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An 
Introduction
PART ONE

This initial section provides a frame-
work from which the rest of the thesis 
will build upon. Before exploring in the 
field, an overview (abstract), problem, 
methodology and research question 
are presented to focus attention and 
set expectations for the remainder of 
the research.
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An Introduction
Abstract

The following thesis explores two fields (culture 
and design) and their overlap to gain a more 
nuanced and authentic understanding of how 
culture can be presented visually. From the fo-
cal point of the Middle East, Israel and Palestine 
respectively, this research aims to explore how de-
sign and visual language can be used as tools for 
representation within a diverse, and often oppres-
sive, cultural landscape. The topic considers how 
the element of fear leads to misrepresentation and 
continued oppression / dehumanization for Pales-
tinians, particularly those living in the West Bank 
and Gaza.  Centering on the concept of misrepre-
sentation, a design ideation and solution unfolds 
motivated by accurate portrayal, preservation, and 
celebration of Palestinian culture and identity. 

The design solution, Spoken Tatreez, is an on-
line platform that combines the art of Palestinian 
embroidery – tatreez – with modern stories of 
Palestinians.  Traditionally, tatreez was used to 
tell stories through the use of motifs and colored 
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threads. A trained eye could determine where a 
woman was from and her marital status simply 
by ‘reading’ the patterns that adorned her dress. 
Using this same concept of storytelling, Spoken 
Tatreez allows Palestinians to share their own 
stories of identity, hope, occupation and the future 
symbolized by unique color palettes and tradition-
al motifs combined in modern ways. Each story is 
recorded and analyzed for color-coded keywords 
(family, hope, identity, etc) and locations that will 
make up the palette of each individuals tatreez as 
well as the available traditional motifs. All tatreez 
will be displayed on the Spoken Tatreez platform 
as part of an ongoing digital tapestry. In highlight-
ing one aspect of Palestinian culture (tatreez) and 
creating space for the modern Palestinian expe-
rience, it is possible to facilitate more authentic 
representation. The project aims to provide con-
nection and a diversified narrative for Palestinians 
as well as awareness and solidarity for external 
audiences.
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Problem-Framing Statement

As our world becomes more globalized, modern-
ized and diverse, it becomes easy to lose sight of 
the identities and narratives that give context to 
our experiences. As designers, it is important to 
understand the unique factors that influence cul-
tural identity to better serve localized audiences 
rather than applying cookie-cutter solutions that 
promote Westernised ideals and assumptions. 
Additionally, space should be made to promote 
increased and varied representation in what de-
sign is and looks like from a cultural perspective.

Research Questions

As with the methodology, the research question(s) 
can also be separated into two distinct areas (one 
more theoretical while the other remains more 
experimental in nature). The first question mirrors 
the literary and background research of this proj-
ect:

How can culture and design be intertwined and 
how does a culture of fear influence visual repre-
sentation? 

After a thorough understanding of the effects of 
misrepresentation and culture within design, fur-
ther exploration will then focus on:

 How can design be used as a tool to promote 
cultural identity and accurate representation in the 
face of oppression and cultural erasure?

Banksy poster from 2018
image credit - Palestinian Poster Project
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Jewish and Arab citizens 
of Israel during a protest 
against the Nation-State 
Law in 2018.
image credit - Tomer 
Neuberg

Basic Methodology
The methodology for research in this thesis was 
conducted in a variety of ways. Initially, research 
was primarily literary based with emphasis placed 
on visual design and communication, sociology, 
cross-cultural communication, and the effects of 
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. The idea here was 
to gain a wider understanding of the pre-existing 
information surrounding the diverse elements that 
make up ‘culture’ and ultimately how culture is 
visualized. Additionally, it was important to be-
come educated on the complexities and parallel 
narratives of the conflict prior to going out into 
the field and determining a design solution. It was 
possible to better contextualize individual findings 
and further focus a design outcome by becoming 
more familiar with what research already exists 
and where gaps in information lay. 

The secondary portion of research and final de-
sign outcome was more hands-on with travel with-
in Israel and the West Bank to talk with Palestinians 
and collect their stories. Methods for collecting 
stories relied primarily on chance encounters 
and meeting individuals in the community willing 
to share their experiences. The design outcome 
utilized wireframing, visual design, experimental 
coding and information architecture to create a 
functioning product prototype ready for profes-
sional development in the future.

Relevancy
The importance of culturally inclusive design, in 
terms of process, outcomes and identities is one 
which is slowly becoming more and more appar-
ent. Representation, awareness, and acknowl-
edgement of varied narratives in the field of de-
sign are fundamental in creating a more inclusive 
and authentic space for both designers and their 
diverse audiences. By highlighting the unique 
history and cultural fabric of the Middle East, a 
region that has historically been overlooked from 
a design perspective, it will be possible to foster 
connections and insights for authentic visual rep-
resentation and identities.
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A Tale of Two 
Fields
PART TWO

This first section introduces and elu-
cidates on two differing areas of study 
(or fields), Culture and Visual Language 
/ Design. Working with these two fields, 
the ways in which they relate and in-
form one another to inspire an area of 
research that weaves together cultural 
values, identity and background from 
a perspective of visual language and 
design will be explored.
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Culture and its
Context
introduction

When we look at something — a Rembrandt paint-
ing, an ad for toilet paper, a photo essay, a politi-
cal poster, an online shopping cart, or a news story 
— what is it that informs what we see? How is it that 
a group of people can be looking at the same ob-
ject and derive such varied and often conflicting 
understandings of what it means? What perspec-
tives do we rely on simply because of the glasses 
we wear to frame our world? While there are many 
aspects that affect how we experience the world 
around us, one crucial element is culture. This 
chapter will further explore the intricacies of cul-
ture, key terms, and how it can be measured and 
compared for further understanding.

The definition of culture is almost dizzying in its 
breadth and slippery to the touch — an oxymoron 
of a word which seems to be both all-encompass-
ing and elusive at the same time. However, this 
hasn’t deterred philosophers, sociologists and 
anthropologists among others from adjusting, 
redefining, adding to and taking away parts of 
the definition for centuries. One of the most well-
known early definitions of culture came from Ed-
ward Tylor, a British anthropologist from the 19th 
century, where he described culture as:

The concept of culture and what it includes has 
grown and diversified over the years since Tylor’s 
definition was first developed but he hit on the 
importance of the complex whole and the idea 
that culture is informed by the people within 

Culture or civilization, taken in its wide ethno-
graphic sense, is that complex whole which in-
cludes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom, 
and any other capabilities and habits acquired by 
man as a member of society.   

One important difference between these two defi-
nitions is the acknowledgement of culture as more 
than the sum of ‘high-brow’ contributions that 
distinguish a society as refined instead of primitive 
(as conveyed by Tylor) but rather the collective 
patterns, understandings, and symbols that a 
group shares. These aspects tie directly to col-
lective memory but this concept will be explored 
more thoroughly later on.

Focusing on culture from the perspective of these 
learned and deeply embedded patterns, beliefs, 
and understandings, it is possible to begin explor-
ing the relationship of culture to design. Let’s first 
break down a few key terms to better understand 
culture for the purpose of this thesis. 

The shared patterns of behaviors and interactions, 
cognitive constructs, and affective understanding 
that are learned through a process of socialization. 
These shared patterns identify the members of a 
culture group while also distinguishing those of 
another group.

society.  While the basis of this definition remains 
accurate, Tylor’s further beliefs surrounding cul-
ture quickly become outdated and problematic 
from a modern perspective. Tylor used “culture” 
and “civilization” interchangeably, relating the 
journey to civility followed a linear path beginning 
with savagery and barbarism and moved towards 
advancement. Additionally, he viewed culture as a 
singular destination that would look the same for 
all societies rather than a unique and complicated 
condition with different expressions found around 
the globe (Logan, 2012).

A more modern explanation from the Center for 
Advanced Research on Language Acquisition 
(CARLA) defines culture as: 

02
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Key Concepts

Levels of Culture — While culture is a combination 
of different factors, as noted above, it can be strati-
fied to explore regional, national and individual 
levels that all make up the larger understanding of 
culture (UC Davis, 2021). 
 

• Regional / International Culture — International 
culture refers to shared patterns, beliefs and 
behaviors that are common within a specif-
ic region (like the Middle East) or a series of 
countries due to migration or colonization (like 
the U.S. Canada, the U.K. and Australia). 

• National Culture — Conversely, national culture 
can be defined as the shared patterns, beliefs 
and behaviors that are common within a coun-
try. National culture can often be characterized 
by visual symbols like flags or colors as well as 
non-visual aspects like music or dances.  

• Subculture — Subcultures further narrow down 
the definition of culture to highlight specific 
groups with their own specific beliefs and 
values that differ from the larger national or 
regional culture. 

• Individual Culture / Cultural Identity — The 
most specific and personal level of culture is 
of course one’s own cultural identity. It can be 
defined as an often complex and multifacet-
ed sense of belonging to a specific group or 
series of groups that form a personal identity 
and sense of self . The concept of cultural 
identity is interesting in that it often changes 
and evolves through time as our own beliefs, 
relationships and affiliations also change. 
Additionally, cultural identity is something 
that each individual interprets and perceives 
for themselves as part of a lifelong journey to 
exploring our place in the world (Chen, 2014).

Values — V Values of a culture form a basis of our 
beliefs of right or wrong, important or dispens-
able, beautiful or ugly. These values are formed 
from past historical events, the evolution of social 
and economic factors, environmental adaptations 
and mixing with other cultural groups (Griffiths 
and Keirns, 2015).  Ones cultural set of values 

will influence norms (standards of acceptable 
behavior) and rituals (important procedures and 
ceremonies) as well as the perception of cultural 
values different from ones own (Vilardo and Wep-
precht, 2016).

Symbols — Symbols are used to denote a specif-
ic meaning or concept and can evoke different 
reactions or feelings depending on the audience 
(Griffiths and Keirns, 2015). While symbols have 
been around for thousands of years, new ones are 
continually brought into use — emojis, for exam-
ple, are a relatively new form of symbolism that 
corresponds to a feeling, idea, or emotion. And al-
though emojis are becoming more and more per-
vasive across the globe, the same emoji can still 
hold different meanings for different people (the 
eggplant emoji can have vastly different meanings 
for people even from the same regional culture).

Language is pointed out here specifically because 
it is fundamental method of communication. On 
a basic level, language simply gives us names for 
the world around us, meaning that while the word 
for love is different in English, Mandarin and Swa-
hili it still references the same basic idea. However, 
language can also influence identity as the way in 
which language affects how individuals view them-
selves and how they are understood by others. 

Bisrat Tasew (2019), a senior at Northwestern Uni-
versity in Qatar, conducted a series of interviews 
with students regarding how language is connect-
ed to identity. In the interviews, it became clear 
that the relationships students had with English 
and Arabic greatly influenced their experiences 
and shaped interaction. The majority of students 
interviewed stated that their cultural identity is 
more complex because of their ability to speak 
both English and Arabic. Students also expressed 
how their perception by others changes depend-
ing on the language they are speaking and this in 
turn affects the speaker’s own behavior. Several 
interviewees also mentioned that Arabic creates a 
sense of connection to cultural roots while English 
affords more opportunity and wider understand-
ing. 



13

Visual culture — Houston (2008) defines visual 
culture as being “intertwined with everything that 
one sees in his day to day life - advertising, land-
scape, buildings, photographs, movies, paintings, 
apparel - anything within our culture that com-
municates through visual means.” She goes on to 
argue that studying visual culture requires us to 
assess the correlation between the physical ob-
ject and the internalized meaning. Visual culture 
(which includes symbols) will be an important fac-
tor in this thesis as it is a vital method to explore 
cultural aesthetics, values and representation from 
a visual perspective.

Acculturation — Acculturation refers to the con-
cept of accepting and incorporating elements of 
another culture’s values, behaviors and ideals into 
one’s own. This interwoven process allows for a 
compromise between the existing culture of an 
individual or group and the predominant culture 
they now find themselves in (Cole, 2020). Accul-
turation, although it has not always been referred 
to as such, has been studied extensively in the 
United States during the 20th century as an influx 
of immigrants arrived in the country and began to 
change their behaviors and beliefs. 

The term Acculturation acts as an umbrella term 
with varying outcomes that fall on a spectrum from 
complete integration into a new culture and aban-
donment of the old one (assimilation) to separa-
tion and marginalization where newcomers feel 
as though they are unable to find acknowledge-
ment, acceptance and balance in their new cultur-
al landscape (Cole, 2020). Typically acculturation 
refers to the psychological and behavior changes 
of immigrants now living as part a of a different 
culture, however acculturation can also be seen 
in our visual culture both in a positive way (visible 
representation of a diverse audience or culture) 
but also negatively (designers or artists blindly 
borrowing from cultures other than their own 
without considering appropriate use of meaning 
or acknowledgement).

Tile crafting is a regional cultural craft in the Middle 
East. image credit -Annie Spratt
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A Palestinian man reads a newspaper (an example of visual cul-
ture) in Gaza.
image credit -Ibraheem Abu Mustafa

“We seldom realize, for example 
that our most private thoughts 
and emotions are not actually our 
own. For we think in terms of lan-
guages and images which we did 
not invent, but which were given 
to us by our society.”

ALAN W. WATTS
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The Intersection of 
Visual Language + 
Design
introduction

Much like culture, the topic of design feels expan-
sive and all-encompassing. We have been creating 
— and by extent — designing since the beginning, 
from the first hammers made from stone some 2.6 
million years ago (Smithsonian, 2020) to the AR 
device used to guide surgery just a few months 
ago (Time, 2020). The history and evolution of 
design, specifically visual design, tells a story of 
identity, innovation and motivation that carries us 
from the earliest known human existence up to the 
present day. 

Our environment is largely built and by effect it is 
designed. Rather that design is effective, function-
al, aesthetically pleasing or inclusive is another 
matter entirely. And even within a single object 
with a single use case — a door handle for exam-
ple — outcomes can span from utilitarian to osten-
tatious with everything in between. And what does 
each expression signify about the designer, the 
intended audience, the door itself? And further-
more, how does the meaning attributed to the ob-
ject transform depending on context? In the door 
handle example, what one group may view as 

03

luxe ornamentation, another may see as gaudy or 
camp — regardless of the intention of the design-
er. But does that varied reception shift (or not) if 
the door handle is used to open the queen’s quar-
ters at Buckingham Palace or a public restroom 
at a shopping mall? This messy, ever-changing 
perspective relies heavily on so many factors (use 
case, context, intention, etc) and yet the meaning 
attributed to an object is personal and visceral 
but often learned and widely held depending on 
audience and location.

As designers we are intentionally creating. We 
create to make things faster, easier, more comfort-
able but we also create to promote a message. 
We create to meet a need. We create to evoke a 
feeling. And whether we are aware of it or not, our 
own perceptions, understandings and experienc-
es shape how we design. And we use our framed, 
limited understanding to create for audiences that 
share some of those same understandings and 
others that don’t. But we don’t always know where 
our creations fall short, why they don’t work, or 
why they send the wrong message. While there 
are many reasons that affect what makes a design 
‘good’, the problem is the definition of good. Who 
decides what good means and — just as with the 
door handle example — that meaning changes, 
transforms, evolves dependant on the audience 
and the creator. 

National Geographic (2019) defines globalization 
as ‘the increasing connectedness and interde-
pendence of world cultures and economies’. This 
movement towards interconnection has had (and 
continues to have) far-reaching effects on tech-
nology, beliefs, social changes, economies and 
much more — including design. As our lives be-
come more intertwined, designers often choose 
to highlight the universal needs of users and 
discard more localized, personal designs (Diehl 
and Christiaans, 2006). While the name ‘Global 
Design’ sounds inclusive and comprehensive, it 
rarely is . The problem lies in the concept itself — 
how can design truly be effective for an audience 
that spans from Iceland to Indonesia and encom-
passes a range of ages, languages, beliefs, and 
customs that most of us couldn’t comprehend 
much less design for. However, rather than accept-
ing the fact that it’s impossible to create in a way 
that meets the needs of a global audience, de-
sign from a Westernized perspective has become 
synonymous with globalized design (Fry, 2017). 
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“But should we take a moment now that the 
movement is gathering speed to ask whether or 
not American and European designers are collab-
orating with the right partners, learning from the 
best local people, and being as sensitive as they 
might to the colonial legacies of the countries they 
want to do good in. Do designers need to better 
see themselves through the eyes of the local pro-
fessional and business classes who believe their 
countries are rising as the U.S. and Europe fall and 
wonder who, in the end, has the right answers? 
Might Indian, Brazilian and African designers 
have important design lessons to teach Western 
designers?”    
— Bruce Nussbaum

This connection between global and Westernized 
design results in an inaccurate categorization of 
what ‘good’ design looks like; it discounts design 
that doesn’t look or feel ‘Westernized’ enough 
(Roozbeh, 2018 and Khandwala, 2019). 

In Nussbaum’s 2010 article, ‘Is Humanitarian 
Design the New Imperialism’, he explores how 
service design in the 21st century actually mirrors 
similar behaviors and beliefs of colonizers from 
hundreds of years ago. Nussbaum relates sev-
eral occasions where large, Western companies 
come in to “solve” the problems of third world 
countries using techniques and thought process-
es compiled and driven by Western designers 
and their experiences. These values, beliefs, and 
ideals often feel foreign and impersonal to coun-
tries which already have an intimate and complex 
understanding of their needs and potential solu-
tions. The response, as to be expected, from many 
in-country investors, governments and citizens is 
one of dismay that asks why a more innately local 
way to solve these problems isn’t possible?

