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A woman and two children pose before the camera. The woman, 
dressed in layers of dark clothing, a white scarf covering her head, 
is the centre of the composition, seated upon what appears to be 

a sheepskin or animal pelt draped over a low bench. She cradles an infant 
close to her breast, nestled in a swaddle of cloth, while an older child stands 
barefoot by her side, wrapped in a patterned dress, leaning gently toward 
the figure we can reasonably assume is his mother. The photograph depicts 
a location out of focus and non-specific, yet unmistakably outdoors, marked 
by the presence of a tree trunk directly behind the bench, the faint outline 
of a rural or village landscape in the distance, and the bare soil at their feet.

At first glance, the photographic image (figure 1) conforms to the conventions 
of nineteenth-century Orientalist photography, reflecting the tropes through 
which Western photographers depicted those they referred to as ‘Orientals’. 
The seated woman, dressed in religious attire characteristic of Middle Eastern 
communities, is framed as a maternal archetype as she is accompanied by her 
children, one of whom is wearing what appears to be a locally handwoven or 
printed garment.1 And indeed, this photograph of a Druze woman and her 
children was taken by an Englishwoman, Alice Oliphant, sometime between 
188# and 1885, in Daliat el-Carmel, Ottoman Palestine. 

Yet, when I first encountered this photograph, it elicited an unexpected 
sense of intimacy. While fully aware of the camera’s presence, the portrayed 
woman does not appear to be ‘performing’ for the camera, but rather engaging 
in an exchange with the photographer. And then there is the hazy whiteness 
that veils the left side of the printed surface, obscuring it completely and 
destabilising the composition, before drifting across the woman’s face and 
dissolving toward the right, where a clearer sense of place begins to flicker 
into view. 
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Scanning the photograph from top to bottom, the bare soil and rural 
landscape emerge as central to the composition, situating the encounter within 
a specific terrain. The caption on the back of the print makes this connection 
explicit, gesturing toward the circumstances that made this moment possible 
by identifying the photographic subjects as ‘Sheikh Yousef’s daughter in law 
& children from him came the land on wh [sic] the house at Dalieh was 
built.’ The soil beneath the figures therefore does more than locate the scene 
geographically; it hints at the conditions through which this meeting came 
into being, grounding the image in a set of relations that extend beyond the 
frame. In this sense, the printed image lingers as a fragment of something only 
partially accessible to us, while photography becomes a way of thinking with 
land, mediating the relations through which this encounter became possible.

This impression stands in contrast to the ‘transparent’, ostensibly objective 
gaze attempted % though never fully achieved % in most nineteenth-century 

Figure 1 Alice Oliphant, Sheikh Yousef ’s daughter in law & children from him came the land 
on which the house at Dalieh was built, c.188#–5, albumen print [TR1&]. © National Maritime 
Museum, Haifa.
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Orientalist portrayals.2 This does not mean that Oliphant, a Westerner in the 
Middle East subject to the cultural frameworks and ideological constructions 
of her time, did not produce photographs of women imbued with Orientalist 
tropes. Such conventions are visible, for instance, in her group portrait of 
Druze women (figure &). With its emphasis on local cultural artefacts and its 
generic title, the image seems to capture and preserve an idealised vision of 
communal identity through costume and setting, echoing Orientalist narratives, 
constructed mostly by and for Western travellers against the backdrop of 
imperial and colonial power dynamics. Yet unlike the transient gaze of the 
colonial traveller, long-term residents in Ottoman Palestine, such as Oliphant, 
who settled in the region, had the opportunity to embed themselves in the 
area’s daily life. The photographic practices of some such residents were shaped 

