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BLAH BLAH: an interview series about localities, (and life) politics, (and

not) and sometimes skateboarding from BELOW,; that is, everything not
part of the above, that is, from reality.




This interview with Maen Hammad took place on February 16, 2020. Fol-
lowing our conversation, unexpected developments with the COVID-19
virus and in my personal life led me to continually push back the project
of publishing this zine. More than a year later, I'm so happy to be writ-
ing this introduction and sharing Maen'’s insights. Even though the world
has changed considerably since this interview, | hope that some can still
find the excitement and inspiration | feel when reading through Maen’s
thoughts on his human rights job, skateboarding, growing up in the US,
and Palestine. A few things we speak about have changed because of the
virus (for example, the skatepark build in Ramallah has been postponed),
but we have otherwise elected to keep this interview as it originally hap-
pened.

Many many thanks to Maen for his time and patience, Katsuya Nonaka
for the Japanese translation, and Momoe Narazaki for the illustrations.
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WILL: How have you been lately?
MAEN: I've been good, just sort of just struggling in this obnoxiously
cold and wet winter. Trying to skate when | can.

W: To start with, I’'m curious to hear what your experience was like to
grow up as an immigrant in the U.S.

M: | was born in Palestine as the son of a middle class doctor during the
first Intifada. We moved between the first and second Intifada as my mom
got a job in Detroit. | have almost no recollection of this time because |
was only two years old, so | mostly only remember Palestine in the trips |
took throughout the summers while | was growing up.

I was growing up in a middle/upper-middle class white suburban city
called Troy, Michigan. Lots of engineers, lawyers, and business people,
many of them tied to the auto industry. It was a mixed bubble to grow up
in as a refugee, and | was naturalized as a U.S. citizen in the 7th or 8th
grade. | always think it’s funny—I was already skating and able to varial
kickflip before | became a naturalized citizen.

For me, it was a weird dichotomy. I’'m not quite American, but | could
pass as an American quite easily. People would look at me, hear me
speak, and not assume | was Palestinian. | also went to a very good public
school, and the priorities at that time were quite benign; | was forced to
focus on studies so | could get into a good university so | could get a good
job and so on... But at the same time, Palestinians hold their culture and
integrity quite close, even in their homes. So in my home you would see
photos of Palestine, a map, a key, the typical sort of Palestinian things.
So I’'m not just American, and my family really ingrained Palestine in me.

I sort of breathed it throughout my upbringing, but I didn’t really under-
stand the importance of it until quite a bit later. Looking back in hindsight
now, | can see that being a Palestinian, a refugee, and an immigrant really
shaped who | became.

W: Skipping forward a bit, what was it like dropping out of law school?

M: It’s interesting, | say | “dropped out” but the truth is, | got in to
university on a full scholarship and I simply didn’t go. | emailed them
two weeks before | was supposed to start and told them it’s not going to
happen!

So the story around that is that for the first time in over | decade, |
decided to go to Palestine by myself. | had just finished my undergrad,
and | had no plan. I’'m not even sure to this day what exactly pushed me to
go, but my uncle had mentioned an interesting Arabic program at Birzeit




[University in the West Bank, close to the city of Ramallah]. I applied, got
accepted and just decided to go. The time | spent there ended up being
the most influential and important three months that showed me opportu-
nities outside of suburban Michigan. It showed me that, for example, “you
don’t have to be a lawyer if you don’t want to be,” and you can actually
study something that intrigues you.

I kept talking to my family throughout the trip and began telling them |
wasn’t so sure about law school. They thought |1 was kidding, but when
I returned I told them | already made the decision to “drop out.” It was
uncomfortable for my family, especially my parents. Having their ex-
pectations challenged by their middle son was not easy. There’s also an
immigrant culture side as well. My brother was in medical school at the
time, and every immigrant family wants a doctor and a lawyer. | think my
parents would have given up anything to be in my shoes and have that
opportunity, and it was hard for them to imagine that | was giving up ev-
erything.

Back in Michigan, | began working at a restaurant and saving money. |
eventually applied to grad school and got an internship in Palestine. At the
same time, | also knew | wanted to do this skate project. | had never done
anything like making a film before but | saved up enough money to buy a
camera and microphone. | went back to Palestine to begin my internship
and gain practical experience, and during this time | filmed Kickflips Over
Occupation [link to video:]. At the end of that trip, | returned to the U.S.
and did my masters degree. Finally, after that, | returned to Palestine
again and began my current job at Amnesty.

W: What did you study?