Nussbaum continues on to introduce the failed 
project “One Laptop Per Child” and desconstructs 
why it ultimately didn’t result in widespread ac-
cess to technology. The pioneering project was a 
collaboration between several large companies, 
most notably MIT’s Media Lab and Pentagram, 
both renowned Western entities with a far reach 
and shiny reputations. The aim was to provide 
millions of children in countries like India, China 
and Rwanda with inexpensive, solar-powered 
laptops as a way to provide increased education 
— especially in rural areas. However, in India and 
China, the two largest countries to be included in 
the project, the laptops never landed in the hands 
of local kids. The reason being that the govern-
ments in India and China perceived the project as 
a form of “technical colonialism” that invalidated 
the communities responsible for educating the 
next generation. And it’s not difficult to see why. 
What kind of message does it send to simply hand 
children an access point to the internet? What 
does it say to the educators, parents, and govern-
ment officials? While the intention was a positive 
one, by dismissing a solution which bridges local 
communities and resources, the project ultimately 
attempted to landmine its way to innovation and 
“good”. Perhaps Nussbaum’s closing statement 
said it best:

It is clear that service design in the humanitarian 
realm isn’t the same as design as a visual lan-
guage. However, I would argue that the same ‘im-
perialist’ mentality that Nussbaum describes can 
be found in other aspects of design. While some 
designers may argue that white space, balanced 
composition and sans serif latin typefaces (among 
other elements) are widely accessible and easily 
understandable, the problem is that not everyone 
views accessibility, usability or aesthetic in the 
same way. By placing a presidence on design that 
looks and feels comfortable for us as Western-
ized designers we are telling audiences that their 
diversified needs and perspectives are irrelevant 
(Roozbeh, 2018 and Khandwala, 2019). The fol-
lowing section will explore the biased history of 
design that promotes an ideology that ultimately 
mutes the conversation of what design can be.
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A series of spreads designed by Nawal Arafat, a Pales-
tinian citizen of Israel, that promotes the use of Arabic 
type in public spaces and in her publishing house, 48.
image credit - It’s Nice That

Biased History

Like many aspects of history, the story is so often 
written by the winner that it becomes easy to for-
get the one-sided perspective being shared. The 
story is no different for the design world. An article 
by Anoushka Khandwala (2019) explores the 
colonization of design as well as ways designers, 
can begin dismantling some of the harmful and 
limiting beliefs internalized through education, 
upbringing, and society.  

Khandwala explains that much of design history 
Khandwala explains that much of design history 
and education highlights the achievements and 
ethos of predominantly white, male designers 
while disregarding or minimizing the contributions 
and perspectives of designers who do not fit into 
this demographic. She goes on to give an exam-
ple with Ghanaian textile design which is often de-
fined as a ‘craft’ rather than design simply because 
it is coming from a non-Westernized background 
and creators that don’t fit the traditional mold of 
‘designer’. This single-sided narrative that current-
ly defines design is dangerous in that continues 
to promote an agenda that keeps minorities and 
differing processes and ideas from ever being 
considered or fully recognized. Additionally, the 
education and values that designers are taught to 
embrace contributes to a ‘tickle-down’ effect that 
has far-reaching consequences. By manipulating 
how designers create and what they perceive as 
‘good’, the design language, products, and ser-

vices that audiences are ultimately exposed to 
also carries an element of colonization. As a result, 
designers, their work, and audiences at large are 
continually exposed to a narrative which excludes 
the possibility of design that is more inclusive and 
familiar. 

The realities of a Western focused design edu-
cation were further explored in Behin Roozbeh’s 
(2018) graduate thesis “Somehow I can’t think 
about graphic design without thinking about 
eurocentrism” at Konstfack University of Arts, Craft 
and Design in Sweden. Roozbeh describes her 
Scandinavian design education and how the lens 
she learned to develop as a graphic designer was 
never welcoming to her own background. As a na-
tive Farsi speaker, Roozbeh focuses her attention 
on the lack of resources or acknowledgement of 
non-Latin typefaces and the people who use them. 
The following quote elucidates on her frustration 
and the power and privilege that pervades the 
world of graphic design.

“A noneurocentric view would be more inclusive 
to the students who identify with cultures that fall 
outside of the western spectra. And since a ma-
jority of those cultures belong to people who are 
non-white, it would prevent stereotypical ideas 
about the “other” if non-Western cultures would 
have a platform… The Latin alphabet has come to 
symbolize a system that carries knowledge and 
positions everything it doesn’t include as decora-
tive, mysterious or funny, and the meaning behind 
the words are often neglected. So what does 
power mean in a typographical context? I would 
say that power means, that without even trying 
you’re always the loudest and most visible in the 
room.” — Behin Roozbeh 
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Roozbeh and Khandwala both dedicate a portion 
of their writing to highlighting how designers 
can begin the process of reframing design and 
changing ingrained ideologies. Khandwala notes 
the importance of considering the needs and 
backgrounds of ones specific audience rather 
than relying on predefined assumptions as well as 
actively promoting designers from different back-
grounds and cultures. Roozbeh further articulates 
with a series of considerations for designers work-
ing with non-Latin type that includes recentering 
ones understanding of a culture with local design-
ers, not using language as a form of decoration, 
and being mindful of layout hierarchies.  Another 
example of the power behind type and the suffo-
cating eurocentrism of design can be seen in in-
dustrial designer Stein Wang’s typeface which re-
quires the reader to slant or narrow their eyes (an 
action termed as ‘Asian Eyes’ by Wang) in order to 
read. The project makes a commentary about the 
very real discrimination that immigrants face when 
trying to integrate into a new society, including the 
discrimination based on names alone. 

While the decolonization of the design monolith is 
a task which will never be complete, it is important 
for students, educators, and designers to con-
sciously work on reimagining the constructs of de-
sign outside of the traditional narrative. In doing 
so, one can learn to create in a way that respects 
and celebrates different perspectives and rewrite 
the language of design to tell a story that gives 
precedence to the voices that have been silenced 
for so long. The following quote by Ramon Tejada, 
a Dominican-American designer and educator, 
perfectly sums up why inclusion and diversity are 
so important:

“As a designer, I have come to terms with the fact 
that what and who design history has been in-
terested in canonizing, up to this point, does not 
reflect me, my cultures, my values, and many of 
the tenets that make me a citizen, a designer, and 
a teacher. I don’t see myself reflected in much of 
the narrative of design—not in the history, the the-
ory, the practitioners or the outcomes…” —Ramon 
Tejada

Ways culture can become an integral part of de-
sign as well as methods designers have used to 
incorporate a more inclusive approach will now be 
explored.

Posters by Stein Wang which require the reader to slant 
their eyes to read (2017).
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“All Civilizations are the manifes-
tations of lengthy processes of 
acculturation whereby original 
concepts, cognition, and think-
ing inevitably are distorted or 
lost. To go back to origins is to 
attempt to revitalize ideas and 
concepts that we are unaware 
of or that may have become ob-
scure over time. Such cultural 
subjectivity should not be re-
garded as xenophobia, but rath-
er as a search for an alternative 
to the prevailing system of uni-
versal values.”

BENNY DING LEONG

Collage created from vintage photography of Palestine 
by graphic designer, Rand Daboor. 
image credit - @randdaboorgallery
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Culture in the Design Process

Eugene, Hatley, McMullen, Brown, Rankin, and 
Lewis (2009) present a framework that looks at 
culturally relevant design from four different 
angles. Eugene et al. argue that designers can 
avoid losing sight of the needs, expectations 
and wants of an audience by closely considering 
a series of themes from the perspective of the 
user. The themes are broken down into practices, 
ontology, representation, and tasks and together 
they can act as a tool for designers from various 
disciplines. The first theme, practices, is meant to 
give context and understanding to various behav-
ior. By better understanding how cultural groups 
perform specific tasks and the details (or context) 
surrounding them, designers can more effectively 
integrate some of those same behaviors into their 
designs. Ontology is essentially a collective know-
ing that people within a culture share and use for 
problem-solving and communicating. In terms of 
design, this could mean using a specific tone of 
voice or vocabulary consistent with the context 
and audiences expectations. 

The third theme, representation, asks designers 
to articulate how audiences can be effectively and 
accurately portrayed. This theme is important in 
that it requires designers to consider how their 
own concepts of representation may differ from 
those of their audience. Finally, tasks should allow 
users to incorporate their own cultural knowledge 

(skills, information, etc) as part of the design out-
come.       The framework as outlined by Eugene 
et al. argues that designers can create culturally 
sound solutions by being attentive to differences 
and continually asking questions about how our 
own assumptions may differ from the real needs of 
users.

Lin, Cheng, and Sun (2007) explore the element of 
cultural sensitivity through a cultural design model 
that incorporates differing cultural layers and de-
sign features to ultimately create a wider breadth 
of understanding for design outcomes.  Lin et al. 
(2007) begin with the design features which can 
be broken down into three distinct areas. The first 
being visceral design that requires the designer to 
analyze how the use of colors, patterns, textures 
and form can be utilized for greater connection 
and consistency with the physical and material 
aspects of a given culture.The second level adds 
interaction to the purely aesthetic base of the 
first outer layer. From the cultural perspective, 
this translates to social and behavioral elements 
related to rituals or customs. In design outcomes, 
this relates directly to the function, usability, safety, 
and joy a user will receive when interacting with 
the product. This level asks the designer to con-
sider how the design product (whether digital or 
physical) will be used and the scenarios in which 
this use occurs. By adding context to the tangible 

Design
Features
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“We need to actively retrain our gaze to see a 
world that is teeming with possibilities that do not 
exist in our own version of modernity. “ 
— Lee and Sayed 

outer level, the designer already has a more thor-
ough understanding of how to weave together 
aesthetics and interaction for a more congruent 
and authentic solution. It is here that the designer 
truly begins to create based off of the indepth 
research from the previous steps and create a 
product that includes meaning and function in an 
visually authentic way. 

The final phase of the design journey explores 
the inner meaning from both a design and cul-
tural level. This step is known as reflective design, 
where the features give a commentary about 
identity, experiences and connections to culture. 
Adjacent to the design goals of this phase, the 
cultural goals reflect an emotional connection with 
deep semantic meanings for the use. Together 
these cultural layers and corresponding design 
features can be united to create in a way that con-
siders both physical and emotional / behavioral 
cultural layers.

One example of local cultural design – Indian Dab-
bawalas deliver hot, home-cooked lunches to approx-
imately 200,000 workers in Mumbai everyday without 
any digital assistance. image credit - Food52
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The identity for Porto, 
Portugal by Studio Eduar-
do Aires makes use of the 
city’s history and resi-
dents to craft a modern 
identity.
image credit - Studio 
Eduardo Aires

Culture in Design and Visual 
Language

While the above research lends itself to the meth-
odology and strategy behind creating cultural au-
thentic products, visual design can often be used 
to explore cultural identity in a more immediately 
visual way.  Of course in thinking about how cul-
ture represents itself in terms of visual language, 
it can be difficult to determine what authenticity 
looks like or how design can be distinctly tied to 
a specific culture. One example can be found in 
the design identity for Porto, Portugal by Studio 
Eduardo Aires. Relying on the rich history of the 
city, the design studio was able to craft an authen-
tic identity which reflect the people who live there. 
Inspired by Azuelos, the blue ceramic tiles which 
often portray historical scenes, a system of icons 
was developed to tell a more modern story of the 
city. The simplistic type and color palette provide 
a visual language which gives Porto a contempo-
rary feel while still acknowledging and celebrating 
its past.

“The iconic system is inspired in the blue tiles 
that cover so many historical buildings in the City. 
Stories are told in those “azulejos”. We created a 
system of icons that every person living (in) Porto 
could be and feel represented with. New icons 
can be added to the system and old ones can stop 
being used. We wanted the image to be just the 
perfect mirror of what the city is.”  — Studio Edu-
ardo Aires

As seen in the example with Porto, cultures can 
be visualized (to an extent) with the use of type, 
symbols, and motifs. Type is one of the most 
accessible modes of visual culture as its presence 
can clearly denote a specific culture or audience 
depending on the language chosen. Typography 
can influence how an audience feels and give 
character to design products (Hannah, 2021). The 
type used by Studio Eduardo Aires is sans-serif 
and bold. Jordan et al. (2017) notes these char-
acteristics promote a feeling of modernity and 
strength which reflect the motivations of the 
design team to modernize the city’s identity and 
reference the strength and “affirmative nature” of 
its people. Type design in regards to language can 
also be a powerful tool for visualizing culture. The 
following posters highlight the diverse use of type 
to denote cultural background.
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In a cultural exploration project, five designers 
explored how symbols and motifs can be used to 
visualize cultural identity. In analyzing posters and 
other imagery from four different cultures (Bra-
zil, South Korea, Turkey and the Middle Eastern 
region collectively), it was possible to establish 
unique visual elements related to each culture. 

Ayako Matsuda found that in looking at exam-
ples of Brazilian culture, the Copo Americano, or 
American Cup was an iconic symbol that can be 
found in luncheonettes and bakeries around São 
Paulo. Additionally, Piso de Caquinho is a mosaic 
tile design made from broken tiles that were dis-
carded from factories by the working-class. These 
two symbols have found their way into the visual 
language of Brazil and can be seen in posters and 
advertisements as authentic representations of the 
country and culture.

BRAZIL

Murat Weidemann explored cultural symbols from 
South Korea and found several examples of cul-
turally distinct visuals. The most prominent being 
Hangul, the Korean alphabet, which features heav-
ily in visual designs and reflects concepts of yin 
and yang in its vowel formation. Both the Mugung-
hwa (South Korea’s national flower) and the paper 
lantern (a popular festival motif) are two additional 
symbols which represent South Korean culture.

SOUTH KOREA

im
age credit - Flavia Salam
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Beyza Nur Ermis and Semanur Cenol highlightEd 
the ubiquitous use of the Nazar, or evil eye, in 
Turkish culture. The evil eye can be found every-
where from keychains to jewelry to poster design. 
In further research, the tulip was noted as a cul-
tural symbol connected to Turkey. The flower is a 
national symbol of the country and is placed on 
Iznik ceramics, embroidery, carpets and religious 
settings.

TURKEY

In exploring the cultural patterns of the Middle 
East, it was impossible not to acknowledge the 
connection to religion. From mosques to crescent 
moons, the undercurrent of Islam was readily 
apparent. One of the most interesting and less 
direct ties to religion (perhaps to outsiders) can 
be found in the use of geometric patterns. The 
patterns symbolize the infiniteness of Allah and 
are utilized on book covers, brand identities and 
posters regardless of religious connection. Anoth-
er example of cultural patterns could be the use of 
carpet-esque composition. The symmetrical shape 
and ornate borders of Persian carpets has been 
mirrored in more modern visual representations 
similar to geometric patterns. 

THE MIDDLE EASTERN REGION
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Moving Forward
This section sought to introduce the fields of 
culture and design in terms of brief histories, key 
concepts, previous research, and ideologies. Fol-
lowing this introduction, the overlap between the 
two fields was explored as a way to find common 
ground and unique research angles for further 
investigation. With this basic understanding of cul-
ture and design now complete, it will be possible 
to use these newly developed ‘lenses’ to view the 
real world. In the following section the Middle East 
will be explored from the perspectives of culture 
and design as a way to breathe life into our two 
fields and further narrow down the scope of the 
thesis.
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The Middle East —
A Focal Point

introduction

The Middle East could be considered the center 
of the world. It bridges the gap between Europe, 
Asia, and Africa and its lands saw the birth of civili-
zation. It is a region with a long and complex past 
and a tumultuous, often misunderstood present. 
In the minds of those who don’t know, it is easy 
to imagine golden dunes of sand, bustling shuks, 
and snake charmers hypnotizing cobras against 
a backdrop of scorching sun — but this is not the 
Middle East. The Middle East is an ever-evolv-
ing story of converging ideas and religions with 
tradition and modernity swaying back and forth 
like the pendulum of a clock. It is has a vibrancy 
that warrants both awe and respect, for it is — and 
always will be — more than the sum of its parts. At 
the very least, it is something to truly marvel at, 
from its history to its people to its food, the region 
is a bursting with character. If only you’d stop to 
meet it.

05

Al Aqsa Mosque in Jerusalem
image credit - Cole Keister
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Israel + Palestine

As the youngest country in the region, the story of 
Israel is one of less than a hundred years yet the 
land and people of the region have a much longer 
and richer history. Going back to ancient times up 
until the the early twentieth century, the land was 
ruled and conquered by every group imaginable, 
including the Assyrians, Romans, and the Ottoman 
Empire. For centuries Jews and Arabs in the re-
gion had lived a fairly peaceful existence, however 
during the Zionist movement in the first half of the 
twentieth century, Jews from all over the world 
moved to Palestine (present day Israel) in droves 
(History Editors, 2021). From the end of World War 
I to the end of World War II, the area known as 
Palestine (Israel, Palestine and Jordan presently) 
was controlled by the British. With pressure from 
Jewish leaders, horrors of the Holocaust coming 
to light, and a badly damaged post-war econo-
my, the British rule created land in the Palestinian 
region for Jewish people to call home and end 
the British involvement in the region. This decision 
was opposed by the Arab world as they feared it 
would mean displacement and subservience for 
Palestinian Arabs. The creation and international 
acknowledgement of Israel as an independent 
country in 1947 only led to more conflict with 
other countries in the Middle East (History Editors, 
2021). 

In the years leading up to the establishment of 
the Jewish state and the years following – most 
noteably 1948 – a huge migration was happen-
ing. However, this wasn’t the immigration of 
Jewish people to their newly created homeland, 
this was the expulsion of hundreds of thousands 
of Palestinians from their homes and villages to 
neighboring countries and refugee camps. This 
expulsion is known as the Nakba or ‘great catastro-
phe’ to Palestinians who actively witnessed the 
displacement and murder of their families and the 
seizures of their land that was required to estab-
lish a Jewish majority in the newly created Israel. 