Figure 2 Alice Oliphant, Druze Women, c.188#–5, albumen print [TR&(]. © National 
Maritime Museum, Haifa.
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not only by the conventions of the medium but also by their immersion within 
the social, cultural, and political fabric of the region. In conjunction with 
women’s access to female-only spaces and situations, women residents found 
themselves entangled in local networks, where, at times, encounters unfolded 
in ways that defy simple interpretation.3 The public sphere revealed some of 
these interactions, such as Western women’s involvement in local education, 
for instance, but photographs provide us with a way to witness exchanges 
that are less public or straightforward, appearing as ‘sparks of contingency’, to 
quote Walter Benjamin, in a photographic moment.4 

Understanding the photographic event as a site of potential interaction 
broadens the scope of what we would consider an ‘exchange’; it includes 
nuanced moments of recognition that might extend beyond the frame of 
the camera and resist assimilation into the dominant historical narrative and 
thus are not easily articulated elsewhere. In this context, the strangeness of 
the scene and the sympathetic facial expression of the woman and children 
in the photograph invite a reading that acknowledges the photograph as 
simultaneously recording an asymmetrical, colonial encounter and manifesting 
something that exceeds this framework, expressing the fragile, unstable 
intimacies formed within the shared, fraught terrains of colonial life. This 
might be what Homi Bhabha has termed the ‘Third Space’: a site of hybridity 
where new, relational, and often ambivalent meanings emerge, unsettling 
the rigid categorisations of coloniser and colonised as well as other East/
West binaries.5 Such interpretation suggests that while some photographs by 
Westerners reiterate reductive or conventionalised representations of local 
subjects, others, at times even by the same author, may manifest traces of 
negotiation or proximity that occasionally emerge within colonial settings, 
indicating that these divergent visual registers can coexist within a single body 
of work, and implying that such relations can coexist within one reality.6

*

While this essay centres on selected Alice Oliphant photographs, these 
represent only a fraction of her wide-ranging pursuits. Born in Paris in 18#) 
into the distinguished Le Strange family of Norfolk, Oliphant was raised in 
an educated English household, receiving comprehensive education in the 
arts and sciences, languages, and music. Yet beyond these details, relatively 
little is known about Oliphant’s life before her marriage, an absence that has 
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contributed to biographical accounts positioning her primarily in relation 
to her husband, Laurence Oliphant, a prominent British author, traveller, 
diplomat, and mystic, whom she married in 18)&.7 In 188&, the Oliphants set 
up residence in the German Colony in Haifa, Palestine, then a small coastal 
town of roughly #,5(( inhabitants under Ottoman rule. Two years later, they 
acquired land in the Druze village of Daliat el-Carmel, building a summer 
residence on the slopes of Mount Carmel (figure *). The couple hosted 
notable figures from across the region’s diverse religious and ethnic groups, 
making their home a hub for social and cultural exchange. In a memoir of 
the lives of her cousin Laurence and his wife Alice, Margaret Oliphant notes 
that in the Haifa house,

The American visitor from Brocton, shrewd yet visionary, filled up the curious 
tale of company, along with the Roumanian [sic] Hebrew, and the quick-
witted Syrian of the plain, and the Druses [sic] from Carmel, and the travellers 
from Belgravia. The two central figures in this curious jumble of nationalities 
and conditions were equally at home with every one of them, and delightful 
and friendly to all.8

Figure 3 Alice Oliphant, House at Dalieh, c.188#–5, albumen print [TR6,]. © National 
Maritime Museum, Haifa.
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The primary reason for the Oliphants’ move to Palestine was Laurence’s 
preoccupation with the settlement of Jews in the region. No document 
a-rms his motivations for this endeavour, but in a letter from 18)8 he 
recognised the political and economic benefits a Jewish settlement might 
o.er to the British.9 His scheme, though framed in strategic terms, was 
entirely uno-cial: Oliphant had no backing from the British government 
and was not sent on any formal mission. A Christian Westerner operating 
independently on Ottoman grounds, his endeavours point to the various 
positionings and entanglements with the colonial apparatus that existed in 
the region at the time. 