M: | have a masters of international affairs, but | concentrated on
international law. It involves understanding how international humanitar-
ian law affects war crimes, how things like a conflict-resolution process
happen, what a peace process look like, etc... it was a heap of different,
multi-disciplinary classes focusing on international relations. It was quite
interesting, but if | had the headspace | have now, I think | would be much
more critical about everything I learned. I'll say this; most people who did
my masters, their dream was to work at the state department. That’s not
my dream. | don’t want to be a U.S. foreign diplomat.

However, getting thrown in to D.C. ended up being the most important
thing. It’s there that you intern, meet people, and build resumes suited
for the doors you wanted to open. In my case it was more towards human
rights, so | interned with Human Rights Watch and with the office of the




high commissioner for refugees... | did a lot of work outside of school that
I think was really important. | didn’t want to work in D.C. and | only ap-
plied to jobs in Palestine/Lebanon. A few weeks before | graduated, | was
grateful to get the job at Amnesty.

W: Can you tell me briefly what a day is like at Amnesty?

M: Ok, I'll give you an “exciting day” and contrast it was a “boring” one.
A “boring day” would be like me going to the office, doing a little bit of me-
dia monitoring to see what’s happening in Arabic and English media, and
reading through my emails. Then perhaps a meeting or two with media
colleagues in Beirut or with a communications team in London to up-
date our urgent action or petition or letter to an Israeli authority about a
human rights violation on a human rights defender in Hebron. I’ll do that,
send my emails, write a letter, pass it to the translation team, and that will
be a day.

A more “exciting day” would be way less in the office and more in the
field. For example, tomorrow I’'m meant to go to Ofer prison, which is a
prison the Israeli authorities run, to attend a court hearing for Saimir Ar-
beed and two other people that have been tortured by Israeli authorities.
We will attend, take notes on the court case, draft up an urgent action
to tell authorities or third states that Israeli torture is taking place, and
use international law and language to work towards either releasing the
prisoners, ensuring there’s fair and adequate trials, and/or opening up
investigations into allegations of torture, etc...

W: | imagine it’s difficult to separate your personal life from work, or sim-
ply find moments for yourself to “turn off”?

M: | think the first year | was here with Amnesty, there was a lot of
excitement about my job and I sort of allowed it to consume my after-hour
stuff. If | would see something that was human rights related, | would put
it on my Instagram or take notes, absorb it, and bring it back to the office
to talk about. But eventually, | think you get to the point where you realize
you’re just a tiny piece of the puzzle. Human rights discourse, and inter-
national NGO’s as a subset of that, are just a tiny little piece. I think that
the reality is, while what you do may be very credible and worthwhile, it’s
almost impossible to measure the material change.

But at the end of the day, | try to be honest with myself and set boundar-
ies with my work. After 18:00, if | don’t have a super busy day, | make sure
I’'m deep diving into something else.




W: Wow. To tie in skateboarding again, if you hadn’t made that original
solo trip back to Palestine and met the local skaters there, do you think
you still would have eventually ended up where you are now?

M: If | can pin down a handful of moments in my life that shifted the
direction a 180 degrees, it was definitely randomly finding skaters at Bir-
zeit. For me, | was already sort of being probed with this idea that some-
thing bigger and better exists, and | just have to keep my eyes open...

This is also sort of interesting to note, but | had actually taken a big
break from skating during my undergrad studies. Despite that, I still
brought my skateboard to Palestine, and unbeknownst to me at the time,

I was pinning myself back to who | was and what made me comfortable as
a person, especially in a place that was initially uncomfortable and foreign
to me (despite being the place where | was born). So by brining my skate-

board and then not really knowing why I brought it, it was too crazy...

W: It was meant to be!

M: | met the skaters at Birzeit, hung out with them a bunch, and eventu-
ally learned about SkatePal [Non-profit organization supporting skaters
in Palestine based in the UK] and volunteering opportunities. Inmediate-
ly, I sort of knew in my head that | was going to come back and make a
documentary. The story was, and | say this quite selfishly, the story was
about me in a way. But it was also using my story about skateboarding to
highlight the power and impact of skateboarding for people that are not
me. So yeah, if | hadn’t gone to Palestine, I'd probably be a lame corporate
lawyer in Detroit!

W: You grew up skating so maybe you also had something inside you, like
a rebellious nature or something that didn’t quite conform. Maybe it was
always going to push you to try something different?

M: Definitely. One thing I really cherish about skateboarding is they way
we can imagine and visualize things. Like, if you see a set or a spot, you
can already feel like you're going to do it. Other people may look at you
like you’re crazy, but in your head you’re already visualizing yourself doing
it, so becomes a possibility. | think in my mind, that’s what it was. | didn’t
want to be a lawyer, but | really wanted to try this—to try this life here in
Palestine. So | decided | was going to do it, and I did!