This event continues to have far-reaching effects 
on the Palestinian community today in all aspects 
of society as the formation of Israel unequivocal-
ly altered the history and landscape of Palestine 
(Aljazeera, 2017). The following seventy-four years 
have been described as an ‘ongoing catastrophe’ 
as Palestinians living in the West Bank and Gaza 
continue to live under an occupation that limits 
access to resources, opportunities, and the possi-
bility of returning to the homes and villages they 
were forced to leave behind (Haddad, 2015).  

The storied past of Israel and occupied Palestine 
has created a country of people with various per-
spectives, beliefs and backgrounds all living with a 
small geographic area. Within Israel, the immigra-
tion of Jews from all over the world continues to 
diversify and expand the countries population. At 
present, the country has a population of just over 
9 million with Jews making up 74% and Arabs 
making up 21% of the population. The economy 
of Israel is described as ‘one of the most resilient 
and technologically-advanced market economies 
in the world’ by the Israeli government with a 
national GDP of 402 billion and an unemployment 
rate of 4.5% (Israel Central Bureau of Statistics, 
2021). Robinson (2021) elucidates on the compli-
cated relationship between Arabs and Jews in Isra-
el saying that while Arab citizens technically have 

“Almost by definition, the settler-colonialist proj-
ect requires actively and forcibly repressing the 
homeland minority‘s identity, history, narratives, 
and culture, since it challenges the very legitima-
cy and essence of the colonizers‘ national mis-
sion.” 
—Nadim Rouhana

Tel Aviv Market 
image credit - Rieseuhu
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‘‘Throughout history, colonization and military 
occupations have consistently had economic ob-
jectives, which take various shapes and forms but 
have typically involved the exploitation and the 
impoverishment of the occupied. In its less severe 
form, the occupier changes the economic balance 
in the occupied country in its favour and in favour 
of the settler population. In its most severe form, 
the economic dimension entails the appropriation 
of the resources of the occupied people, displac-
ing, replacing, impoverishing and marginalizing 
them.’’

Street art on the wall of separation between Israel and 
the West Bank.  image credit - Jakob Rubner

the same rights as their Jewish counterparts, they 
often face discrimination in everyday life in terms 
of access to education, healthcare and financial re-
sources. She notes that most Arabs live in separate 
communities away from Jewish populations and 
that the poverty rate for Arabs in these communi-
ties is twice that of Jews. Furthermore, the concept 
of assimilation and intercultural mixing can have 
societal ramifications for many Arab citizens who 
are stigmatized by others in their community. 
According to Robinson, it should be noted that 
even the terminology is under contention and has 
political undertones. Some prefer the term “Pales-
tinian citizens of Israel” or simply “Palestinians” as 
a way of creating distance from an Israeli identity. 
Others use the term “Arab citizens of Israel” as a 
way to promote equal representation while still 
maintaining their rights as Israeli citizens.

In focusing on the West Bank and Gaza, the cur-
rent population hovers around 5.2 million with 
refugees (those who were displaced during the 
Nakba) making up 42.8% of the total population 
according to the Palestinian Central Bureau of Sta-
tistics (2021) and United Nations Population Fund 
(2015). In contrast to Israel, the Palestinian econ-
omy is much weaker with a national GDP of 15 
billion with significantly less growth opportunities 
required to strengthen the economic situation the 
country currently faces (World Bank, 2021). Addi-
tionally, Palestinian unemployment remains high 
with Gaza reaching an unemployment rate of 43% 
and the West Bank hovering around 15% in 2020 
(Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics, 2021). It 
is important to note that while the populations, 
demographics, and economies of Israel and 
Palestine are measured separately, Palestine is an 
occupied state which has the majority of its econ-
omy, resources, and external access controlled by 
Israel. A 2019 UN report states: 
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The following statement accurately describes 
the chokehold Israel has on the livelihood and 
income capabilities of Palestinians — particular-
ly those living in Gaza where movement in and 
out of the strip is nearly impossible following the 
Israeli blockade beginning in 2007. Earning the 
title ‘open air prison’ by aid groups, Gaza has one 
of the highest population densities in the world, 
combined with 56% of people living below the 
poverty line and a lack of access to clean drinking 
water (Jafari, 2021). 

While each country within the region carries its 
own distinct history, in choosing to pursue re-
search on culture and design in the Middle East, 
it was necessary choose a single place with which 
to focus further on. Israel and Palestine might not 
seem like a representative choice when consid-
ering its distinctly Jewish influence and history of 
ongoing conflict coupled with occupation.  How-
ever, it is this duality between a regime of cultural 
erasure (from the Israeli side) and unshakeable 
tenacity and hope (from the Palestinians) that is of 
interest. Within this thesis, further exploration of 
the effects of conflict and occupation on cultural 
identity will follow. 

“The Palestinian identity can 
symbolise a ‘cause’ just as 
much as an ethnic, regional 
or national 
identity.” 
               — Nell Gabiam
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Palestinain Maqluba (Chicken and Rice) is one of the 
most common traditional dishes.
image credit - New York Times Cooking

Palestinian girls wearing tradtional thobes (dress) and 
keffiyeh (scarf).
image credit - The New Arab

Connections to Overall Culture

From the perspective of culture, Israel is fairly new 
to the game. With such a diverse population and 
relatively young history, its culture is an amalgama-
tion of different backgrounds, beliefs, and stories 
which all come together to craft a unique mixture 
that is difficult to define. These groups bring var-
ious patterns of values and behaviors from their 
respective cultures to influence the overarching 
culture of Israel. While Judaism is a strong compo-
nent of the culture, it is important to acknowledge 
the population which is not characterized by this 
aspect. Arabs residing within Israel bring their own 
cultural traditions and identities which intermix 
with the majority Jewish population. The Israeli 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs (2013) states that the 
Arab population of Israel exists in the margins of 
society despite making up nearly a quarter of the 
population. While the reasons and motivations for 
this segregation are complex, Arabs living in Israel 
have their own court system, mass media, litera-
ture and cultural activities — all in Arabic.

As previously mentioneds,  Arab citizens resid-
ing in Israel have their own distinct culture which 
exists quite separately from that of Jews. While 
the culture of Palestinians living in the West Bank 
and Gaza is even further differentiated with less 
overall Jewish influence. However, regardless 
of the differences in geography, resources and 
representation, Palestinian culture connects 
individuals despite the upheaval, discrimination 
and trauma they face from both within Israel and 
outside of it. Unlike Israel, Palestine has a vibrant 
historical past from which traditions can be traced. 
Evanson (2020) categorizes Palestinian culture as 
collectivist with strong ties to family, friends, and 
community relationships. Traditional Arab values 
such as modesty, honesty, honor and hospitality 
can be observed in the social norms, expectations 
and behaviors of Palestinian culture. In discussing 
identity, Evanson (2020) pays particular attention 
to how the Palestinian identity is so closely tied to 
the search for statehood and claimation of land.
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Connections to Design

The immaturity of Israel as a country means that 
it lacks the historical foundation with which many 
designers draw inspiration from. However, in 
tracing the history of design even before the 
formation of the Jewish state we can see a wholly 
Western influence. The Bezalel Academy of Fine 
Arts (now Arts and Design) was founded in 1906 
by Lithuanian-Jewish artist Boris Schatz. Schatz 
promoted European styles and methodology to 
a region which already had its own distinct styles 
influenced heavily by Islam (Lubash, 2016). This 
Western perspective as well as the establishment 
of Israel as a country meant that traditional Pales-
tinian art, including visual language and design, 
was essentially stunted (Boullata, 2005). In present 
day, Palestinian visual language and design often 
centers on themes of displacement and yearning 
for peace. These motifs directly correlate to the 
defining concepts of cultural identity which Evan-
son (2020) previously outlined. 

In further exploring design from the Palestinian 
perspective, Kamal Boullata is one prominent 
designer and artist whose work denotes a dis-
tinctly Palestinian identity. Born in Jerusalem in 
1942, Boullata began his career by painting street 
scenes of his neighborhood and selling them for 
profit in galleries and exhibitions. He was later 
educated in Rome and Washington D.C. yet he 
remained focused on Middle Eastern motifs and 
script in his designs with a nod to modernist 
techniques (Institute for Palestine Studies, 2021) 
. While exhibiting his work in Beirut in the 1960’s, 
Boullata was refused re-entry into Israel. As a 
result, he spent the rest of his life living between 
the United States, France, Morocco and Germany 
where he died in 2019 (Cornwell, 2020). Boullata’s 
legacy is one of resilience and continued hope 
for the Palestinian cause. His work, often via silk 
screen, explores Arabic script, geometric patterns 
and Palestinian embroidery.

A poster by Kamal Boullata (1991)

“Boullata’s entire aesthetic output, visual and 
textual, reflects a lifetime devoted to resisting 
by subtle, non-violent but fiercely single-minded 
means, the forces that seek to extinguish the 
Palestinian spirit and its capacity for joy.”       
                                       — Jean Fisher, Art Critic
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Turning to a more Jewish perspective, we see a 
continued Western influence built off of the influx 
of European immigrants. Two of the more well-
known early designers in Israeli graphic design 
are actually not from Israel or Palestine. Franzis-
ka Baruch and Otte Wallish both immigrated to 
Israel in the early 1930’s from Germany and were 
highly influential in their work a designers in the 
establishment of the Jewish visual identity in the 
early years of the formation of Israel. Baruch is 
noted as designing logos on currency coins and 
type used in many of the early printed material 
such as newspapers and books. Wallish designed 
the country’s first postage stamps and the dec-
laration of independence as well as other paper 
currency notes and food company logos (Infor-
mation Center for Israeli Art, 2021). David Tartak-
over, known as the father of Israeli graphic de-
sign, is another prominent yet lonely figure in the 
graphic design discussion. In contrast to Baruch 
and Wallish, Tartakover was more interested in 
the complex, shared identity of Israel and sought 
peace within his work. Tartakover was born in 
Israel in 1944 and has been a central player in the 
look and feel of the visual language of the coun-
try. His work often focuses on political and cultur-
al themes — areas which many Israeli designers 
continually choose to ignore (Jansen, 2014). 
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Tartakover has been influencing the conversation 
of design in Israel since the 1970’s when he first 
began making graphics. One of his most well-
known and early works is the logo for the largest 
movement for peace in the Middle East —  Peace 
Now. The logo merges two typefaces with oppos-
ing religious and secular uses and places them 
together as a symbolic meeting of differing be-
liefs. In an interview with Dazed Digital, Tartakover 
explains his motivations as a designer to react 
to the political machine and emphasize the truth 
despite tension and conflict. His interest in pre-
serving and acknowledging the local identity of 
Israel aims to define an ‘Israeli ideology’ despite 
the globalized style that is becoming more and 
more synonymous (Jansen, 2014). His large body 
of work includes an array of startling political 
images, red cutouts and bold Hebrew type — all 
which denote a specifically Israeli narrative. In the 
conclusion of his interview, Tartakover explains 
his worry for future generations who show mini-
mal interest in the political climate and the need 
for continued effort to uncover and further create 
a modern Israeli identity.
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Collective Memory + A  Culture of 
Fear / Misrepresentation

While Israeli and Palestinian culture can be ex-
amined in a more traditional sense in regard to 
values, social norms, and artifacts like food, mu-
sic and art, it is also important to acknowledge 
the culture of palpable fear and mistrust which 
emanates from both sides.  The events leading 
up to and directly after the creation of Israel as 
well as the continued violence and unrest in the 
region have fostered a prolonged sense of fear 
and stress amongst Israelis and Palestinians.  Bar-
Tal (2014) explains that continued violence and 
fear actually affects what people focus on and 
how they understand the world around them. He 
states,

Collective memory was briefly mentioned earlier 
in regard to cultural beliefs and practices but a 
more in depth explanation can now be further 
explored. The American Psychological Associa-
tion defines collective memory as:

‘‘Prolonged experience of violence impinges on 
the personal life of society members, imprinting 
their behavior. In such stressful situations, soci-
ety members tend selectively to process infor-
mation, focusing on the evil and malintentional 
acts of the adversary, which are threatening and 
full of dangers. These experiences are embed-
ded into collective memory, get incorporated 
into cultural products, and then are disseminat-
ed via society’s channels of communication.’’

‘‘Shared recollection: mental representations 
of past events that are common to members of 
a social group. Collective memory is expressed 
in numerous forms—including oral and written 
narratives, monuments and other memorials, 
commemorative rituals, and symbols—and 
serves a range of functions, such as establish-
ing and maintaining relationships, teaching 
or entertaining others, and supporting group 
identity.’’

A still from the 1973 Arab-Israeli War
image credit - Modern War Institute
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The collective memory of both Israelis and Pal-
estinians, while conversely focused, each cen-
ters on elements of pain, loss, anger, and fear. 
Although there has been no shortage of conflict 
and bloodshed, both sides continually portray 
the other through imagery and text which dehu-
manizes and cheapens the lived experiences of 
individuals. Given Bar-Tals explanation that fear 
creates selective processing and facilitates a be-
lief that the ‘other’ is a dangerous adversary, this 
misrepresentation by both sides isn’t surprising. 
Misrepresentation can be witnessed through de-
cades worth of visual cultures artifacts (posters, 
books, ads, news programs, etc) which showcase 
the longevity of hostility, unease, and contention 
between Israel and Palestine. Dawabsheh (2017) 
completed a literary review of how Israel por-
trays Palestinians, and Arabs in general, in books 
and other written formats. While many examples 
are given, the reference of Arabs as uncivilized 
is common place in Israeli curriculum. In anoth-
er literary article, Dawabsheh highlights a text 
(originally published in 2002) which describes 
Arabs as, ‘their eyes flash with anger, their faces 
are harsh; and they have tapered mustaches that 
look like two horns’. These superficial depictions 
further promote an inaccurate and damaging 
collective memory for Israelis. 

More recently, the rise of social media has fur-
ther contributed to the escalation of tension as 
well as misinformation. According to a New York 
Times article published during the May 2021 
conflict escalation, Israeli government officials 
posted a video appearing to show militants in 
Gaza launching rockets aimed towards Israel. 
The video was shared hundreds of times before 
it was discovered that the footage was actually 
more than two years old and originated from 
Syria or Libya, not Gaza. The Israeli government 
never commented on the wrongly attributed 
information (Frenkel, 2021).
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Political poster from 1940’s show-
ing jews arriving as an armed Arab 
soldier watches. The translated 
text reads’ reinforcement against 
the seige!’ image credit - Palestin-
ian Poster Project

Political poster from 1949 with an 
Israeli soldier against a backdrop 
of mosques. The text reads, ‘We 
have liberated you Tel Aviv!’
 image credit - Farkash Gallery

Political poster from 1994. The 
translated text reads ‘A poisonous 
snake, An Arab state in the heart of 
the land, a national disaster, Israel 
expects a different peace.’
image credit - Palestinian Poster 
Project

Israeli / Depictions 
of Palestinians
Israeli visual culture often portrays Palestinians 
as violent, hooded figures carrying guns. In the 
poster to the left, we can see an Israeli soldier 
‘liberating’ Tel Aviv (from the Arabs). This idea of 
Israel as the promised land or homeland is often 
depicted in political posters, presumably to justi-
fy the violence needed to remove Palestinians. 
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Back cover of a book from 1952 showing a 
red octopus representing Jews taking over 
the country. image credit - midafternoonmap.
com

Palestinian 
Depictions of 
Israelis

Poster from before the Six Day War (1967) show-
ing Egyptian soldiers throwing Jews into the 
sea.image credit - kestenbaum.net

Poster from 2009 showing Israeli helicopter 
bombing a boy in Gaza. image credit - Palestin-
ian Poster Project

Palestinian depictions are also full of violence 
and consistently make remarks about Israelis 
taking their land. Some depictions, like the one 
above, immediately play into the collective 
memory Israeli’s already constructed about 
Palestinians (or Arabs in general) throwing them 
into the sea. In talking with people in the West 
Bank, it was interesting to learn that most Pales-
tinians have never met an Israeli outside of the 
Army. This one-sided interaction also influences 
how Palestinians think of Israelis in general even 
if the army only makes up a small percentage of 
the population.
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Poster from 1948 with Israeli soldiers discovering 
a Palestinian fighter. The text reads, ‘Before the 
attack discover the enemy’s place.’
 image credit - Palestinian Poster Project

Picture from 2001 showing Arafat 
(Palestinian Authority representa-
tive) and Osama Bin Laden. The 
text says, ‘Twins! Kick out Arafat. 
Fight Terror.’
 image credit - Palestinian Poster 
Project

Poster from 2004 after Arafat’s death. The text 
reads, ‘A good Arab’, which is the first half of the 
saying ‘a good Arab is a dead Arab.’
 image credit - Palestinian Poster Project
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Recent poster which mentions Sheikh Jarrah, the 
neighbborhood in East Jerusalem where many 
Palestinian families are being evicted. image 
credit - Palestinian Poster Project

Poster from Arab-Israeli designers from a series called 
‘Israel-ity’ which uses reality television connections to show 
harsh realities of life in Israel. The text reads, ‘Survivor, The 
mission: to stand in line…for hours…packed into a crowd 
of people...to undergo humiliating body searches…The 
reward: to get to work, to school, to the doctor, to mom 
who is on the other side. This mission is accomplished 
every day by thousands of people, Palestinians.’
 image credit - Palestinian Poster Project
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While social media is a tool which allows people 
to share their experiences with larger audiences, 
the dual narrative of Israel and Palestine could be 
described as two separate echo chambers ex-
isting in parallel. Individuals access and connect 
to information which further promotes their own 
beliefs without diverse or conflicting perspectives 
breaking through to challenge the predeter-
mined narrative for each side (Kazis-Taylor, 2018). 
Through an ongoing climate of fear and conflict 
as well as the curated (often not entirely accurate) 
collective memory that follows, misrepresentation 
is ubiquitous and blinding with far-reaching effects 
that go beyond likes and comments. As Bar-Tal 
(2014) stated previously and Castañeda (2018) 
mentions in her article, ‘The Power of (Mis)Repre-
sentation: Why Racial and Ethnic Stereotypes in 
the Media Matter’, the way media portrays people, 
events, and causes directly relates to the beliefs 
and thus behaviors of a society. The stereotypes 
that emerge from superficial and one-sided rep-
resentation are used to further legitimize violence 
leading to the cyclical nature of the conflict.  Shal-
houb-Kevorkian echoes this in her paper, A Gram-
mar of Rights (2012), stating ‘When describing 
the machinery and strategies of colonization, both 
thinkers explore how the racist system it creates in-
stills fear in both the colonized and the colonizer, 
further legitimating the actions of the former and 
disabling the latter from defending themselves.’