While Laurence was engaged in his political and ideological pursuits, 
Alice spent most of her time alone, attending to the daily a.airs of their 
household and its guests, painting, writing, and, on occasion, engaging in 
what she casually referred to as ‘photo’ing’ the people and landscape around 
her.10 Alice’s writings do not mention the Jewish population in Palestine or 
elsewhere, nor does she refer to her husband’s mission to their resettlement. 
Her visual production in drawing and photography excludes them as well. 
While there is no evidence to suggest that this absence stemmed from 
ideological disagreement, it does indicate that the couple led largely separate 
lives. 

According to the latest scholarship, which has only recently expanded 
to include the work of women, Alice Oliphant is among the first female 
residents of Palestine to document it through photographs.11 During her 
time in Haifa and Daliat el-Carmel, Oliphant took at least *1 photos, now 
preserved in the archives of the National Maritime Museum in Haifa. The 
collection includes documentation of the family’s summer house in Dalieh, 
landscapes around Mount Carmel, the Galilee, and the streets of Haifa, 
European guests, and local Druze individuals. As a whole, the collection 
o.ers a fragmentary yet intimate glimpse into Oliphant’s life in Palestine. 
The photographs were compiled in a private family album, not intended for 
public circulation, and Oliphant was not a professional photographer, but an 
amateur working within the domestic and social circles of her everyday life. 
As such, her practice was not directly bound to market forces or institutions 
of power. This does not mean that her use of the medium was detached 
from the dominant political and social forces of Ottoman Palestine, but that 
these appear in her photographs in ways that are not necessarily the explicit 
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reason for her use of the medium.12 In her writings, Oliphant describes her 
engagement with the ‘little photo apparatus’, noting that her control of the 
device was limited and ‘clumsy’.13 It seems, then, that Oliphant employed 
photography as a means to structure and examine her life, relationships, and 
surroundings. 

Viewing her photographs today, additional layers of meaning inevitably 
emerge, constantly rearticulating our reading of the images. Shaped by ongoing 
relations and situated in a specific territorial context, I read photography as 
a web of interactions that are not frozen in the moment of exposure; they 
stretch across time, shaped by both the conditions of production and the 
many acts of looking, circulating, and exchange that follow.14 Photography 
is interpreted as ‘the product of an encounter’, to use Ariella Azoulay’s 
phrasing, between the photographer, the photographed subject, and the 
camera, unfolding as an event that extends to the spectator and defies the 
exclusive authorship of any one party as well as the fixing of meaning.15 
These intricate dynamics % imperial, gendered, racialised, religious, but also 
intimate, local, and a.ective % seem at times to contradict one another and 
destabilise binaries and categorisations. We are then prompted not to read 
into the photograph what we have already learned elsewhere and wish to 
demonstrate through visual evidence.16 Instead, we are invited to open new 
avenues for inquiry that complicate both our understanding of history and its 
visual documentations, to look past indexicality and univocal interpretations 
and treat the photograph as a complex and layered object, holding multiple 
temporal and spatial standpoints.17 

This is an important emphasis, as it highlights that the inability to 
completely decode Oliphant’s photograph of the Druze woman and children 
may illustrate that photography cannot, in fact, be used as an illustrative tool. 
By this I mean that historically informed, yet open-ended interpretations 
embrace photography’s incoherence, messiness, and historical opacity as some 
of its strengths in complicating and nuancing our understanding of the past. 
With regard to the photograph that opened this essay, its haziness becomes 
more than a technical quality, functioning as a metaphor for the fog of history. 
The photograph itself does the work of veiling; its deterioration over time 
points to its multiple lives since the photograph was taken, its continuous 
exposure to light and possible mishandling, registering the photograph’s 
resistance to a clear reading of history in its materiality. The photograph’s 
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power lies precisely in this refusal: in showing history’s opacity and blurriness, 
our shifting understanding of it from our contemporary vantage point, and 
the entangled relations, half-seen gestures, and unresolved tensions at its core. 
In other words, the printed image registers a condition of ambivalence, a 
persistent instability of meaning, shaped by margins, discrepancies, and forms 
of uncertainty that have been widely noted in photographic theory.18 

