and I both know, has been used in starkly different 
contexts, and ways, within academia and I was wondering about how that word is 
used in your field within art and archives in academia specifically. 
 

[Both laugh.] 

 
Nadirah: You know when you asked me what my research was about and I was just 
like OK this is going to take a while, this is going to take a while. 

 
Okka: We have like 25 minutes, and we can go a bit long today.  So, yeah, let me 
know. 

 
Nadirah: I’m so frustrated with the decolonising conversation mostly because – I was 
just writing about this for my dissertation conclusion and – look, I don’t think all things 
should be in museums.  I think the conversation is complicated.  I think the 
conversation needs to take into consideration that – oh my God, there’s just so much 
to say.  OK.  So, when it comes archives, I think archival systems can exist within a 
decolonised context, or at least towards a decolonised context.  

 
I don’t know if every point that I want to be made with an archive, like all of my 
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criteria for being quote unquote decolonised will ever be achieved.  I think it’s almost 
unachievable. And I guess that’s what I mean, is that I can lay down all this criteria 
and tell you this is what needs to be done.  I don’t think it will be done.  I think a big 
element of it is making sure people know these archives exist.  

 
With all due respect to everyone, I think that – can I use like – no, I’m not going to be 
filthy.   

 
Okka: Honestly, I don’t mind, it’s fine.  You can say what you want. 

 
Nadirah: I think that the building of archives within academic spaces and I think 
digital archives is a hedonistic act.  I think it’s pretty close to masturbatory with all 
due respect to everyone involved.  It gives you self-satisfaction. Did I go too far? 

 
Okka: No, please elaborate, please don’t stop, I want to hear what you’re – where 
your train of thought is going. 

 
Nadirah: It’s not a knock on masturbation, it’s more that it gives self-satisfaction and 
then when it’s done for a quote unquote ‘public good’ all it’s doing – all you’re doing 
is putting an archive online and you’re not publicising it, and the interface isn’t 
accessible, and the interface doesn’t think about people who deal with right to left, 
versus left to right text that is because of course Arabic is written in a different 
direction.  

 
These questions – then your archive is pointless.  If a glowing palace exists in the 
middle of a forest where it can never be seen then it virtually doesn’t exist.  I’m pretty 
sure I stole that metaphor, but I didn’t adapt it well.  So, - 

Okka: I was going to say, what a wonderful, striking analogy. 

 
Nadirah: What if a rare tree exists in the middle of a forest, to be like less, you know, 
deforesting, it doesn’t really exist because people don’t know about it.  Do people 
need to know about some of these things?  Do some things need to be archived? 
No.  Some things don’t need to be archived.  Some things are harmful.  Some things 
don’t need to exist in museums.  I think devotional manuscripts don’t need to exist in 
museums.  I think they should be used.   

 
I think they were made – I mean from a theological perspective, these things were 
made to be used and in Islam we have this concept of thawab so if you use 
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something that someone else made, you’re giving them hasanat, blessings or 
baraka. 

Okka: What if an archivist came to you and was like, but, do you have a Muslim or 
do you have a religious institution that has the capability--and this is not my opinion, 
I’m just saying – posing what your answer would be to somebody who says, you 
know, do they have the archival tools and conditions necessary to preserve say a 
fourteenth-century devotional manuscript.   

 
Nadirah: I would say look in our reparative model you should be paying me as the 
expert to do it.  Like you should be fundraising so that I can find an ethical place that 
is inclusive where this text can be used.  And we don’t have a Vatican.  Like the 
Vatican lets people use fourteenth-century manuscripts in devotion, I actually 
tweeted this out the other day because there was beautiful photo of someone kissing 
a manuscript, and that’s what we do too. 

 
You can see where people are putting their foreheads.  But like how could you – I 
mean to go back to my point of like this baraka issue, you’re stealing that from the 
creator. And obviously they were massive producing these things, right, and that’s 
why we don’t have as many – like devotional manuscripts are a much higher 
percentage than other manuscripts, but the examples we see are ones that probably 
weren’t used very much.  

 
Because devotional manuscripts are used, man, like when you use devotional 
manuscripts you’re pretty much tearing it to shreds by using it, just because you’re 
like using it all the time.  Like we have all seen the tattered pamphlets that we have 
or that our aunties have, because we might using them on our phone, for example.  
But like the production of devotional manuscripts in my estimation was much higher, 
for example.  So, what we have still deserves to be used, and it deserves to be 
enjoyed because it’s artistic and it’s beautiful, but another thing that people don’t 
take into mind is that a lot of Islamic arts are either on the decline, or they’re on 
ascension in ways that we don’t think of. 