Although both sides contribute to the tense reality 
and culture of fear that pervades the region, it is 
difficult not to acknowledge the prevailing up-
per-hand which Israel holds over Palestine. While 
it is true that the creation of the Jewish state was 
met with violence and the subsequent wars, intifa-
das (also known as uprisings or resistance mo-
ments), and smaller conflicts over the years have 
resulted in the deaths of thousands of Israelis, the 
reciprocated violence and consequences of the 
continued occupation in the West Bank and Gaza 
paint a stark comparison between the daily reali-
ties of Israelis and Palestinians. As previously men-
tioned, the significant differences in the economy 
and unemployment rate quantitatively represent 
one aspect of how the occupation affects Pales-
tinians. However, it is also important to note the 
realities which cannot be measured so succinctly. 

Emma Watson’s instagram post supporting 
the Palestinain cause.
image credit - @emmawatson

Screenshot from a local whatsapp group the 
author belonged to that showcases the ac-
tive fear Israelis have about being attacked.
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Under Israeli law, Palestinians are not entitled 
to free movement out of the West Bank or Gaza 
and are required to secure a permit before being 
allowed to visit places like Jerusalem or go to the 
airport. While any person with Jewish heritage is 
able to move to Israel and secure Israeli citizen-
ship, refugees who were displaced during the 
Nakba are unable to return to their homes located 
with Israeli territory. Palestinians married to Israeli 
citizens are unable to relocate to Israel to live with 
their partner (Shalhoub-Kevorkian, 2012). The 
West Bank has seen continued growth of illegal 
Israeli settlements which often cut off resources to 
neighboring Palestinain villages and encroach on 
land which has been internationally recognized as 
belonging to the Palestinian Authority. The Israeli 
army patrols large sections of the West Bank and 
hassles or detains people – often using excessive 
force – simply to exemplify the control and pow-
er they have over Palestinian civilians. The army 
also completes frequent night raids where armed 
soldiers demand access (often by force) to family 
homes. In the 27 UN refugee camps spread across 
the West Bank and Gaza, basic resources like elec-
tricity and water are often unavailable throughout 
the day and general living conditions remain low. 
In areas of contention, most recently the neighbor-
hood of Sheikh Jarrah in East Jerusalem, Palestin-
ian families are being evicted from their homes to 
make space of Israeli settlers despite having lived 
there for more than 50 years (Amnesty Interna-
tional, 2020 and first-hand accounts in Ramallah/
Bethlehem, 2022). 

These inequalities and acts of occupation high-
light yet another nuanced layer of a culture of fear. 
While both Palestinians and Israelis fear violence, 
the dimension of fear is two-sided for Israel.                      

Not only does Israel fear the possibility of attack 
and the threat of an impending ‘Arab Invasion’, it 
must also contend with the fear of acknowledge-
ment and exposure of its colonialist policies and 
actions (Shalhoub-Kevorkian, 2012). As a result, 
oppression for Palestinains happens twice, at first 
with the removal of rights and again with the di-
rect avoidance and denial of the past and ongoing 
atrocities. By denying these realities, Israel is able 
to maintain a position of innocence that paints its 
actions as necessary for securing the safety of the 
Jewish State. The level of fear connected to public 
exposure and support for the Palestinian cause is 
readily accessible. In January 2022, Emma Watson 
posted to Instagram a statement on solidarity with 
an image of protestors holding Palestinian flags 
and banners with ‘Free Palestine’ written across 
them. The former Israeli ambassador to the UN, 
Danny Danon, responded on Twitter stating ‘’10 
points from Gryffindor for being an antisemite.’’ 
The response illustrates one example of Israel’s 
highly defensive attitude and a technique of con-
flating pro-Palestinian beliefs with Antisemitism to 
silence supporters.

In conclusion, the collective memory and pro-
longed fear Israelis have towards Palestinians 
leads to inaccurate and stereotypical represen-
tations. These representations are amplified and 
reproduced over time by the media which further 
dehumanizes individuals and dismisses their 
hardships while condoning their oppression. As 
a result, the stories, histories, and culture of the 
Palestinian people becomes less worthy of inter-
est, understanding, and preservation in the eyes 
of Israel – and to a lesser extent the rest of the 
world. These beliefs can be witnessed through 
acts of cultural erasure which will be explored in 
the following section.

Remains of a building bombed by 
Israeli forces in Gaza.
image credit - M. Hajjar
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Cultural Erasure
The continued subjugation of Palestine and the 
Palestinian people happens both in a direct 
physical manner, like the illegal detainments and 
evictions noted above, but also in more elusive 
acts that aim to erase their historical and cultur-
al presence in the region. Since 1948, Israel has 
been slowly removing any type of Arab influence 
in order to make room for more distinctly Jewish 
replacements. This can be seen in the renaming of 
towns and cities to reflect Hebrew names instead 
of the original Arabic monikers, as well as the re-
fusal to recognize (and thus provide resources for) 
small Bedouin villages in the Negev desert. The 
Palestine Archeological Museum was renamed 
when Israel annexed East Jerusalem in 1967 and 
any mention of the words ‘Palestine’ or ‘Palestin-
ian’ were removed (David, 2020). During this time 
it also became illegal to display the Palestinian 
flag or for artists to paint with the representative 
green, red, and black colors (Dalrymple, 2002). 
Books and films by Palestinian writers and direc-
tors were destroyed or confiscated. In looking 
through history books, it is possible to sense an 
obvious void of Palestinian narratives or represen-
tation (Aburawa, 2011 and Shezaf, 2019). Muslim 
cemeteries have routinely been destroyed, the 
most famous being the Ma’man Allah cemetery in 
Jerusalem that was excavated to build the Muse-
um of Tolerance which ironically claimed to sup-
port mutual respect and dignity (Makdisi, 2010). 

Banner displayed on the 
Israeli occupied portion of 
Hebron in the West Bank.
image credit - Palestinian 
Poster Project
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Moving Forward
In focusing on the Middle East and Israel / Pales-
tine in particular,  a diverse and complex research 
angle has been established. Looking at the culture 
and history of the region, it is clear that there are a 
host of differing beliefs, backgrounds, and per-
spectives which all work together — or apart — to 
tell a complex story. In exploring the culture of 
fear which both connects and divides Israel and 
Palestine, it is possible to see the ramifications of 
misrepresentation and subsequent continued op-
pression and violence. The following section will 
explore how design can be applied to support in-
dividuals in more diverse and authentic represen-
tation as a way to increase connection between 
Palestinians and awareness for external audiences. 

More recently, the Israeli government passed a 
series of laws in 2018 known as ‘The Jewish Na-
tion-State Law’ which clearly promotes the identity 
of Israel as a Jewish nation for the Jewish People. 
Within this law the privileges and rights of Jews 
were further defined, including the the statement 
that the right to self-determination lies solely with 
the Jewish People. The law fails to mention citi-
zens who are not Jewish, effectively legitimizing 
discrimation and inequality for Palestinian citizens 
of Israel. Additionally, Arabic was removed as 
an official language of the state (Adalah, 2020). 
Together, these actions unequivocally promote a 
goal of complete erasure of Palestinian culture – 
and by extent the Palestinian people. As a result, 
Palestinians, both within Israel and in the occu-
pied territories of the West Bank and Gaza, are 
left to defend and preserve their history, culture, 
and future in the face of a nation actively seeking 
the opposite. The physical removal of Palestinian 
families from their homes and the encroachment 
of Israeli settlements within Palestine coupled 
with the systematic removal of Palestinian culture 
within Israel sends a clear message. By refusing to 
acknowledge a different perspective or respecting 
the rights and dignities of an entire people, Israel 
effectively silences the narrative of Palestinians, 
stunts opportunities for connection, and dismisses 
possibilities of peace.

During the 2021 Miss Universe Pagent in Israel, con-
tests were shown wearing traditional Palestinian cloth-
ing and preparing sweets without ever mentioning 
Palestine. Instead, each instagram post included #vis-
itisrael. This is an example of obvious cultural appropri-
ation. image credit - Middle East Eye
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image credit - Katie Murdoch

Design Ideation 
+ Solution
PART THREE

In delving into the complex topic of the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict and recog-
nizing the continued oppression and 
cultural erasure of Palestinians, it be-
came evident that the design solution 
needed to center on the concept of rep-
resentation and identity. The following 
section will explore the ideation phase 
and finally the design solution concept.
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Design Motivations
In researching the realities of the conflict and the 
variety of narratives from both sides,  a space 
where these experiences could be collected 
and shared was important. While it was initially 
planned to showcase both Israeli and Palestin-
ian perspectives, additional research and direct 
contact with Palestinians made it clear that there 
was a larger need for accurate representation 
and connection for the Palestinian experience. In 
speaking with two women in Haifa early on in the 
ideation process, the author learned that the two 
primarily Arab neighborhoods in the city were 
located on opposite ends of the municipality. This 
seemingly innocuous urban planning decision ac-
tually works to segregate communities and make 
it more difficult for Palestinians to come together. 
One woman, Lina (last name removed), explained 
that this distance makes it difficult for Arabs within 
Haifa to find connection and formulate a collective 
identity. The feeling of lost community and soli-
darity is magnified when considering Palestinians 
living in the West Bank and Gaza are physically 
segregated in a way that a train ride across the city 
can’t fix. Additionally, many Palestinians living in 
refugee camps in Syria, Lebanon and Jordan are 
unable to share their experiences as travel is often 
difficult if not impossible. Finally, Palestinians in 
the diaspora are often seeking further connection 
to their identity and in creating a space for stories 
to be shared, those in the diaspora could learn 
more about the lived experiences of those within 
occupied Palestine. 

Looking outside of Palestine and Palestinian audi-
ences, creating a sense of awareness for external 
audiences was paramount. The occupation of 
Palestine and its consequences and context are 
often not well understood by those with direct 
connections to Israel or Palestine. Through re-
search and consistent discussions with Palestinians 
in the West Bank and Israel, the author was able to 
educate herself on the complexities of the con-
flict (she is still learning and will never be able to 
fully understand the greater realities as a witness). 
However, without this self-possessed interest and 
compulsion to ask difficult questions, she never 
would have gained the awareness and subse-
quent motivation to act. In discussing the findings 
with others outside of Israel, as well as members 
of her cohort in Tel Aviv, it became apparent how 
little awareness there is regarding the individual 
stories and the people who live within the conflict. 
People were either removed and disinterested or 
downplayed the severity of the situation. For the 
outcome of this project, the author was motivated 
to use design as a tool for accurate representation 
and cultural preservation as well as connection 
across borders and widespread awareness.

06
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Elements of the Solution

The following elements create a structure from 
which the final solution will be built from. In rec-
ognizing which aspects are most crucial to suc-
cessfully facilitate representation and awareness, it 
becomes easier to fully realize the concept. 

Subjective Storytelling – In working towards 
accurate representation and the preservation of 
diverse cultural identities, storytelling and the col-
lection of differing narratives would be essential. 
By exploring a range of beliefs and experiences 
as well as the hopes, dreams and fears of individ-
uals, the project would succeed in humanizing a 
cause that has been historically limited to graphic 
images of violence and damaging stereotypes. 
Subjectivity is noted here specifically because in 
highlighting the individuality of experiences it 
is possible to recognize the beauty in bias and 
the truly diverse collective it creates. Subjectivity 
reminds us of the depth of perspectives and the 
importance of each.

Combining Tradition and Modern  –  While sim-
ply creating a space where stories could be shared 
would promote representation and awareness,  
the solution needs to incorporate elements of tra-
ditional Palestinian culture in a more directly visual 
way. Together, traditional cultural artifacts coupled 
with modern stories effectively connect cultural 
identity from a visual and individual perspective. 
Additionally, using a Palestinian cultural artifact 
in a contemporary setting promotes recognition 
and preservation of an aspect of culture that might 
otherwise be easily forgotten or overlooked.

Collective and Ongoing  –The work in creating a 
space for authentic representation is never fin-
ished and as a result, the solution would need to 
be ongoing to accurately reflect the experiences 
of what it means to be Palestinian. Keeping the 
project current and continually updated would 
provide consistent interest as audiences would 
be able to find new stories each week rather than 
have a limited, unchanging number to explore. 
A participatory element for Palestinians to add 
their own stories from home and see them later 
displayed could serve to empower the diverse yet 
collective nature of the project. 

cultural 
representation

visual culture meets 
cultural identity

connecting past to 
present

importance of 
many narratives

diverse experiences

authentic 
representation

a living cultural 
experience

reflective

constantly changing
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Ideation Phase

After clarifying both the motivations and the over-
arching elements of the solution, current projects 
which existed within the realm of the focus point 
(narrative, story-based, collective, culturally-mind-
ed) were explored. In researching existing solu-
tions and taking note of what felt congruent with 
the project goals or aspirations in terms of cre-
ativity, it was possible to better determine how a 
solution could take form.

07
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Voices for Change - Capitalizing on the concept 
of self-initiated exploration, Voice for Change 
immerses users in a virtual 3D world. As part of a 
project the Google’s Arts and Culture Lab, several 
civic partners worked together to highlight the 
UN Global Goals regarding sustainability and the 
changing climate. By moving through the digi-
talized world, user are able to listen to a variety of 
voices all advocating for climate change and learn 
more about 17 Global Goals. This project high-
lights the nuance of audio as a method for human-
ization. While exploring the 3D environment was 
interesting, it also kept attention focused on the 
voices.

Experience Japan Pictograms - Produced by 
Nippon Design Center, the project aims to allow 
tourists (or anyone for that matter) the ability to 
better understand touristic aspects of Japan and 
Japanese culture using pictograms. In perusing 
the huge variety of iconography, users can expand 
each pictogram to learn more about the story be-
hind the image as well as its Japanese translation. 
In exploring the project, users can gain a deeper 
understanding of all that Japan has to offer in a 
uniquely visual way. From a design perspective, 
the project is simplistic yet sound in its delivery of 
educating users on Japan and its tourism oppor-
tunities. The overlay of information nicely keeps 
things organized without overwhelming the user. 
What it misses is a personal touch, after browsing 
through 5-6 pictograms the intrigue of the experi-
ence begins to wear off.

Existing Examples

image credit - Voices for Change image credit - Experience Japan
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Deadly Questions - Initiated by the Australian 
government, Deadly questions provides aware-
ness about Aboriginal culture and lets Aboriginal 
people answer questions in their own words to 
better inform the public about their history, ex-
periences, and personal hopes for the future. 
Users are able to explore a variety of questions 
and watch videos of Aboriginals discussing their 
responses. What is most appreciated about this 
project is the personal aspect of allowing people 
to respond directly to questions using their own 
experiences to add context and vulnerability. The 
project also gives external audiences around the 
world the ability to learn about a different culture 
and deepen their understanding of the Aboriginal 
experience without travelling to Australia.

image credit - Deadly Questions
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Within this phase of project ideation, existing 
experiences that center on Palestinians were 
also examined. It was possible to find a variety 
of different focal points including the diaspora, a 
historical timeline from the 16th century to pres-
ent day, maps recording the seizure of Palestinian 
land over time, and several interviews and stories 
regarding the Nakba, political injustices, occupa-
tion and violence. While each of the projects pro-
vided insight and knowledge, it also continually 
repainted the Palestinian experience from a similar 
perspective. Additionally, it wasn’t difficult to find 
this same perspective amplified on social media 
with Instagram pages like @eye.on.palestine (2.3 
million followers at the time of writing) posting 
daily about Israeli police brutality, tear gas, and 
shootings. Sharing this type of information is 
highly important and these experiences showcase 
the inequalities and realities of Palestinians to the 
outside world. However, it was vital the outcome 
for this thesis to offer up the possibility for repre-
sentation outside of the realm of bloodshed, loss, 
and conflict. Of course narratives and stories on 
any topic could be shared but participants would 
be given the opportunity to choose for themselves 
rather than only providing a platform that can be 
explored within a constricting lens. 

Further Exploration + Discovery

While there were many additional examples, the 
previous projects represent the overall discovery 
phase of the project ideation. Over the course of a 
month a series of potential outcomes and further 
defined directions were crafted with the support 
of supervisors as a way to determine output meth-
od (digital, print, hybrid) and final solution orien-
tation. Among others, options related to neigh-
borhoods and their inhabitants, a guidebook for 
the unseen within Israel and Palestine, mapping 
the journeys of ‘boundary-crossers’ who are able 
to travel between Israel and the West Bank, digital 
memory boxes for Palestinians within the diaspora, 
and reimagining political posters to better repre-
sent each side were all explored. However, it was 
still difficult to determine how to naturally marry 
modernity and an artifact from Palestinian culture.  
Given the goals of the project in terms of connec-
tion across borders and ongoing participation, a 
digital output would fit best. The target audience 
was focused on two groups, Palestinians living 
within Israel / occupied Palestine and non-Palestin-
ians outside of Israel. For the purpose and scope 
of the project, the narratives (at least initially) 
would be centered in the West Bank since these 
groups have the fewest opportunities to connect 
with others beyond the borders of the occupied 
territory. 