This ambivalence may be exemplified through a brief comparison between 
this photograph and a photograph of Druze men taken by Oliphant. It shows 
two men seated beside one another on the veranda of the Oliphants’ house 
in Dalieh, their posture relaxed and informal (figure #). One man faces the 
camera directly, while the other smiles in Oliphant’s direction as his body 
turns toward his companion, suggesting a conversation briefly interrupted by 
the photographer. Their expressions convey a sense of ease and familiarity, 
implying a convivial relationship between photographer and subjects. 

Figure 4 Alice Oliphant, Terrace in front of Dalieh house. The village butcher & our best orchard 
& vineyard work man in the white turban. Both Druses, c.188#–5, albumen print [TR18]. 
© National Maritime Museum, Haifa.
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At first glance, it is similar to the relational quality present in Oliphant’s 
portrait of the Druze woman and children. Yet the distance from which the 
photograph was captured evokes ethnographic documentation more than an 
intimate encounter. Furthermore, the men’s posture suggests that, engaged 
in private dialogue, they are interrupted by the photographer, who, although 
acknowledged, remains external to their exchange. It is a moment of friendly 
recognition captured in the act of interruption. As a result, the traditional 
dynamic between photographer and photographed remains intact: the 
photographer is ‘merely a documenter’ rather than a participant in the scene. 
The scene, then, retains a degree of legibility: the photograph’s framing and 
the men’s expressions and positioning imply a social dynamic that the viewer 
can parse. 

Conversely, the image of the Druze woman and children refuses such ease 
of interpretation. It resists resolution through a surplus of suggestive elements 
that do not cohere: the proximity between the three figures, and that between 
them and the photographer; the traditional posture; the indoor furniture placed 
in an outdoor setting. This incoherence is intensified by the porousness of the 
photograph’s spatial logic, and particularly the visible space on the bench 
beside the seated woman. This unclaimed space destabilises the otherwise 
fixed and neat classificatory logic of colonial representation, dividing observer 
from observed, Western from native, subject from background. The bench-
space urges the viewer to ask: Who is this space for? Why is it there? The 
space appears available, extended outward in a gesture of invitation. Could 
Alice Oliphant have been sitting there before moving to the other side of the 
lens? Is someone else invited into the photographic space to join the mother 
and children on the bench? The actual presence or absence from the scene is 
irrelevant to this examination, but their potential materialises the openness this 
photograph o.ers. This spatial element’s emphasis on the speculative presence 
of a past or future figure in dialogue creates a photographic encounter that 
emerges as a form of negotiation that is not fixed in time, transforming the 
image into a site of layered meanings. The photograph transmits the sense that 
it is, to some degree, co-authored; the exchange is not between two subjects 
of photography interrupted by an outsider, but across the lens, between the 
photographed woman and the photographing woman. The camera, it seems, 
does not break the scene but becomes folded into it. 

*
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Oliphant’s decision to photograph Druze individuals complements written 
accounts of her life in Palestine. In Margaret Oliphant’s biographical 
account of Laurence and Alice’s time in Palestine, Alice’s everyday activities 
are portrayed as deeply enmeshed within the local Druze community.19 
Her a.ection for the people of Daliat el-Carmel, with whom she spent 
a significant part of her time, is expressed in a letter she wrote to her 
sister, Jamesina Waller, in January 1885, where she notes the Druze have 
a ‘special character for honesty’ and describes them as good neighbours. 
In the same letter, she also details her ongoing study of Arabic.20 Other 
correspondences by Laurence, Jamesina, and Margaret repeatedly emphasised 
Alice’s relationship with the Druze community, particularly in the context 
of mourning her death. Laurence writes of the ‘void’ left by her loss, ‘which 
the whole community, Moslem [sic], Druse [sic], and Christian alike, feel’.21 
In a letter to Jamesina following his wife’s passing, he quotes the Druze 
as saying Alice ‘was a Druse all the time, and is one now’.22 Although the 
recurrence of a.ectionate depictions of Alice’s relationship with the Druze 
across multiple family-authored sources cannot be uncritically accepted as 
reflecting how the Druze community perceived her, it nonetheless suggests 
that these relationships formed a meaningful part of her life and emphasises 
the significance her relatives attributed to these interactions.