Skateboarding has also just been something that comforts me. When
I’m here in Palestine, | can see that I’'m part of this bigger picture. Way
more than say, with my human rights job. With skateboarding it’s much
more satisfying because I really understand how new and nuanced and




radical all of this actually is, and it’s taking place right in front of me. In a
lot ways, when you’re genuinely interested, or volunteering, or involved in
a more proactive way, it feels much better to put your energy into some-
thing like skating. You’re more equipped to understand and see the tiny
bits of progress in the context of the bigger picture.

W: | really like how you also frame skateboarding as a tool of resistance.
I’'m interested in how this political aspect of skateboarding is very hard
to articulate or highlight in other parts of the world, especially where
oppression is not as obvious in certain communities. Do you think skate-
boarding can play a role in other social movements?

M: | think it can definitely play a role. What is needed is not just skate-
boarding as a sport, but skateboarding as a culture and community. | think
that’s what is so dope about it. It sounds like a cliche, but it really does
collect people. So if like-minded people are sharing time together, and
these people happen to also connect in a political way (by political here, |
don’t mean in terms of being political pundits or speaking politics, but in
that they can just be anti- something or counter something, which in and
of itself is quite political), a real community can emerge.

Using Palestine as an example, let’s take the kids skating in Asira
[Skatepark in Asira Al-Shamaliya]. By simply ensuring that they are giving
themselves a couple of hours a week to skate, they are not only in direct
confrontation with the occupation, but asserting their ability to care for
themselves. My cousin might have just been arrested, my father may have
died in the second Intifada, my family can’t see me because they have a
different ID, my people in Gaza are being killed... and yet, I’'m still going to
to give myself an hour every day to skate and have fun. This is the type
of confrontation that is more than talk, it’s action. It’s the ability to chase
something normal in a place that’s so abnormal.

W: | think these communities are incredibly important. But at the same
time, if you spend ten minutes on any mainstream media skate media out-
let, the more “public” side of skateboarding culture feels so disconnected
and even at time antagonistic to those ideas.

M: Do you follows the Berrics? They’re an interesting example. Over the
last year and a half they keep posting these sort of cop-skating videos,
like a cop doing a kickflip or whatever. Why is it cool that there is a cop
doing a kickflip? It’s really American. A cop with a gun on his waist doing
a kickflip... Power. Authority. In my head, I feel like this is so stupid. Some-
times | get into arguments with people over this, and | try to bring up the




reality of black and brown skaters and people who have suffered since
the historical inception of the police, but | realized that some skaters are
also just part of this shitty system that we all say we’re trying to fight
against. Some are just pro-corporate, pro-capitalist, U.S. American po-
lice-rooting, racist, homophobic, all of that shit. But whenever | see a cop
on the Berrics thing | still can’t help just trash talking it.

W: Hah!

M: It’s the same normalization argument that pro-Israeli people use.
Like, “you just need more dialogue and things will be better.” But the
reality is that no, I’'m not trying to ever sit down and have a conversation
with a cop. He is not a spokesman or some representative—he’s the very
system of oppression itself. So until that changes, why would | have a
conversation with him? And why would | ever entertain the idea that him
doing a kickflip is somehow cool?

W: | agree completely. But we should also admit the Berrics wields a lot
of cultural power (in skateboarding communities). Obviously it’s not our
place to police these different outlets and forms and say this is not the
correct way to spread skateboarding. But at the same time | think we
should promote the freedom to choose different ways of looking at skat-
ing and experiencing it. How can we share a different side of skateboard-
ing for those who are just beginning to enter the culture?

M: The consumer side of skateboarding has been around forever. We try
to differentiate it now, but because of all these companies, the Olympics,
competitions—it’s way more pathologically a part of the culture. | think
the issue is, since the consumer side been more ingrained, you’re seeing
less of the individual in the role-making and duty-bearer. The Berrics
probably has a million followers, and that’s a massive part of the cultural
reproduction of skateboarding. With skateboarding nowadays, people
are always on their phones, especially kids. Honestly I think if | was the
fifteen year old me growing up now, | would so much more want to be a
professional skater and have skate parts simply because now you’re see-
ing it so much more. You’re bombarded with amazing skaters and footage
all the time.

I still remember when you wanted to watch Baker 3 you had to have a
copy of Baker 3. At that time, | don’t think you quite knew or cared what
all the the celebrity clout of being a professional meant. Now you have
professionals like Leticia and Nyjah—these people on Instagram function
much more as celebrities than skaters. | don’t think it’s fixable. We’ve
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reached the point where the generation younger than us is just consuming
this cultural production through Instagram, and since Instagram is just an
algorithm of ads and followers and membership and content production, it
doesn’t even matter who the consumers are.