A still from the Obliterated Familes 
project that focuses on the violence and 
deaths caused by the conflict.
image credit - Obliterated Families

A post from eye.on.palestine 
showing a man shot at a check-
point.
image credit - @eye.on.palestine
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It wasn’t until the discovery of Amer Shomali’s 
exhibition Broken Weddings (2019) that a concept 
that met the motivations and required elements 
for the design solution was realized. Shomali’s 
exhibition was inspired by the sale of an unworn 
wedding thobe (traditional Palestinian dress) that 
was sold at auction in 2017. Although the seller 
explained that the dress had been found in an 
abandoned house during the Nakba, the dress ap-
peared unworn. Inspired by the possible history of 
the dress and the fate of its original Shomali recre-
ated several of the intricate embroidered patterns 
found on the dress using entire spools of thread 
to represent each stitch. In using whole spools of 
thread Shomali visually represents ‘dresses that 
were not embroidered, broken weddings, unper-
formed songs, unbuilt homes, unborn children.’ 
The color patterns and geometric shapes of the 
embroidery were intriguing and with further 
research, it was learned that this embroidery is 
known as Tatreez. 

Tatreez is a traditional Palestinian art form that 
uses colored threads, patterns and motifs to adorn 
the thobes of women across the region. Typically 
the skills and knowledge of tatreez are passed 
from mother to daughter as a way to continue 
the legacy of the craft and preserve generation 
knowledge. While the patterns are stunning on 
their own, upon closer inspection it is possible to 
understand something about the wearer from the 
motifs and colors she uses. Prior to the increase of 
globalization in the Middle East and the upheav-
al of the Nakba, each distinct region was known 
for specific motifs and colors that could be used 
to identify where a woman was from. Events like 
marriage could also be documented through mo-

Discovery of Tatreez

tifs and specific colors and belt styles denoted a 
woman’s marital status, relative age, and wishes in 
regard children. Additionally, some thobes con-
tained small cut-outs in the chest panel used for 
breast-feeding mothers. Without ever seeing the 
creator of a specific thobe, it would be possible to 
trace certain aspects of a woman’s life through the 
unique series of motifs and colors stitched on her 
dress. Traditionally, Tatreez was a form of self-ex-
pression, cultural preservation and often econom-
ic support for many women and girls.

Following the Nakba, the style and significance 
of tatreez shifted greatly. People from different 
regions were now intermixed, either in refugee 
camps or as people fleeing the newly created 
state of Israel relocated to cities within the West 
Bank and Gaza or abroad.  As a result, the area 
specific motifs and colors were combined to 
reflect the change in demographics as well as the 
influence of external cultures for those now living 
outside of the region. While the practice of tatreez 
lost some of its area-specific symbolism, the art 
form came to represent Palestinian identity and 
culture in a climate of oppression. As mentioned 
in the previous section on cultural erasure, during 
the 1960’s and through the first intifada Palestin-
ians were unable to display the Palestinian flag 
or create artwork using its colors. In response to 
these restrictions women embroidered Palestinian 
flags, cultural symbols, statements, and maps on 
their thobes, ultimately creating what is known as 
an ‘intifada dress’. Today tatreez is still used as a 
marker of national pride, cultural preservation and 
identity for Palestinians (Abouali, 2021, Ghnaim et 
al., 2018 and Quinn, 2019). 

Concept Solution

08
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Following the exploration into the history of 
tatreez as a method of storytelling and documen-
tation as well as its modern connotation as a form 
of cultural identity, the author felt that tatreez 
and its unique motifs would be the perfect visual 
representation for the modern narratives of Pal-
estinians. In choosing to visualize each narrative 
through a tatreez pattern, it would be possible to 
effectively ‘weave’ together the traditional and 
modern. Furthermore, in creating a digital ‘tap-
estry’ of motifs and their connected stories, the 
project could continually be added to with new 
patterns and narratives. In the following section 
the working parts of the project and how they will 
come together to create a final design outcome 
will be delineated. 

Solution Concept Overview

A still from Shomali’s 
exhibition ‘Broken Wed-
dings’.
image credit - Amer 
Shomali

A embroidered piece 
from Palestinian Ameri-
can Jordan Nasser that 
uses tatreez in a more 
modern application.
image credit - Jordan 
Nassar



51

Wafa Ghnaim in a traditional thobe with hand-embroidered 
tatreez. image credit -Vogue

“Reclaiming tatreez as a lan-
guage of our own...is an exercise 
of existance and resistance. We 
can use tatreez to resist the ex-
tinction of our artistic traditions, 
the cultural appropriation of our 
sacred embroidery designs, and 
the pressure to only articulate 
with words.’’
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Solution + Cultural Sensitive Design

Finally, referencing the Lin, Cheng, and Sun dia-
gram from page 20, a brief outline of the solution in 
regards to cultural sensitivity and representation in 
the design process follows.
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image credit - Katie Murdoch

Process
PART FOUR

This section will unveil the process and 
iterations towards a final desigh solu-
tion as well as the motivations and chal-
lenges which impacted the outcome.
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Research + Concept

The complete process of developing the final 
project outcome can be separated into two areas. 
The first being the research, concept / design, 
and implementation of the final solution. This area 
entails everything necessary to facilitate a func-
tioning and usable platform for audiences to listen 
to stories and participants to add their own in the 
form of a working prototype. The second area 
consists of the collection of stories from Palestin-
ians in order to populate the platform and provide 
a basis for which audiences can understand the 
purpose of the solution and future participants 
can feel inspired and empowered to tell their own 
stories. The following section will breakdown the 
steps for each portion of the process so it will 
be possible to understand how all aspects work 
together to craft a thorough solution.

Upon landing on the idea of using tatreez to tell 
modern stories of Palestinians,  research began 
with how tatreez was traditionally used and the 
significance behind the colors and motifs. While 
there is a huge variety of information regarding 
the history of this Palestinian art form, a large 
portion of the research centered on Wafa Gha-
naim’s book and online platform ‘Tatreez and Tea’. 
Ghanaim’s mission is to preserve and document 
the history and traditions of tatreez. Her platform 
teaches others the specific techniques and pat-
terns as a way to spread awareness and inspire 
solidarity with the Palestinian cause. What makes 
her philosophy around tatreez special is the 
creativity and flexibility she affords to the creator. 
While traditional tatreez uses specific motifs and 
colors to denote certain things like age, location 
and marital status, Ghanaim shares a combination 
of widely recognized motifs as well as family pat-
terns and stories behind them. 

09

Introduction

Through reading her book, it possible to see the 
full capabilities of tatreez a storytelling tool that 
expertly combines cultural heritage, identity, and 
documentation in a visual medium. 

In constructing how the platform would function 
and the capability for users to have their own sto-
ries turned into tatreez, parameters were created 
in order to classify the stories for development of 
modern tatreez outcomes. Through researching 
the world of tatreez and knowing that the proj-
ect would be documenting and highlighting the 
diversity of the Palestinian experience, the im-
portance of finding a balance between authentic 
modern touches that add value and remaining 
true to a cultural art form that has survived the 
passage of time was paramount. 
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Traditionally each village used a specific set of 
colored fabric and thread with brighter shades 
being used for younger women and darker 
colors or black being used for older women and 
widows (Quinn, 2019 and Abouali, 2021).   For 
the purpose of the platform and the creation of 
unique and varied tatreez outcomes, it was de-
cided to move away from the traditional colors 
and instead connect each color of a defined 
palette with possible themes of the collected 
stories. By using a modern palette that symbol-
izes overarching themes such as family, hope, 
and identity, it would be possible to have the 
modern tatreez outcomes begin to tell a story 
that goes beyond the traditional bounds of the 
craft. To add another layer of meaning behind 
the color scheme, three additonal colors were 
chosen to symbolize age range. In choosing a 
combination of colors it was important to find a 
selection that worked well together regardless 
of which themes (and thus which colors) each 
story contained. Ultimately a modern palette was 
chosen with some natural connections between 
some more obvious themes and representative 
colors, for example dark blue symbolizes occu-
pation as it is the same color used in the Israeli 
flag and red, a main color of the Palestinian flag, 
is used for culture. 

family

culture

hope + future

memory

colors based on age

occupation

identity

Color

under 25

50+

25-50

colors based on theme
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While the process of choosing and implement-
ing a meaning behind the color palette was 
relatively straightforward, the process behind 
determining the final shape of the tatreez was 
not. In considering the need for a large possi-
bility of unique outcomes, generative code was 
utilized to create an endless array of shapes that 
would then be colored by the user’s specific sto-
ry themes. After picking up some of the basics 
of the P5JS library and experimenting, handful 
of outputs that could be easily updated based 
on color preferences were created. The quality 
and variety of the outputs increased consider-
ably after some support and further consultation 
from an online community of creative coders. 
While the look of the P5JS generated outputs 
was original and visually appealing, it didn’t feel 
recognizable as authentic tatreez (option 1 on 
the following page). Alongside the creation of 
the coded generator, an in depth research into 
the distinct motifs that originated from the dif-
ferent areas of Palestine prior to the Nakba had 
begun. While it was possible to find a relatively 
superficial degree of background information 
on the history of different motifs, it wasn’t until 
Margarita Skinner and Widad Kamel Kawar’s 
book, ‘A Treasury of Stitches’ (2010), that it was 
possible to begin constructing a sort of directo-
ry of tatreez motifs based on the villages where 
they came from. Although the shape of motifs 
and the way are combined varied greatly, they 
were connected by a specific look that easily 
differentiated them from other embroidery in the 
Middle East. In collecting these motifs, learning 
their names, and exploring some of the stories 
behind their creation, it became obvious that a 
project without their inclusion would lose sight 
of the history of tatreez. 

Tatreez Form

Traditional Tatreez motifs from a sampler.
image credit - Tatreez and Tea

A spread from Skinner and Kawar’s book showcasing 
motifs from different areas.
image credit - Palestinian Museum US 



58

What transpired next was a visual research into 
the possibilities of connection between tradi-
tion and modernity. At the heart of the research 
was a search for an outcome that would be able 
to symbolize the stories of Palestinians today 
while being directly connected to the history and 
unique shapes of authentic tatreez. Placing motifs 
on top of the generated patterns (option 2) was 
explored but the result looked too simplistic and 
obvious without any real connection between the 
two. In looking at what would be possible without 
the coded outputs, motifs were sliced into small-
er portions and reconstructed together to create 
a new motif out of the traditional pieces (option 
3). While the result looked modern and different, 
it still felt as though cutting the traditional motifs 
might be too far removed from the original forms. 
Additionally, symmetry is an important aspect of 
tatreez and the removal of some parts of each 
motif made the results definitively unbalanced. 
Further experimentation with overlapping, ro-

Uses the P5JS generator to cre-
ate geometric shapes that look 
vaguely like tatreez. The use of 
the motifs is removed entirely 
and there is now no real signif-
icance attached to the shapes. 
A person who is familar with 
tatreez would not be able ‘read’ 
anything.

Uses the P5JS generator to cre-
ate a background of geometric 
shapes with the traditional mo-
tifs placed on top. This option 
feels modern but still manages 
to be understandable as tatreez 
due to the use of actual tatreez 
motifs.

Dissects the traditional motifs 
and then uses portions of each 
to create an entirely new design. 
This option still manages to look 
like tatreez because it still uses 
the traditional shapes while giv-
ing them a modern twist.

Option 1: Modern
 Interpretation

Option 2: Modern with 
Tradition Overlayed

Option 3: Modern / Tradition 
Mixture

tating, and layering whole motifs to create new 
symmetrical designs that didn’t lose anything in 
their modernization was also pursued (option4). 
As a last avenue of incorporation, the coded pat-
tern outputs from the generator were used as a 
‘pattern’ where each square of color was replaced 
with a miniature traditional motif (option 5). The 
result looks like a modern geometric shape upon 
first glance but by zooming in, it is possible to see 
that the entire design is made up of traditional 
motifs. 

 The author struggled immensely within this pro-
cess as a designer from a Western background. 
In coming the the Middle East to study a culture 
different than her own and researching extensively 
on the decolonization of design, the gravity of the 
outcome felt like a test on the ability to honor a 
cultural artifact without bastardizing it for the sake 
of the Westernized design ideals. As much as the 
simplistic geometric outputs of the ‘tatreez’ gen-
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Uses the traditional motifs but 
plays with size, repetition, and 
overlap to create something 
updated and fresh while still 
being entirely understandable 
as tatreez. Traditionally, tatreez 
motifs are placed next to one 
another but by overlapping 
them it creates a new interpre-
tation.

Creates a modern shape (pro-
vided by the P5JS generator) 
from whole traditional motifs. 
This optin requires the user to 
take a closer look to find the 
traditional aspects that make up 
the new design.

Option 4: Updated Tradition Option 5: Modern Built from 
Tradition

erator were appreciated, sometimes the real work 
of a designer is knowing when to leave something 
alone and celebrate it without the need to change 
it. In narrowing down the iterations to either the 
combined overlapping motifs (option 4) or the 
modern shape made entirely of smaller traditional 
motifs (option 5), three Palestinian women were 
consulted to aid in the final decision. The three 
women all have a background in tatreez and one 
of them currently works in the field of design. 
While option 5 already felt like a reasonable com-
promise, the fact that all three women also select-
ed this option made the decision that much easier. 
Additionally, the underlying symbolism of looking 
closer to find the cultural and historical elements 
with which modern forms can be built upon per-
fectly mirrors the goals of the project.
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Color palette is determined by 
user age range and story themes

Tatreez shape references user 
gender 

Chosen motifs are based off of 
locations mentioned in user sto-
ries as well as recording location
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Now that the color palette, motifs, and the look 
and feel of the modern tatreez were confirmed, 
it was time to consider how the combination of 
elements would be constructed. Originally, an 
entirely user-generated approach was created 
where the selection of motifs from each region 
and the application of the theme-specific color 
palette would be at the hands of the user. This 
direction afforded the user the most control over 
the outcome of their tatreez with a high level of in-
teraction required. However, the use of an AI was 
incorporated to promote an element of surprise 
for the user regarding the final combination of 
motifs and the application of the color palette. By 
using an AI combined with the endless degree of 
geometric shapes from the coded generator, the 
outcomes for the modern tatreez would be highly 
varied for every story even if they included the 
same locations and themes. 
 
 In considering the entire process for recording 
a new story and the subsequent creation of a 
tatreez, a detailed concept flow was created for 
this integral part of the project outcome. The 
‘create a tatreez’ portion of the project would start 
by inviting the user to consider a story they would 
like to use and finding a quiet place to record. In 

AI Integration

this initial screen, there would also be access to 
story prompts for inspiration as well as the ability 
to add your own prompt to the list to make the ex-
perience feel as through it is evolving and person-
alized. The user is also asked to input their name, 
age, and gender which will be used to further 
customize the tatreez.After recording a story, users 
have the option to play it back, trim or cut out sec-
tions, and finally upload the final version that will 
be connected to their tatreez. After submission, 
the AI will analyze the story for common keywords 
and locations to determine the color palette and 
potential motifs. The coded generator will then 
create a geometric shape using the previously 
determined color palette. Finally, the AI randomly 
choose a selection of motifs from each location 
(or multiple motifs from the same location if only 
the device location is available) to populate the 
generated shape. The outcome is then presented 
to the user with an explanation of the keywords 
and locations that were used to form their tatreez. 
The user is then able to confirm the submission of 
their story and tatreez to be added to the growing 
collection accessible to the public.

Examples of modern tatreez
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01 – The AI analyzes a submit-
ted story for themes and loca-
tions. 

02 – The analyzed story is com-
bined with user input (age / gen-
der) to fully determine the color 
palette and shape.

03 – A modern pattern is cre-
ated from the P5JS generator 
using the color palette.

04 – Motifs from each spec-
ified location are collected 
and then at least one motif 
from each is selected. For 
additional variety, multiple 
motifs from a location can be 
selected as well as a common 
motif found throughout Pal-
estine (see cypress tree and 
olive branch).

05 – The motifs are applied 
in place of the color blocks to 
form the same modern pat-
tern.

01

03

02

04

05
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Moving to the concept flow for the entire platform, 
different aspects were determined that would facil-
itate a well-delivered user experience and aid the 
user in understanding the meaning of the project. 
The following screens and features outline the en-
tire scope of the final outcome: 

Start  — An initial 
screen that sets the 
tone for the project 
and allows the user 
to adjust the lan-
guage settings.

Concept Flow

Choose direction  —
 Users are led into 
the experience with a 
screen asking them to 
choose either the in-
troduction to tatreez or 
the main experience.
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Create a Tatreez – 
The process where a 
user can upload their 
own story and create a 
tatreez of their own to 
be part of the collec-
tion.

Main Experience —
 Here users can explore 
the variety of tatreez 
stories by clicking on a 
specific modern motif.

starting point if main 
exerience is

 chosen on last page

Concept Flow (Main Navigation)



65

About  – Learn more 
about the project and 
the history of tatreez. 
At the end of the page, 
the user is directed to 
the main experience.

 starting point if tatreez 
introduction is

 chosen on last page

Tatreez Key - A quick 
reference point for 
all the motifs used in 
the experience, where 
they orginated from, 
and some interesting 
symbolism.
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Story Overlay – When 
a story is selected, an 
overlay appears where 
the motif is enlarged 
and the corresponding 
name and transcribed 
story are visible. While 
the story audio begins 
playing automatically, 
the user can pause or 
replay it as they like. 