So, the example my illumination teacher gave me the other day was, she said, ‘Well, 
in the past most illuminators were men’, the people who sort of draw the non-textural 
elements that is.  So, she teaches me how to draw lots of flowers, which is extremely 
frustrating and wonderful.  I didn’t realise I could spend this much time drawing a 
1cm flower but that’s what it is. And she said, ‘Most of us are women now’.  I mean 
my entire class is women.  

 
The same might be said of calligraphy, and – so illumination and calligraphy, that’s a 
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lot more common because the materials are accessible.  Paper cutting and book 
binding are on the decline.  Paper cutters and book binders tell me regularly that 
they are not allowed access to the physical manuscripts which means that they 
cannot study how it’s done, and you can’t get it out of a 3D – like a 2D digital image.  
You can virtually not tell the difference between paper cutting – it takes a very skilled 
eye to tell the difference between illumination and paper cutting.  

 
Sometimes, because some illumination can be very fine.  And this is essentially 
killing our arts, in addition to the fact that of course like migration and the trauma of 
migration has an impact on what people are encouraged to do.  I think everyone 
knows the lawyer, doctor, engineer, stereotype of Muslim diaspora.  So, I think 
generally what I would say right now is people need to first question their interfaces, 
but if you’re going to translate your interface it does nothing.  

 
If you’re not reaching out to those communities and saying hey, we’ve done this, how 
can it be better, what do you need.  It needs to be community-initiated and this is an 
element of public humanities that I take very seriously, and I actually think is 
something public humanities as a field in the west has – that’s a positive, is that’s it’s 
very community-centric.  So, I think that that’s not a thing that needs to happen.  
Audiences need to be spoken to and be asked what do you need archived? 

 
What don’t you need archived?  I mean I think right now my priority with Palestine is 
the memes because we’ve seen the Palestinian political symbols have been 
reappropriated by Palestinians.  I used appropriate as a neutral term here, not as like 
a cultural appropriation term, but they’ve been reused and readapted to different 
spaces including the digital.  So, my priority right now is, let’s get all the memes we 
can documented.  Like let’s bookmark them on Twitter.  Let’s make sure they’re 
accessible in a way that’s not an Instagram feed where that could easily be taken 
down.  

 
Where it’s not searchable.  Let’s think about who needs the stuff the most.  Shall we 
talk to the artist communities and see what they need from us?  

 
Okka: Can you share what some of those memes are? 

 
Nadirah: Oh yeah.  So, the watermelon was readopted.  The watermelon has a 
political symbol.  You’ve seen it.  In the ‘80s Palestinians used watermelons because 
they were the colours of the Palestinian flag, so that’s black, red, white and green.  
And they weren’t allowed to use their flag, so artists began to use those colours in 
different ways, but also the Palestinians began to use the watermelon as like a sign 
of protest at actual protests and events. So, that’s one thing. 
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And Palestinians today have been putting it on – so some graphics went viral in May 
of 2021 and then the Palestinians began using the watermelon emoji for solidarity 
purposes.  They’ve been putting it on protest signs.  So, that’s one example. Another 
example that’s mostly in Arabic speaking spheres is the broom because Israelis 
have been confiscating brooms.  So, people have been joking – because you know 
whenever someone is arrested we all tend to be like hey, we need to free this 
person.  Free this person and make the hashtag go viral.  And that’s been mildly 
successful. 

 
People have been parodying our own posts, being like ‘Free the broom!’, because 
we’re very much a jokey people and I think that’s an important that’s not archived 
really.  It’s jokes and humour.  I think humour is important to document because the 
Palestinian story is often portrayed as so dire, and it is, but as a people we deserve 
to have everything documented.  Our humour.  Our joy.  And that also interests me, 
and I think – someone who grew up under the occupation, it’s the funny things that 
really get you through the day. 

 
So, yeah, I want people to see that as well.  I mean that’s another problem with 
portrayals of Palestinians in general, is that they make the occupation the plot.  And I 
want to see the occupation as the setting and then hilarity tends to, or like –  

 
Okka: What do you mean they make occupation the plot? 

 
Nadirah: The occupation is the antagonist essentially.  The occupation is everything 
that Palestinians are thinking of all the time.  And the occupation affects everything, it 
does.  But it’s more interesting to explore it in ways that are unexpected, and I think 
it’s more effective versus spotlighting tragedy and the wretchedness of the situation.  
I don’t want to be portrayed as the wretched.  I think we all have agency, and we are 
again funny and weird.  And that needs to be remembered too. 