W: Not fixable is a good way to put it. But thankfully, | think no matter
what, there’s always going to be the side of skateboarding that we’re
more interested in, a sort of counter-cultural and perhaps more commu-
nity-centered side. | think it’s really important to try and pass on some
of these ideas to the next generation. | think of how SkateAfterSchool is
using Instagram, or how | can follow the skate scene in Palestine from my
computer... Maybe if you’re really young and exposed to something like
that, you can be encouraged to find your own freedom in skateboarding.
M: That is what’s awesome, that there is enough allies within the “sys-
tem” that we can still see good things happen. Ryan Lay came here a few
months ago and Thrasher is going to run an article and video part about it.
While | have a feeling a ten page piece on Palestine in Thrasher isn’t the
content most of its subscribers are going to care about, it is the content
that the folks who are like-minded, the allies, and the people in the com-
munities will really get behind.

W: I'm wonder if you can talk about any big next steps for SkatePal. One
thing | want to highlight about the organization is that they seem commit-
ted to hand it off to the locals in Palestine. This seems to be one of the
most important steps in building an organization from the bottom-up that
is long-lasting.

M: To be honest, I’'m not doing much for SkatePal in terms of assistance
or coordination anymore. | used help with the volunteers and all that stuff,
but now that’s sort of all on Aram and becoming more of his responsibility.
Otherwise, the skatepark in Ramallah is the next big project—it’s meant
to happen this year or early next year. | think the park is crucial because
because it is the beginning of the exit strategy. The
exchange to locals is important and I’'m seeing it happen, but the park
build is very important.

I don’t think it’s going to be easy, and | don’t want to be naive to think
that a hundred skaters will suddenly materialize after the park is built, but
after doing about two years of classes at the Sareyyet Club in Ramallah,

I would estimate there’s about ten skaters who would come to the skate-
park with every free second they have. | think those ten are the beginning
of the community. And maybe five months later it will be 15 skaters and




20 the year after that.

Eventually there’s going to be enough organic push from the skaters
here that they’re going to want to have full autonomy— it is not neces-
sarily organic to have an international skate NGO continue to develop the
skate scene. If it’s really a local scene, it will belong to the members of
the community. So that’s what I'm hoping with the skatepark—that there’s
this last push for volunteers to help to get it done, and then it evolves and
blossoms into its own intimate and beautiful community.

I also personally feel like I’'m in an awkward position. I’'m 27 years old
and the youngest skater next to me is Aram, and he’s 21. The one un-
der him is 16. Sometimes | wonder if I’'m just carrying around these old
grandfather ideas around these young people. But in other ways, | need to
remind myself that while I’'m a witness and a member to a degree, this is
not my scene. I’'m playing a dual role; part of me just wants to watch be-
cause it’s so beautiful, but part of me also wants to give back—I’'m always
calibrating what that means. I’'m trying to make sure my role is credible,
but it is interesting to feel like I’'m part of this “old guard” and a whole
generation of skaters are younger than me.

W: Do you have any advice for people who are already interested in Pales-
tine and want to express solidarity or support?

M: | would say the main thing would be to come visit Palestine and just
get smacked with the reality that it exists. While there’s overwhelming
layers of oppression everywhere, it’s still such an amazing place. So come
to Palestine and try to understand what it’s like by listening to the Pales-
tinians here.

And at the same time, if you’re able, use your own cultural connections...
For example, if you’re a skater in an LGBTQIA+ community, or a skater in
an Indigenous community, perhaps you can utilize your own narrative and
experiences and incorporate Palestine in a bigger picture.

I would also recommend skaters in Palestine and myself to do the same.
I believe there’s enough skaters that exist who are each carrying their
own radical forms of kickflipping over whatever source of oppression
they face. We can link enough of these layers to create a larger picture
where the Berrics, for example, is not the only content producing source.
And by content | mean cultural information that shares skateboarding and
its roots. This culture continues to grow and develop its own flavors and
nuances, day in and day out. So it’s really on us to go out of our way to do
our homework and learn about each others’ communities.
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W: That’s awesome advice. The last thing | would like to ask is, is there
anything you found inspirational lately that you’d like to share?

M: | think the most recent development for me is just learning
screen-printing and seeing how | can turn ideas from my head or a com-
puter into a real physical thing. | think the transferring of an idea into a
physical object is a very spiritually radical thing. For those who are cre-
ative and creating, keep doing it. Whatever niche element you’re in, keep
doing it.
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Find Maen here:
www.instagram.com/maenster
https://maenhammad.com

Find information about SkatePal here (and volunteer if you can!):
www.skatepal.co.uk

Find Katsuya here:
www.katsuyanonaka.com

Find Momoe here:
www.instagram.com/momoenarazaki
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