Concept Flow (Features)

Filter – To create a 
curated selection of 
motifs, users can filter 
based on location, 
theme, gender, or age 
range to find stories 
more relevant to their 
specific interests. 
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Sort + Style – The 
look of the tatreez can 
also be adjusted with 
possibility to view the 
tapestry of tatreez as 
singular motifs, in pat-
terned form, or as the 
minimalistic forms cre-
ated by the generator. 
Additionally, users can 
sort the tatreez based 
on storyteller age, 
story length, or color 
to create a ‘gradient’ 
effect with the warm-
est to coolest (or vice 
versa)tatreez at the top 
and the opposite at 
the bottom.

Adjust Overall View 
– Aside from changing 
the style of the motif 
as described above, 
users can also switch in 
between viewing the 
tatreez composition in 
the standard ‘tapestry’ 
format or on a map 
with stories floating in 
the relative area of the 
location of the record-
ing.
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The final piece of the main concept to be con-
sidered was how all of the modern stories (each 
represented by a tatreez) would be organized for 
users to access and interact with. Tatreez patterns 
are most frequently depicted as constellations 
of motifs which form inverted triangles that are 
placed on the chest pieces of thobes. However, 
for the purpose and medium of the project the 
composition reflects a slightly more flexible and 
modern arrangement. It was also important that 
the collection of tatreez appear to be continu-
ous and ‘unfinished’ given that one of the central 
elements of the solution is for the project to be 
ongoing and collective. Taking this into consider-
ation,  a mosaic-like composition was created with 
space intentionally left open in each row to reflect 
the ongoing process and to add some breathing 
room between the various tatreez designs. 
While the main organization of the tatreez would 

Composition

Mosaic style 
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Original tatreez syle

Pattern tatreez style

Minimal style (not yet tatreez)

follow this ‘digital tapestry’ model, the author 
wanted to give the user the flexibility to customize 
or adjust the tapestry given their interests. Filter-
ing allows for users to see only a small selection 
of stories about a specific topic or location but the 
sort / style feature reconstructs the entire tapestry 
with the order of the tatreez changing. The com-
position can be adjusted to arrange stories based 
on age, length or tatreez color. This feature means 
that each user can quickly manipulate the look 
and feel of the entire collection in order to foster 
a sense of curiosity, discovery, and further user 
integration. Additionally, users can adjust the look 
of the tatreez themselves by choosing between 
three styles — either minimalistic, original, or pat-
terned. The minimalistic style uses the large blocks 
of color created from the P5JS generator before 
the traditional motifs are added in. While this style 
cannot accurately be described as tatreez itself, by 
connecting it closely to the two additional options, 
users can understand where the composition of 
the original and patterned versions came from. 
The original version shows the minimalistic style 
with the motifs replacing the blocks of color, while 
the patterned version creates basic patterns out 
of the original style. These styles can be changed 
for the entire tapestry or the user has the option 
to view each style individually when listening to a 
tatreez story.
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Stories + Tatreez

The collection of diverse stories from Palestinians 
required a conscious effort towards connection 
and trust between participants and the author. In 
total, four trips to the West Bank over the course of 
six weeks were planned with visits to the four larg-
est cities. Additionally, a short period of time was 
dedicated to Jerusalem which serves as the base 
from which it is possible to enter the West Bank via 
two large checkpoints (Qalandiya and Checkpoint 
300). As the collection of the stories was happen-
ing in parallel to the design research on tatreez, it 
was important to consider which modern themes 
would act as a basis for connection between the 
various stories that could then be visualized in 
the tatreez outcomes. Prior to going out into the 
community to find participants to talk with, a series 
of prompts were developed to aid in the direction 
of stories and give Palestinians a basis from which 
to expand upon. Considering the connection of 
the occupation to identity and cultural erasure 
which was so prevalent in the research, the author 
crafted a series of questions which focused on 
these topics. Additionally, questions surrounding 
memories, peace, home, and the future were also 
developed. Although it was unclear initally if most 
participants would already have an experience 

10

Story Collecting

Trip 01 – Bethlehem

Trip 02 – Bethlehem + Ramallah

Trip 03 – Ramallah + Nablus

Trip 04 – Hebron + Jerusalem

to share or if they would prefer a prompt, nearly 
every participant in the collection process asked 
for a prompt before sharing their own story. While 
this did not affect the success of the project and 
many Palestinians commented on the depth and 
complexity behind the prompts, it is expected that 
future participants will share stories without the 
need for prompts — or create new ones — as way 
to increase the diverse possibilities of stories. 

The author spent the majority of her time in Beth-
lehem, Ramallah, Nablus, and Hebron with special 
attention payed to refugee camps and NGO or-
ganizations. The connections between the author 
and each participant played a crucial role in the 
ability to not only openly discuss difficult topics 
but also record each answer. Initially, the appre-
hension and unease from possible participants 
was obvious and language differences served as 
another barrier which made the collection of sto-
ries more difficult. The author’s citizenship (Amer-
ican) and residence location at the time of collec-
tion (Tel Aviv) was also noted as having an effect 
on some participants in the early stages of the 
project. The assumed political connections (both 
American and potentially Israeli), were a topic of 

 Initial trip to Bethlehem simply to get a feel for 
the possibilities of collecting stories and making 
contacts in the city. 

Collection of stories in Bethlehem including at 
both the AIDA and Dheisheh refugee camps. In 
Ramallah, Birzeit University and the Palestine Mu-
seum were collection points.

Second trip to Ramallah to collect stories and a 
trip to Nablus where an NGO was visited as well as 
the old city for story collection.

Stories from Hebron were more difficult to collect, 
more intense security with less trust in foreigners. 
A similar tone was noticed in Jerusalem, especially 
regarding the Sheikh Jarrah neighborhood occu-
pation.
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Manual Tatreez Creationconcern for some NGO workers, however with the 
help of a translator it was possible to create a level 
of respect and understanding between both par-
ties that facilitated the recording of stories. With 
the help of community members and open-mind-
ed hosts (via the Couchsurfing website), it was 
possible to record approximately forty short 
stories to craft the initial digital tapestry that would 
become a blueprint for future additions. Partici-
pants ranged from young teens to people in their 
sixties and seventies, with personal stories about 
occupation, memories, family, and hope making 
up the majority of the collection. The collection 
participants feature both men and women, par-
ents and children, NGO workers and those living 
in refugee camps, and people who have spent a 
large portion of time outside of the West Bank and 
those who have never left. The diversity in experi-
ences is one of the most fascinating aspects of the 
project and it highlights how important multiple 
narratives are for accurate representation. 

Following the collection of the stories, it was then 
possible to begin the process of editing, occa-
sionally translating (for the stories that were told 
in Arabic), transcribing, and analyzing. Stories 
were edited for clarity and continuity with the base 
prompts and author’s voice removed to help keep 
the submissions personal. Each of the stories was 
transcribed for an additional layer of documenta-
tion and so that audience members with limited 
hearing capabilities could still experience the 
project. The stories were then analyzed as a whole 
to sythesize the overarching themes that could be 
found throughout the varied narratives. While the 
base prompts were more broad, the responses 
denoted a more selective collection of themes 
that would then be connected to each of the 
colors in the defined color palette. The smaller se-
lection of themes also meant that the tatreez out-
comes would look slightly more unified in terms 
of color combinations creating more continuity 
for the overall tapestry. Although the AI would be 
used to craft the unique pattern of motifs and spe-
cific color applications in the developed project, 
for the purpose of the thesis the author created 
each tatreez by hand. Once a story was analyzed 
for specific themes, the author would then apply 
the corresponding colors to the P5JS generator 
to create a minimalistic pattern. Next a selection 
of motifs from the recording location as well as 
locations mentioned in the story would be applied 
to the pattern at random to create the modern 
tatreez outcome. Finally the motifs were colored 
accordingly and the tatreez was incorporated into 
the pool of stories.

Tel Aviv

Nablus

Jerusalem
Bethlehem

Hebron

Ramallah
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image credit - Katie Murdoch

Spoken 
Tatreez
PART FIVE

This section of the thesis will realize the 
finished outcome with a look into nam-
ing and design choices and a walk-
through of the entire platform. Addition-
ally, a catalog of the collected stories 
will be presented as well as an explora-
tion into how the design outcome could 
be imagined beyond an entirely digital 
realm.
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Naming + Interface
 Design
The complete process of developing the final 
The decision of the project name was one aspect 
which actually remained quite consistent from 
early on in the ideation phase.  ‘Spoken Tatreez: 
Modern Stories from Palestine’ immediately 
announces its connection to Palestine and story-
telling. The use of the word ‘Tatreez’ rather than 
simply words which allude to embroidery (woven, 
stitched, threads) helps to guide expectations 
for those familiar with the art form and intrigue 
for those who are not. Furthermore, the decision 
regarding the final look of the tatreez stories (as 
described in detail in the process section) was 
heavily connected to keeping ‘Tatreez’ in the title. 
By having a consistent reminder that the modern 
tatreez stories would need to remain culturally 
authentic and immediately recognisable, it was 
easier to advocate for an outcome that would 
match the title of the project. While other titles like 
‘Woven Identities’, ‘Stories in Thread’, and ‘Voices 
and Stitches’ were considered, ‘Spoken Tatreez’ 
describes exactly what an audience will find upon 
exploring the platform. 

11

Type exploration for both Latin and Arabic 
letters for 29 LT Zeyn. 
Image credit - 29LT.com
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Given the complexity and symbolism behind the 
crafted tatreez stories, coupled with the bright col-
or palette, it was necessary to keep other aspects 
of the interface design simplistic and straightfor-
ward. As seen in the wireframe flow, the navigation 
of the site is concise with emphasis placed on 
exploration and self-discovery rather than a guid-
ed experience. As a result, the UI (user interface) 
elements remain minimalistic without the use of 
additional iconography or decorative elements. 
Type was one central factor which did include a 
fair amount of research and consideration. Includ-
ing a dual language option for the project out-
come was crucial to mirror the needs of the target 
audience which reads, writes, and speaks primarily 
in Arabic. 

navigation bar

main UI elements

title
subtitle

filter button

adjust view

In Eva Al Radaideh’s book, The Arabic Designers 
Handbook (2021), she notes the importance of 
choosing typefaces which have been developed, 
at least in part, by native Arabic speakers. While 
the extent of the project outcome couldn’t be fully 
realized in both English and Arabic, a typeface 
was chosen that can be used for both languages. 
29LT Zeyn is a typeface designed jointly by Pascal 
Zoghbi and Ian Party which combines many of 
the stylistic aspects of traditional calligraphy into 
a modern typeface. As 29LT Zeyn was created by 
designers from different backgrounds, the charac-
ter sets in both Latin and Arabic remain connect-
ed and appear congruent despite the diversity in 
letter forms.  Al Radaideh continues by examining 
ways in which Latin and Arabic type can be com-
bined from a composition perspective to maxi-
mize the the use of space, symmetry, and reading 
directions of audiences. Taking this into account, 
the homepage of the site was created in both lan-
guages using the mirroring technique to facilitate 
a better user experience for Arabic speakers.



75

‘‘Zeyn «             » is an Arabic word meaning beautiful, 
graceful, and elegant. The Arabic is inspired from 
both Naskh and Thuluth calligraphic styles, while 
the Latin is drawn based on the Modern Serif Ro-
man style. The letterforms are drawn with extreme 
refinement and high contrast between the thick and 
thin pen strokes that unveil modernity in a stylish 
approach. The Arabic and Latin were created simul-
taneously and without any sacrifice from one script 
on behalf of the other. The elements that bring both 
scripts together are the design approach, the pro-
portions, the weight, and the contrast.’’
— Pascal Zoghbi

headline

body copy
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Arabic version of the homepage which features ‘mirroring’ of the UI elements and icon (arrow) 
for a better user experience for audiences that read right to left.
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Finished Concept 
Walkthrough
The following section will examine each screen 
in the main flow of the project with callouts used 
to give additional information to specific features 
and functionalities. 

12
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start

switch to Arabic or adjust volume set-
tings before entering the experience

slowly animating tatreez flowing in the 
background for added visual interest 
and to set the tone for the experience.
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splash screen

One of several quotes about stories 
will be shown during loading.
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direction choice

Users can choose where they would 
like to begin based on their own moti-
vations to customize their experience.
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main experience

Filter stories with a floating filter button 
that exands and collapses to let the 
user focus on the tatreez.

Main navigation lets the user easily 
move between the main interaction 

pages of the site.
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map view

The user can also view the stories on a 
map which shows the relative location 
of where the tatreez was recorded.
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expanded filter view

The expanded filter view organizes the 
parameters and keeps them hidden to 
reduce cognitive overload when not 
actively viewing.
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expanded sort / style view

Stories can be sorted and a toggle fea-
ture allows for movement between the 
three tatreez styles. The arrows next to 
the sort options reverse the direction 
of the sort for added flexibility.
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selected filters

Chosen filters and sorting options are 
displayed even after the filter is closed 
to visually remind the user how their 
customized tatreez was formed.
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main experience - story overlay

When a story is selected, an overlay 
occurs where the user can view the de-
tails and make up of the tatreez as well 
as pause or replay the audio.
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motif key

In the navigation, users can open a ref-
erence page where each of the motifs 
are listed with their region and name. 

By clicking on the small info next to 
many of the regions, a user can learn 

additional information.
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about

A small navigation is used to show the 
user how many steps are in the section 
and allow them to move at their own 
pace.
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about (cont.)

A variety of motifs and colors are clus-
ter around the screen to allow users to 
see what tatreez motifs look like.
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about (cont.)

In the following step, the names of the 
motifs/colors are changed to reveal 
the meaning behind them.
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about (cont.)

Moving towards the present, the user 
is shown how tatreez is used as a form 
of resistance and pride.
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about (cont.)

Finally, the user is given a brief expla-
nation of Spoken Tatreez and is invited 
to the main experience.
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create a tatreez

Start screen to begin the create a 
tatreez process.
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create a tatreez  (cont.)

The user is given a brief intro to the 
process and invited to record a story.

The name, age, and gender inputs will 
be used to further detetrmine the col-
ors ands shape of the finished tatreez.

Story prompts give the user inspira-
tion and the option to add one’s own 

prompt makes the experience feel 
customizable and personal.
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create a tatreez (cont.)

After the AI analysis, the user is pre-
sented with their finished Spoken 
Tatreez with an explanation of the col-
ors, shape, and motifs used. The user 
can then submit or cancel to finish the 
process.
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The Stories
The collected stories from each trip to the West 
Bank as well as the representative tatreez are 
placed here for access without visiting the Spoken 
Tatreez platform.

13

‘I hope to see the sea one day, the Palestinian Sea.  
I am 39 years old and I haven’t seen the sea or my 
village, Jerash (a village 25km west of Jerusalem 
that is no longer inhabited), because I am a refu-
gee. I want to cry because when you ask me this 
question, it reminds me of my grandparents who 
were living in that village and they told me about 
the life in the past. We love life and we love friends 
from all over the world. We just hope to see the 
sea one day. If I got married and I have kids, we 
would love also to see other countries. For almost 
forty years, I have only seen the sea one time and I 
can’t travel. The Palestinian sea is the most beauti-
ful sea in the world.’

Actually, there is always contact between Palestine 
and struggle, between Palestine and occupation 
and so we cannot separate them because we 
are not living in any country. We are living under 
occupation and so this is the connection always 
between us as Palestinians and how this reflects 
our identities. Not just related to where we live but 
also how we live. It is related to our daily life which 
is related to the ongoing catastrophe because the 
catastrophe was not just in 1948, it is still going 
on in different ways. Here (in the AIDA refugee 
camp), we as Palestinian refugees are different 
than others, how we live and our challenges and 
our suffering is different from others and this af-
fects our identity. ‘

Mahmoud practices the traditional Palestinian 
folk dance Dabke at a cultural center in the Dhe-
isheh Refugee camp where he lives.

‘I have been dancing since I was 10 years old. 
When I feel like I am tired or sick so I come and 
dance and it makes me feel better. Dancing means 
everything to me and I can’t see my life without 
dancing in it.’
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‘I live in AIDA camp since three years ago and 
I am a mother and I have three daughters. I am 
originally from Bayt Nattif (near Hebron)— which 
was occupied 1948 in the first catastrophe. My 
grandparents when they first arrived they moved 
here to AiDA camp in 1950. We don’t think about 
the future, but also we don’t think about a solution 
of two countries. It’s not applicable for us. I am 
thinking about just one solution, one country and 
it’s named Palestine and about returning back to 
our villages, returning all our rights that the Israeli 
zionists (are) stealing from us. This is the solution 
in my opinion. I am not thinking about any solu-
tion with the zionists, there is no solution in my 
opinion. Maybe our government tries a lot of solu-
tions with the Israeli government but not works. 
All the time they break the solution the Palestinian 
government gives to them. So that in my opinion 
we are only with the resistance and all types of 
resistance. I am with this solution. I want them 
(my children) to have the same hope that I have, 
to return back to our country, our villages. This 
is the main hope they should be thinking about. 
The other hope is for them to have safety without 
being attacked from any person, not only soldiers. 
But I am also putting inside them to stay strong 
here in Palestine, not in another place. I am not 
with immigration, I am not with traveling outside 
of Palestine, only for a visit, not to immigrate or 
live outside of Palestine. This is impossible for me 
or for them. Studying is okay but to stay outside 
Palestine is not acceptable for me. I hope for them 
to have a life with Palestine free.   