 
There’s a fine balance, and I think several films have struck it really well. And my 
favourite is Maradona’s Legs which is a short film that was produced sometime in the 
–  

 
Okka: Mario-donna? 

 
Nadirah: The footballer.  I don’t really remember who exactly he is, but I know he 
was popular in the 90s.  
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Okka: I saw a documentary about him recently.  He’s a footballer.  Sorry, there is a 
film called Maradona’s Legs? 

Nadirah: Maradona’s Legs, and it’s about these two little boys who are collecting 
stickers.  You know those sticker books you would fill out and you would get a prize, 
you buy the stickers, they’re collecting stickers during the second Intifada. So it’s late 
‘80s, early ‘90s, during a World Cup.  I don’t remember which one, all the football 
fans in my life are going to be very disappointed in me.  

 
So, they’re collecting these stickers and the last one in their book – and then they 
can win an Atari--is Maradona’s legs.  So, they’re going around and they’re like do 
you have Maradona’s legs, I’m willing to trade you this. 

 
Okka: That’s really cute. 

 
Nadirah: Like some of the moments that are really difficult in the film without spoiling 
it are them moving between different places because of the occupation.  But the 
occupation isn’t the antagonist.  The antagonist is the lack of the legs.   

 
Okka: That sounds wonderful, and I really want to watch that now, it’s on my list.  
Thank you.  And I think what you’re speaking to about humour also speaks to the 
fact that it should really be Palestinians who are doing this documenting, and sharing 
this information, and archiving it because, I don’t know, I think humour is such a 
sensitive thing and it’s intimate, and I just imagine people who might archive or work 
on Indonesian forms of humour. 

 
There’s always the chance that they will misinterpret something or misuse it, or turn 
it into a form of making light of situations that shouldn’t be made light of, and or 
potentially mocking things that shouldn’t be mocked, whether intentionally or not.  I 
wonder if you probably feel the same, or –  

 
Nadirah: I feel exactly the same.  It’s the same with Muslim humour.  I think we all 
make a lot of jokes that are not meant for public consumption because – like I can’t 
joke about like certain things on Twitter because even though we make this joke – 
we make certain jokes a lot--it would just look Islamophobic, and it’s very strange to 
explain to people that when we’re making the jo– Like people still don’t understand 
that, even though it’s a very basic concept of we can make these jokes.  And we 
know where the lines are.   

 
Okka: The joke is not for you. 
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Nadirah: Exactly, like for example, one of my favourite Hadiths of the Prophet 
Mohammed is where he’s, for lack of a better word, trolling his son-in-law/cousin Ali, 
and it’s one of these beautiful moments that is supposed to demonstrate that the 
best humour is based in real life.  He’s basically calling him Abu Turba like father of 
the dirt, because he’s lying in the dirt of the Masjid al-Nabawi taking a nap, and he’s 
kicking him and he’s blowing up a dust cloud.  The prophet’s doing this.   

And it’s just really funny just because he’s like – he’s not saying something that’s not 
true, but I feel like I can’t talk about that in public, and about how humour is part of 
our tradition, and what we’re supposed to be as good human beings. And of course 
like the iterations of the Prophet that we’re supposed to model based on your own 
personality. 

Okka: And a lot is about translation.  I was wondering if you noticed any 
mistranslations recently in terms of discussing solidarity with Palestinians or any 
misinterpretation of the memes, or what’s being said that you might like to talk about.  
No worries if not, but I was just wondering.  

 
Nadirah: I can’t.  I feel like a lot of my filter has been – like I filtered out a lot of non – 
I can think of many instances where another academic has been like making a joke 
about the Prophet and I’m like you can’t do that, that’s inappropriate. 
 

Okka: And when you say another academic you mean somebody who isn’t Muslim 
and Palestinian – sorry, Muslim and/or Palestinian? 

Nadirah: Yeah, like someone will be like – just throughout my time in academia I 
think people just think that they understand Islam, so they make jokes about it, and 
I’m like, no you don’t.  But for Palestinian memes I think – so here’s an example 
where someone has misunderstood.  I think a lot of people have put the Palestinian 
flag in their bios on Instagram and Twitter, and I think Palestinians have actually 
been really open to that, and that’s been an example where we’ve been like do 
whatever you want, we just need – not do whatever you want. 

 
There’s a certain degree to which we need support and we’re willing to take it.  If 
you’re not going to give us – like, if you’re giving us space in your bio that’s really 
cool, and right now that’s OK, because we need the support, but – I’m trying to think 
of an example where a meme was misused, not really, and I think that’s another 
thing is that Palestinians have been appropriating their own memes in different ways 
so that they can become funny. 
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And like you twist it a little bit, and that’s the beauty of it.  If you twist something a 
little bit and make it your own. 