Huda practices the traditional Palestinian folk dance 
Dabke at a cultural center in the Dheisheh Refugee 
camp where she lives.

‘I want to improve myself more. I see myself in 
dancing and when I dance it means a lot to me. 
Feeling proud as a girl, as a Palestinian.’

Where do you see yourself in 5 - 10 years?

‘A scientist, a dancer, I can see myself traveling 
through the world to show our Palestinian cus-
toms, Palestinian dancing, culture, traditions. I see 
myself in 5 -10 years, not marrying someone, just 
afree  guy showing the world the free will of the 
Palestinian People.’

‘I am not afraid of the future, only the current situ-
ation that there are so many undergraduates from 
university with no work and no jobs.’
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‘It’s hard sometimes, it’s not easy to live here (In 
the AIDA refugee camp). We face many trou-
bles and we try to live with it but we are still 
standing although there are many challenges 
here. The water, the electricity, everything here 
is not something good to live with. But we are 
still standing because the camp symbolizes that 
we will return (to occupied Palestine). Strong is 
a suitable word for Palestinian women because 
we are struggling in this life. We bring up kids to 
send them to university to improve their futures 
despite all the difficulties they face in the camp. 
Palestinian women are doing their best to bring 
up their children in a beautiful atmosphere 
despite everything around us. We try to create a 
good atmosphere in our homes to see our kids 
happy.’
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How has your city changed over time?

‘Bethlehem has a lot of development in terms of 
prefabricated buildings and so many economic 
buildings have developed, they have become for 
the better, and there are factories and tourist plac-
es. Tourist places are now popular and tourists are 
coming to the city. I am from the city of Bethlehem 
and I love Bethlehem.’

Anonymous works as a social worker in Nablus.

‘Currently, one of the biggest problems we are 
seeing is high unemployment, especially for new 
graduates. Poverty is another problem for many 
people living in the West Bank and the unem-
ployment is part of that. Part of the problem is 
that there are many graduating students but 
very few opportunities for work. A lot of people 
want help to fix things (in their homes), like the 
windows and they come to us for support. I am 
inspired to do this work because I am a specialist 
and this is what I am trained to do.’

‘We are living in Sheikh Jarrah, we have always 
lived here and they are always trying to kick us 
out. The settlers are always attacking us. And the 
police are always attacking us. The settlers come 
and attack us and the police come and arrest us 
instead. For the last four days, my seventeen year-
old brother is in jail and today is the court hearing. 
The settlers beat him and they claim he sprayed 
them with gas. He didn’t spray them, he was sitting 
by the fire but still, they lock him up and the court 
is starting now.’
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‘I show the world that I am Palestinian by helping 
others. Even if I am in a bad situation I also try to 
help people. I am loyal to Palestine by helping its 
people and others. I don’t want to see other peo-
ple going through the same situation that we have 
(in the occupation). We don’t want people to live 
this way and I don’t want other people to suffer. 
We know what war is and we don’t other people 
to go through the same thing. ’

Naseer founded an NGO dedicated to restoration 
of traditional Palestinian houses.

I was working with heritage since I was born 
knowing the story of my family who lost their 
home (in the Galilee) that was 675 square meters 
that was bombarded by the British army on 19th 
December 1938. So I lived with the importance 
of a house, an old house, a huge house where 50 
members of my family lived there. That’s why I got 
interested in architectural heritage and the need 
to preserve it and the importance of the stories it 
tells. That’s the reason is studied architecture and 
then specialized in restoration and then started 
with this project (NGO).

What is your hope for the future?

‘I want to be married with kids in Dubai. I have 
visited and seen the Burj Khalifa and I would like 
to live there. I will miss living here a little bit. With 
help from the translator since Lyali was nervous In 
here we search for something we miss, for exam-
ple, we don’t see the sea. She wants to live by the 
sea because we don’t have the sea here, so the 
thing we don’t have (we want). Maybe people 
from the sea want to live in the mountain.’

 What is your hope for the future?

‘First to see Palestine without occupation, then 
we should have peace. Peace looks like nobody 
hates one another, no war, no armies, no dead 
bodies, no kids staying at home. The kids should 
go to school, like if the occupation comes further 
into Palestine maybe they won’t let the kids go 
to school. Children should go to school to have 
a good education and then maybe the kids have 
hopes like to be a scientist or a doctor to help the 
people killed by the war and build the future.’
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How have things changed since you were young?

‘People are apart because of social media. My 
father and my mother, between 30 years ago, col-
lected all of the family (stories) and speak the sto-
ries, speak about what happens in the world but 
now all the people forget and don’t collect these 
things like their beautiful old house, the photos or 
anything are not being collected by anybody.’

Samir restores old buildings as part of an NGO. 
What makes you proud to be Palestinian?

‘I am most proud of the old historical buildings of 
Palestine and restoring them to show their beauty. 
I am proud to make these restorations and heal 
my heritage. With assistance from the translator: 
We are in a battle how to prove our identity and 
this is one of the ways we can. The compromise is 
to keep the original elements while still restoring 
and maintaining them. We are proud of the work 
we do. We want to remove the slums and live in a 
state of calm and peace so that we can preserve 
the things we have. We have many wars and it is 
not easy but we need to preserve them (cultural 
heritage) for as long as we exist, we want to pre-
serve our heritage.’

Anonymous is a curator at the Palestinian Museum 
in Birzeit, near Ramallah.

‘I live in Ramallah and a lot of people here, the 
employees, are from the villages around Ramallah. 
So my perspective might be different and I didn’t 
go through many of the things that my colleagues 
perhaps went through. Sometimes people from 
Ramallah live in this bubble because you see the 
effects of the occupation but you are stuck in this 
bubble but at the same time you don’t interact 
with the occupation forces on a daily basis. For 
example, I don’t cross checkpoints or this kind 
of thing. So that is a privilege but it also sucks 
because you are in this bubble. There are some 
physical constraints to that but also you think ev-
erything is fine because you are not seeing what is 
happening every day.’

What are you excited for?

‘I wanna go there (to Rome) to study medicine 
I want to be a doctor because I graduate with a 
high scientific degree and that was my dream. I 
am now a teacher of English and that is so good 
but I want to study medicine. I will miss my par-
ents, my family, my homeland but I want to go 
there to make a new story for my life.’
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What changes would you like to see around you?

‘To be free and live in a free country. To change 
the Palestinian leader and stop the killing of chil-
dren because they are the future of Palestine and 
of us.’

‘The name of Palestine and the reputation of 
Palestine all over the world makes me very proud. 
Our history is too long and too rich, you can find 
many things and you feel that it is an honor to 
be a Palestinian when you read history and when 
you see Palestine people fighting in the wars. 
Of course, you know about Al Sheikh Jarrah and 
what has happened in the last months. So all over 
the world was really surprised about Palestinians 
and how they fought. It’s really hard too hard to 
explain this (feeling of pride) because it is a really 
different feeling, you cannot know it or under-
stand me because you are not Palestinian. You 
have to live on this ground, you have to try our 
daily life, you have to live with us to understand. 
You can only understand 1% from our life (as an 
outsider). You have to live it. It really is an honor, 
I was never ashamed or sad because of being 
Palestinian, no, I am really so proud and really so 
happy that I am Palestinian. And if you ask me 
what I want to be, I really want to be a Palestinian. 
I am really so proud. ‘

‘I was born in Gaza, my father was working as a 
teacher in a school there and so I was born there. 
We stayed there after I was born and 15 days later 
we returned to our village. It was 1945, the end 
of the second war.  My uncle lived there (in Gaza), 
working there and living there. His family is still 
there, so I visited Gaza many times and returned 
to the West Bank, to Ramallah and my village. I 
don’t try (to visit them) for a long time. Until the 
1967 war, the West Bank was a part of Jordan so 
there are many differences to things between that 
time and this time. This time is an occupation. The 
only way (towards peace) in this area, Palestine, 
Israel, and the West Bank, there is no way except 
that we have to live with each other. My father has 
a thought about this question, that if we cannot 
divide Palestine between the Palestinians and the 
Israelis in two states, my father said it’s alright. We 
can wear the Paelstnain (flag) in places while the 
majority are Israeli. We make councils in many 
parts of Palestine and Israel and from these coun-
cils we choose one council to govern all the area. 
My favorite memory is when I was a student in 
university, I have a doctorate degree from Cairo 
University in Law. I have worked in the university 
and the Ministry of Justice consultant.
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‘What is happening in Sheikh Jarrah is that it is 
being occupied. People are being taken from 
their homes and homes are being destroyed and 
homes are being damaged. Since Ramadan the 
problem has been increasing. The situation is not 
acceptable and Israelis are coming to take my 
place, to take our homes and remove us. This is 
not okay for us.’
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Maria works for an NGO based in Jerusalem that 
advocates for Women’s rights.

‘I love the idea of empowering women and I 
joined a year ago so it hasn’t been a lot of time 
but when I heard about the work you really want 
women to understand their rights and be more 
aware, especially in our society. A lot of violence 
that happens indoors is because of the occupa-
tion. At the checkpoints, Palestinians are often 
treated very violently and there is research that 
shows men often abuse their wives or children be-
cause of the pressure they feel and the abuse they 
suffer (from potential violence at the checkpoints/
or working in Israel). It can change a normal, 
healthy person as they would not have to experi-
ence that and would not be that violent or abusive 
with family members but because they have to 
live with all of that it affects the family in gener-
al. There are a lot of things that are not just the 
occupation that people hear about on the news 
and they think only some cities are affected but 
actually, the occupation affects everyone in many 
shapes and ways. I would love for people to go 
more in-depth and really understand the situation, 
the occupation, it’s not a situation, it’s not even 
a conflict, and I hate that people call it the Israe-
li-Palestinian conflict because it’s an occupation.’

‘I wish before my father and my mother passed 
away they kept on dreaming of going back to 
their village. We came from a village called Lifta 
(near Jerusalem). I am from Lifta. So they passed 
away, they left Lifta in 1948 when they were a 
young age but not too young, they knew what 
is Lifta. They were between 15 and 20, so they 
remembered everything there and they passed 
away dreaming of going back. That is what I 
wished for is that my parents could’ve went back 
to their village and homes. It’s sad, it’s killing me. 
But the new age is starting, so they are forgetting. 
I was raised in Jerusalem near Lifta and we could 
still go everywhere freely. No walls, no gates, so 
we used to go to Lifta every season to pick from 
my grandparents’ trees, spices like Sumac is 
grown in Lifta. The cactus, the most beautiful, tasty 
cactus, is from Lifta. So we used to go back and 
forth picking from the trees, the olives, and every-
thing. So I lived part of it, we used to cross from 
Jerusalem to go to Lifta pick the trees and then go 
home but we can’t stay. The homes are occupied 
and the land is occupied. But my kids couldn’t go 
because of the wall. The identification which gives 
you, either blue or green identification, like all my 
sisters are blue and I have a blue ID. But I couldn’t 
make my kids blue ID’s, so we are in Ramallah. So 
anytime I want to see my family they cannot. So 
you when you see my family, my kids with their 
cousins they are just like strangers because they 
lived away, divided by the wall. When she (my 
daughter) goes to a cafe, which is our culture, not 
for the girl to go all over the place but when you 
see she is educated and she has no place to go, 
no malls, no cousins, no family, no beach, she has 
nothing to do, no life.’

Ramallah / 
Jerusalem

Ramallah / 
Jerusalem

Maria, 26 Nadia, 62

culture

25-50occupation occupation

hope / future

identity

50+

family memory



103

‘As a Palestinian mother, I wish for my kids to 
live without any kind of fear, especially since we 
are here under occupation. So I wish to live with 
peace, live with love and I wish my kids can move 
from city to city and know Palestine from north to 
south without restrictions or checkpoints, with-
out all these obstacles. To be proud always as a 
Palestinian. From my point of view, to live without 
occupation without these fears, to be in our place 
and live and die in our place. This is the peace I 
wish for the future.’

‘Of course, when you mention anything Palestine 
or anything conflict or anything occupation, I think 
for a lot of people — especially those in the dias-
pora — what they don’t get there is that there is so 
much more. There is a life here, there are people 
going to work and taking their kids to school and 
going to the gym, and doing everything that we 
all would do in our own countries. We are living, 
we are doing, we are moving in the best way we 
can and making the most of it. That’s the beau-
ty of it, there is a life here. There are people like 
you and me. To think that all this time living in the 
States, how the media portrays Palestine as all of 
this violence and bloodshed and hatred and ag-
gression but there is a life, people, families. They 
would cook dinner, go to work, do some yoga, 
they would harvest crops. So I think that people 
don’t realize that there is a lot of happiness, there 
is a lot of beauty to it is what I want others to see 
and understand. Which is why the occupation try-
ing to uproot our trees or destroy and take away 
(our land) that is what is so hurtful and even more 
so the world isn’t doing what they can to help.’

‘I was born in Gaza and then we came here to the 
West Bank, to Ramallah.  My mother wants to go 
to Gaza so much and we all want to. I miss the sea 
and I miss my family, my cousins, I wish could be 
there but it’s impossible. Gaza makes me feel at 
home, Ramallah is Palestine, but Gaza is my home. 
You feel this warmness (there). I miss my grand-
mother and my grandfather. My grandfather has 
cancer and it is unlikely that he will survive. This 
has been so difficult for my mother. She collapsed 
and she wants to see her family so badly. It is so 
hard to heal in Gaza.’
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‘What makes me proud to be Palestinian is that we 
will always have the idea that we will return to Pal-
estine. The women of Palestine are kind, rich, and 
diverse just like her country. Just thinking about 
our right to return makes us belong together.’
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‘My family traveled to Saudi Arabia after I was 
born during the 1967 war and when I get married, 
I came back to Palestine with my husband. Every-
thing in Hebron has changed (over time) before 
there were many small shops but now there are so 
many people and the traffic is bad. I was 17 when 
I got married, now girls go to university and study 
and work. I am happy for my children now. If my 
daughter goes to America, for example, and she 
is happy then I am happy. I want my kids to go out 
and develop themselves. I am proud I am Palestin-
ian. We are special here. Because we have a huge 
case here and we want the world to know the 
truth. We are not terrorists. We want peace.’
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‘I have always wanted to leave this place because 
I never felt like I belonged here. I was so different 
than everybody you meet here, the way I think, 
the way I want to live, the way I dress.  I was trying 
so hard to leave, especially because I was working 
so much with internationals. So I could see how 
their life was and I could see how my life was and 
I really didn’t like the life here. I still love it here 
and I feel connected here but this was part of me 
to go out and see something different. I like it that 
I am out now and I am free to do whatever I want 
and there are so many options. So now I am kind 
of lost, where do I start. Because here, I was like 
‘I want to do this’ but I can’t because of the cul-
ture. Now I feel more free and I have things to do, 
my own life, my own privacy.  The strong family 
relationships (is something I miss). When I was 
living here, it felt like it was too much. You have 
your father, your mother and this box you are not 
allowed to leave. This was really annoying and I 
wanted to break this box. My family was putting 
so much pressure on me but when I moved to 
Italy and became a mother, then I understood my 
mother. Now I love to come here on vacation to 
see my family because I understand now more. I 
have changed the way I see family here.’
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‘I don’t know how it is to live anywhere else that 
is not Palestine but here it is difficult for a women 
because everything we do here usually you tell 
your father or brother. You can’t do something 
you like, maybe travel alone or to work in another 
city. It’s not that easy. For example, I wanted to 
study in Bethlehem my dad started to ask people 
about studying in Bethlehem and people told him 
that I should study here in Hebron. So I was really 
sad about that. But I am talking about the culture, 
in general, is conservative. What I like about here 
is the family. That we are living together. I like the 
family only, it is the best thing about here. Even if I 
had a boyfriend, it wouldn’t be hard because I am 
27 now and my mom would understand and my 
brothers don’t care. Most 27 year-olds here are 
married and have kids but I don’t feel this pres-
sure because I don’t care.’
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‘In the Nakba, my father and grandfather, and my 
mother came from the same village to live in Qa-
landiya and they never left. My parents didn’t tell 
me enough about my village when I was growing 
up. I see only stories about where I am from on 
the television. For my daughters to be well-ed-
ucated because I didn’t finish my education. I 
studied until 12th grade and then my father didn’t 
accept for me to continue on in university. I want 
more opportunities for my children.’ 
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‘In the future, in 10 years, I want to be in America 
and I want to learn to speak English. In America, 
human rights are more valuable and you can go 
from place to place freely. Here I cannot do that. I 
want people to more about Palestine and to know 
that Palestinian traditions are Palestinian, because 
Israelis stole our traditions. They call it Israeli Ma-
qluba and Israeli hummus. This is Palestinian.’
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There are social problems that we don’t take 
responsibility for. It’s not only the occupation. Of 
course, the occupation affects our lives in a really 
bad way but we also blame a lot of other things, I 
think as humans in general, it’s not only about the 
occupation. When we feel like there is something 
we can’t change or we don’t want to put in the 
effort to change something, it is easier to just the 
blame the people around us. But there really are 
so many social things that we need to work on as 
Palestinians. I am Palestinian and I suffer from all 
these things and I am probably also part of them. 
The thing is, I feel like it’s a loop, it is so hard. It’s 
not nice to come and judge people who have less 
privilege, people that have less power to decide. 
For me for example, I decide my life 100% and I 
have the strength to do that and I have the space 
to live the way I want. But I know a lot of women 
here, they don’t have that option – not financially, 
not socially, not even raised in a way that they are 
aware say no and they can do what they want, also 
men by the way. That is why I am telling you, it’s 
a loop. It is easy for me to say, ‘everyone should 
come and fight this or that’ but it is not that sim-
ple. 
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How have things changed over time, what have you 
noticed?

‘Sometimes people feel nervous, sometimes 
people feel good, it happens in stages. (There 
has been) a lot of changes in the last year. Peace 
would be for all of Palestine and without occu-
pation. My mother lived in Hebron, she was born 
there. She likes Hebron, she doesn’t like Jerusa-
lem because of the people. She feels different 
here, she can’t live in Jerusalem. She lives with 
my dad here in Jerusalem but she wants to move 
away. I like living in Jerusalem, it is a beautiful city. 
All of Palestine is beautiful but because of Israel 
and the situation, things are different.’

Jerusalem / 
Hebron

Niveen, 27

occupation

family 25-50



106

Fadweh is the founder of an NGO that supports 
women both in the West Bank and those in Israel. 
Her work is both in Ramallah and Jerusalem.

‘In the beginning, we had to convince the women 
in Israel to stand beside the Palestinian woman 
because we have the right to go beyond the 
occupation, the violence. So we started working 
with women from all over the country. It was very 
difficult to establish this connection but we started 
to close the gap through the programs. We en-
courage all the woman to share more and more 
and we have to know about the Israeli society and 
the Israeli woman needs to know about us be-
cause at the end there is always a solution. All the 
time we are looking how to end this conflict and I 
think a peace agreement would be the best thing 
for us and both of us to live beside each other. To 
develop the values between us, the respect, the 
trust, the cooperation. I know it is not easy but in 
the end, you have to solve the problem.’
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There isn’t a transcription for this story but while 
collecting stories in Ramallah, a young woman asked 
if she could sing a song. While the lyrics are not 
available, it is possible to hear it on the platform. The 
song is a traditional Palestinian song which focuses 
on culture and identity.
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Rand is a designer and works with tatreez frequently. 
She owns a small shop in Ramallah where she holds 
cultural workshops and sells her handmade designs. 

‘I started to the project, our traditional Palestinian 
culture from pictures and looking at our tradi-
tional Tatreez. I make sure to give an example for 
who is wearing traditional Palestinian thobes and 
what they looked like. We need to make sure we 
keep a record of traditions before it was mixed 
with outside. Especially when it comes to food 
and what we wore traditionally. I started in 2018, 
before it was more general but now I want to save 
our culture and focus more food and clothes. 
When I started, it was just one thobe and I want-
ed to find more. I wanted to know where it came 
from and why we don’t dress this way anymore, 
when I made this thobe I was looking how to make 
the patterns. How was it made? By machine? The 
history, how is the design created? I started to do 
this for Palestine. I wanted to make something and 
dedicate it to Palestine and make it known that it is 
specifically from Palestine. Many people come to 
my store to see the Tatreez and learn more about 
it. What I make, you will know that this is from 
Palestine. Everything I make has a reference to the 
past. I reference things that Palestinians are famil-
iar with but others are not. This way when you ask 
me about a motif or a design, you can learn about 
our culture. Now everything is changing and is 
very different from the simple life of the past. We 
need to remember that past and all of those tradi-
tions. Now everything is changed.’

Ramallah

Rand, 32

25-50

culture

occupation

identity
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Beyond Tatreez

In looking beyond an entirely digital experience, the 
possibility of a future exhibition was also explored. 
Considering the impact and motivation behind 
Spoken Tatreez as well as the inspiration for the 
idea, it felt natural that an exhibition would follow a 
similar narration as the thesis. In this way, it would 
be possible to start by educating audiences on the 
history of the conflict, the ways in which fear per-
petuates misrepresentation, and thus incites future 
violence and oppression. After this initial under-
standing, audiences would then be able to progress 
to the second section of the exhibition where the 
tatreez stories could be listened to and it would be 
possible to learn more about the individual lived ex-
periences of Palestinians. In researching exhibitions 
and exploring possible ways in which information 
can be conveyed, it was highly important to high-
light the human aspects of the project. Human both 
from the perspective of fear(in that fear is a natural 
response and everyone is guilty of creating pre-
conceived beliefs and resulting behaviors because 
of it) as well as the people and stories behind that 
fear. Additionally, it was vital that the exhibition felt 
immersive and highly personal as a means to foster 
more authentic understanding and a reckoning with 
audiences surrounding the effects of occupation.

14

Exhibition Concept
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The Fear room is dimly lit with the glow of tele-
visions providing the majority of the lighting. A 
subtle soundtrack of a slowly increasing heartbeat 
plays in the background. At random, small red la-
ser pointers land on the chests of audience mem-
bers before quickly darting away. A spiral of rusty 
barbed wire can be found circling the perimeter.

01 – The entrance to the exhibition is monitored 
by a staff member who gives each attendee an 
‘entry permit’ to the exhibition. The permits are 
primarily printed on blue paper, to symbolize the 
blue identity cards which allows for easy travel 
between the West Bank and Israel. Some of the 
permits are printed on green paper, symbolizing 
the permits of non-citizens of Israel. 

02 – Visitors are met with a wall of stacked televi-
sions upon entering the first room. The televisions 
are all playing different clips showing various news 
stories and the purported violence emanating 
from the West Bank and Palestinians. To add an 
additional level of complexity to the wall, news 
stories showcasing the ‘danger’ of the Middle East 
as a whole could be included. By introducing a 
wider selection of news clips from American and 
European news networks, audiences will be able 
to see how they too have been influenced by a 
single sided narrative of misrepresentation and 
stereotyping. 

Room One – Fear

03 – A series of Israeli propaganda posters will be 
displayed with a short history of each piece as well 
as a brief timeline of the conflict from the British 
Mandate until the present. 

04 –  Lastly, visitors are presented with a large cork 
board wall titled ‘What are you afraid of?’ where 
people can write down one of their fears and pin it 
to the wall. 

05 – The end of the fear room is marked with a 
large metal gate which must be crossed to visit 
the second part of the exhibition. The gate resem-
bles the metal gate which each person must go 
through before entering the West Bank. Visitors 
scan their entry permits in order to open the gate 
with the blue entry permits immediately scanning 
and the green permits causing a flashing red 
light. Upon the scanning of a green permit, a staff 
member appears and asks the audience member 
why they want to go through the gate. Only after 
questioning is the person allowed to enter the 
second half of the exhibition. 
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After crossing through the metal gate, audiences 
will notice that the room is immediately lighter 
and calmer. The whispers of various stories can be 
heard coming from different speakers around the 
room. 

06 – Each person is offered a cup of tea (which is 
a common part of Palestinian hospitality) with a 
tatreez motif inscribed at the bottom of the cup.

07 – Hanging from the ceiling, a projection of 
tatreez stories is visible on a long sheet of cloth 
which flows above the entire room.

08 – A brief history of tatreez shows audiences the 
background of the art form and introduces the 
symbolism behind different motifs. Each audience 
member is given a ‘tatreez key’ where they can 
view each of the motifs used and the associated 
color palette. The key makes it possible to deci-
pher details of each tatreez story as one moves 
through the exhibition.

Room Two – Beyond Fear

09 - A series of cloth line the walls of the room, 
each showing a single tatreez projected on it 
depicted large enough to easily see all the motifs 
that make up the design. Upon putting on the 
headphones, the tatreez disappears and the story 
begins to play. As the story unfolds, the tatreez is 
‘woven’ before the audience member’s eyes with 
motifs coming into view and slowly forming the 
finished pattern. 

10 – At the end of the exhibition, visitors are pre-
sented with a series of colored strings. The color 
of the strings mirrors the same colors used within 
the tatreez stories. Audience members are asked 
to pick a color based on the theme which stood 
out to them the most (dark blue for occupation or 
red for culture, for example) and weave it around 
a peg board with the words, ‘What is your story’ 
written on it.

The lasting impact of the exhibition, due its im-
mersive nature, will hopefully meet the goal of 
asking audience members to consider what lies 
beyond fear and the stories that make us all hu-
man.
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end
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Adding to the discoverability and real world 
application of Spoken Tatreez, an AR concept was 
developed using Meta’s SparkAR platform. Using 
the animation loop created to show the ‘weaving’ 
of the tatreez, the author created an AR filter to 
showcase the same animation and subsequent 
story audio triggered by physical objects. By print-
ing a tatreez pattern on a 10 cm x 10 cm tile and 
connecting it to an image tracker feature in Spark-
AR, it is possible to intersect the digital aspect 
of Spoken Tatreez with the environment. Using 
the publicly available AR filter, Spoken Tatreez, 
a user can scan any tatreez tile and instantly be 
immersed in the project by listening to the story 
and exploring the motifs and colors behind the 
tatreez pattern. In the following fully developed 
example, Sireen’s tatreez was printed on a ceramic 
tile and then placed on a popular boardwalk in 
central Tel Aviv. In scanning her tile with the AR 
filter, the user will then watch her tatreez begin to 
grow and move as her story plays with the sound 
of the waves in the background. It is then possible 
to save or share the filter for an additional layer of 
connection and social networking. Sireen’s story 
was chosen by the author specifically for a couple 
of reasons. Sireen is a 20 year old Mathematics 
student who lives with her family in Qalandiya 
refugee camp near Jerusalem. Her family was 
displaced during the Nakba and has been living 
in the refugee camp since the early 1950’s and 
despite living only 60 km from the sea, Sireen has 
never seen it. Sireen’s story is one of hope and 
pride and perfectly showcases the breadth of 
experiences from the project. Placing Sireen’s tile 
at the sea, although nothing like actually visiting 
it, feels symbolic and serves as a reminder to the 
privileges many of us take for granted. 

AR Tiles

Sireen’s tile was placed on a bench 
next to the boardwalk in central Tel 
Aviv.

When the tile is scanned using the filter, 
her story can be heard and her tile ani-
mates using augemented reality.
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The mosaic-like appearance of the tatreez tapestry 
lends itself naturally to Instagram’s grid structure. 
Incorporating a social media dimension into the 
project would further add to its digital discover-
ability as well as promote awareness and personal 
representation of Palestine and the occupation 
without the need to visit the platform. A social 
presence of Spoken Tatreez would be able to 
interact with followers to develop an open-ended 
conversation surrounding identity while also con-
necting with other social media accounts which 
center on similar topics. Each post would feature 
a modern tatreez complete with the audio story. 
A carrousel could be used to allow users to swipe 
between the three tatreez styles for added interac-
tivity.

Social Media Possibilities
A transcribed and translated (both in English and 
Arabic) version of the story would be placed in the 
description along with the recording location and 
any other background information. If a prompt 
was used for the story, users could comment with 
their own responses to create an ever-evolving 
narrative that could expand beyond the bounds of 
the platform. Furthermore, it would be possible to 
shuffle post content between stories, motifs, and 
facts about Palestine to create variety and build a 
larger follower base. Followers could learn about 
the history of different motifs or historical events 
as a way to build an educational element into the 
presence.
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Final
Conclusion
PART SIX

image credit - Katie Murdoch

This final section of the thesis reflects 
on the outcomes and impact of the 
project. Next steps, restrictions, and a 
reflection are also examined.
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Conclusion

Spoken Tatreez serves to provide subjective, 
diverse representation for Palestinians in a man-
ner that melds together tradition and modernity. 
Additionally, the project acts as a tool for aware-
ness and understanding for audiences globally. 
While still in its infancy, the outcome is one which 
highlights how varied experiences can be and the 
importance of making space for narratives that 
would not be considered mainstream. Through 
exploring how a culture of fear and collective 
memory often are used a justification for violence 
and oppression, Spoken Tatreez humanizes the 
people behind the destructive stereotypes and 
amplifies voices which are often drowned out by 
assumptions and bias. From a design perspec-
tive, the project explores how traditional cultural 
artifacts can be used in combination with modern 
narration to create a multidimensional look at what 
culture is and how it can be defined.

15

Outcome + Impact

In considering the research questions posed at 
the beginning of this thesis, it is now possible to 
provide both theoretical and field research to 
answer them. The first research question dealt 
with how culture and design can be combined 
as well as how fear affects visual representation 
of the ‘other’. What has been found is that culture 
presents itself in a variety of ways from a design 
perspective, from language and symbols to how 
we solve problems and define the world around 
us. Fear and collective memory inform our belief 
systems and influence how we think. As a result, 
our representations are biased and often lead to 
misrepresentation that further legitimizes damag-
ing stereotypes and a cycle of violence. In turning 
to the second research question, concerning how 
design can be used a tool to promote accurate 
representation and cultural identity, a hands-on 
research process was carried out. The outcome, 
Spoken Tatreez, uses visual design and narration 
to provide space for individuals to express their 
own stories and experiences as they know them. 
This solution creates transparent and personal 
representation that collectively facilitates a true 
portrayal of the Palestinian experience that with-
stands the oppression and cultural erasure threat-
ening to destroy it.
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In considering the restrictions of this research 
and project outcome, it should be noted that the 
author has no direct connection to Palestine, Israel, 
Arabic, or the Middle East. While this helped to 
provide a somewhat objective introduction into 
the project, it also meant there was a lack of in 
depth understanding in regard to cultural factors, 
historical ramifications, or language. Furthermore, 
the author’s bias and natural affinity towards 
Western constructs in regard to design and culture 
can not be overlooked despite a concerted effort 
to look beyond them. The literary research review 
included articles, books, and studies that were all 
published in English without considering (due to 
access and language barrier) research produced 
in Arabic. The interviews were conducted with par-
ticipants who spoke at least a rudimentary level of 
English and lived in major cities in the West Bank. 
This sample size lacks diversity due to the lack of 
access to rural villages and communication barri-
ers. 

Looking toward the future and the legacy of the 
project, a few different aspects will need additional 
work. Currently, Spoken Tatreez exists as a working 
prototype where the concept and visual design are 
accessible yet it lacks the development necessary 
to facilitate real use. Professional development in 
regards to the platform itself as well as the AI com-
ponent are two of the most crucial next steps in 
the lifecycle of the project. A more thorough and 
varied research into tatreez motifs to provide ad-
ditional options for the tatreez AI would also add 
more interest and accuracy to the project.  From a 
representation perspective, more stories collect-
ed from participants living in rural areas as well as 
Palestinians living in Israel would help to provide 
a better portrayal of the Palestinian experience. 
Finally, it would be hugely rewarding to revisit 
some of the participants who were interviewed to 
showcase the outcome and remind them of the 
importance of their stories.

Restrictions

Next Steps

image credit - Katie Murdoch

image credit - Katie Murdoch
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When I arrived in Israel in late September, I had no 
idea what I would find. I initially wanted to focus 
on something UX-related with culture acting as 
a backdrop to the ways in which we understand 
information and use technology. After a halting 
realization that Israel’s culture so closely mirrors 
Westernized ideals that a comparative study 
would be impossible, I felt utterly lost. After col-
lecting myself and going back out into the field 
(Haifa, Jerusalem, and also the beach) I realized 
there was something else brewing beneath the 
surface that deserved recognition. Although I 
had been to Israel twice before, I feel ashamed to 
admit that I had never fully looked into the occu-
pation that is so well hidden behind artsy cafes, 
falafel, nightclubs, and azure waves. What I found 
was an entirely different world living just below the 
surface. The more I learned, the more I wanted to 
know. As the time progressed, I found my un-
derstanding of Israel changing from day to day. I 
started to notice a low hum of tension that pervad-
ed the country, the subtle change in tone when 
people talked about ‘the Arabs’, and a different 
story than the ‘we are all in this together’ one-liner 
that Israeli media pushes to global audiences. 

When I first went to the West Bank I was scared. 
Boarding a bus destined for ‘Checkpoint 300’ 
feels ominous to those who have never done it. As 
the bus clattered towards the brink of the Israe-
li-controlled territory, I could feel myself tensing 
with each bump in the road. The bus dropped 
me off, along with a small crowd of others, just 
outside a large concrete building. Walking single 
file through a narrow corridor, the loud rhythmic 
bang of the separation barrier is a sound I will 
never forget. Just after passing through the gates 
and resurfacing on the other side, everything 
changed. The tightness in my chest resided, every-
one around me started to talk and laugh, it was as 
though I had entered another dimension. This was 
nothing of the dangers that Western and Israeli 
media made me believe were waiting for me just 

Personal Reflection
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beyond the border. As I explored in my research, 
fear allows us to create incomplete truths that 
further dictate our behavior. My own experience 
perfectly mirrored this evolution, from fear to a 
more realistic understanding brought on by inter-
action and connection. This isn’t to say that there 
isn’t conflict and violence happening every day 
in the West Bank. However, it certainly wasn’t the 
terror-fueled war zone that it is often portrayed as. 

In the several trips I made to the West Bank over 
the course of my research, I was continually as-
tounded by the kindness and warmth of those 
around me. Despite a constant and often crippling 
set of restrictions in regard to movement and op-
portunities, people were hopeful, proud, and wel-
coming. While this project began as a design re-
search, what ensued was something that I could’ve 
never anticipated. Of course, the outcome of 
Spoken Tatreez as a design piece is something I 
am incredibly proud of but it’s the people behind 
the project that truly changed me as a person. 
Meeting so many inspiring individuals who remain 
steadfast in their beliefs and continue to fight for 
freedom in the face of adversity reminded me why 
I became a designer. I didn’t become a designer 
because I love typography or whitespace or user 
journeys or working on a MacBook in a cafe with 
an oat milk latte (even if I do love all those things). 
I became a designer so I could shed light on 
important topics and bring the attention of larger 
audiences to stories of people that deserve to 
be told in a visual way. This project speaks to the 
value of listening, the value of representation and 
cultural inclusion, and the importance of rising 
above fear to meet those on the other side. Lis-
tening to these stories and meeting these people 
has been one of my greatest privileges and I am 
honored beyond belief to have been able to do 
so. Thank you.
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