 
Okka: And that’s also more of an in-joke that can’t be appropriated, that can’t be –  

 
Nadirah: So, an example, and this is going to be on something I’m writing that I can 
send you the link to when it comes out – 

Okka: I would love that. 

 
Nadirah: - I made a list of these memes, just so that if people needed to find it on 
Google they could find it.  It’s coming out in publication, and one of the images from 
a protest someone sent me was ‘Free Parking’ which has become a meme for a 
variety of reasons, with the watermelon, and I was just like yeah that’s twisting just 
the right amount.  It’s two different memes together and someone will see it and be 
like – 

 
Okka: Even I’m like oh my God, should I be laughing right now because I’m not 
Palestinian –  

Nadirah: You can. 

 
Okka: - OK, thank you, because I do think that’s funny. 
 
 
Nadirah: So, yeah, that’s kind of where I stand with it.  Just to kind of go back to your 
decolonisation question, I have some faith in museums.  I think that museums can 
be these spaces where objects can be used a lot better if they’re not being – I mean 
I think reparative action can happen, but I wonder sometimes if it’s fair to diaspora 
communities, but unfortunately I think Diaspora communities are not being brought in 
to talk about Islamic art collections at like the Smithsonian.  

 
At the Art Institute of Chicago, the Islamic art collection is in the basement, and I 
don’t think the Muslim community is really engaging with it.  It’s really expensive to 
get in.  I do wonder whether there’s something here that can be done for diaspora, 
but I also don’t really have faith in the curatorial powers that be right now.  So, I think 
the thing to think of is creating new spaces again, just so that we can mention 
museums.  I think it’s creating alternative spaces and seeing where – and one 
example of this is my favourite Palestinian artist, Wafa Hourani, who does these 
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miniatures. 

He’s moved on to doing these beautiful nude paintings, but he used to do these 
miniatures of Palestinian places, like very important political places, Qalandia 
refugee camp, and these sell for like $100,000.  However, he exhibits them first and 
is represented by a Palestinian agent and I think that’s a move in the right direction, 
because people saw the models and they’re like wait, that’s my house.  That’s really 
cool.  And it was this also act where people could give consent. 

 
Like if someone brought it up to him, I have a feeling just knowing him and his work, 
and said, I don’t want my house represented he would have been OK with that, and 
he also does models of the future. And there are things like mosques but also 
cinemas, and I think that’s something that people like seeing, is this could be our 
future, and I think Palestinian artists generally don’t do that good a job with exhibiting 
their own work. 

 
But I have hope just because I see that model emerging and I – yeah, that’s kind of 
where I’m at with the museum.  

Okka: Nadirah, thank you so much for your time, this has been really wonderful and 
I’m looking forward to sharing the links to the things you mentioned in the show 
notes for this podcast.  And I wish you the best of luck with your work.  And thank 
you for being on Ultimatum Orangutan Radio which is housed at the Decolonising 
Arts Institute at University of the Arts London.  Nadirah, do you want to tell listeners 
where they can find you? 

 
Nadirah: Yeah, I’m at Twitter @namansour26, that’s where I post a lot of my work.  
There’s the Hazine account on Twitter, that’s @hazineblog and we’re also on 
Facebook, so if you just look for Hazine Blog on Facebook you can find it there.  But 
those are primarily where I spout my discourse.  I might start a Substack and if I start 
it before you launch this episode I’ll send you the link. 

 
Okka: Please do, and thank you for giving my very blusterous pronunciation of 
Hazine as Hazeen earlier. 
 
 
Nadirah: It’s totally fine, and the reason why it’s fine is Arabic – I’m so glad that 
Arabic has adapted, and words have crossed over, and people have changed the 
pronunciation of it.  I’m so happy to see it move and not colonise other places.  
Sometimes it does, but I’m glad that sometimes people take words themselves and 
make them their own. 
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Okka: Well, on that beautiful, wonderful thought we are signing off.  Thank you for 
listening.  You can find me at @mailbykite on Twitter and M-A-I-L-B-Y-K-I-T-E and 
my work, a lot of it is online as well so you can find me under Khairani Barokka.  So, 
thank you once again Nadirah. 

Nadirah: Thank you so much.   

 
This podcast series is brought to you by the Decolonising Arts Institute at UAL, 
University of the Arts, London. The institute challenges colonial histories and imperial 
legacies disrupting ways of seeing, listening, thinking and making to drive social, 
cultural and institutional change.  Special thanks to our podcast host and guests.  To 
Brigitte Hart for the podcast production, and to you for listening. 
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