The photograph’s caption identifies the woman in the image as the 
daughter-in-law of the village sheikh, a designation that suggests a degree 
of prominence among her people and situates her within specific familial 
and social structures that intersected with the Oliphants’ presence in the 
village. The negotiations around the purchase of land for the Dalieh house 
are recounted at length in Laurence Oliphant’s writings.23 After unsuccessful 
attempts to acquire land in Isfiya, where he claims to have encountered 
dishonest dealings with members of the local Christian community, Oliphant 
was approached by the sheikh of Daliat el-Carmel, who sought his assistance 
in releasing his son from Ottoman military service. In exchange, the sheikh 
o.ered the land on which the house was eventually built. The unfolding of 
these events highlights the social status of the Oliphants, and of Westerners 
more broadly, in Ottoman Palestine, which at times even surpassed that of the 
most prominent local families, such as the sheikh’s, who relied on Western 
intermediaries to navigate relations with Ottoman authorities. Laurence’s 
account mentions the son’s wife % presumably the subject of Alice’s 
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photograph % and refers to her deep sorrow at her husband’s conscription. 
This context provides reasonable grounds to assume that the two women 
were personally acquainted, and that this woman was among Alice Oliphant’s 
first acquaintances in the village, with whom she was in direct contact while 
their family patriarchs were sorting the purchase of the land. 

The specificities of this encounter also introduce another set of negotiations 
into the relationship between the two women around the land, its ownership, 
and function. The presumably incidental inclusion of the bare soil in this 
image becomes charged with meaning when we consider that this very 
ground was the subject of the transaction that brought these women into 
contact. The Druze woman sits, quite literally, upon land that her family 
had sold to the photographer’s family, transforming the earth beneath her 
into a complex site of exchange and negotiation. Once the earth’s presence 
is noticed, it cannot be overlooked; the land asserts itself as a third element 
in the triangular composition % photographer, subject, land % a material 
foundation that grounds the encounter in its territorial reality.

As we further attempt to decode the photograph according to these 
triangular dynamics, additional layers of instability emerge. While the 
photograph must have been taken sometime between 188# and 1885, after 
the Oliphants arrived in Dalieh, we cannot determine whether it documents 
a scene from before the purchase of the land was finalised, when sheikh 
Yousef’s family may have retained some form of occupancy or ownership, or 
from a later period after the construction of the house was completed and the 
Oliphants had established themselves as the new proprietors. The resulting 
ambiguity is therefore both temporal and spatial, destabilising any reading of 
the power dynamics at play: we do not know whether the woman sits upon 
land that still belongs, to some degree, to her family, or whether she occupies 
it as an employee, neighbour, or guest of the new English owners. 

Most prominently, this territorial dimension marks the photograph as a 
document of entangled, strategic relationships. It emerges from a convergence 
of interests: sheikh Yousef’s family gained access to Western influence, while 
the Oliphants secured land for their residence. In this way, the photograph 
also serves as a material trace of the uneven and often non-linear processes 
of dispossession, which encompassed not only overt land seizure but also 
calculated choices made by local populations who, facing shifting imperial 
conditions or economic uncertainty, opted to sell land or align with foreign 
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actors as a means of survival and social positioning. Such decisions, made 
under precarious conditions, drew local communities into the gradual process 
of their own marginalisation.

The question of dispossession here underscores the layered entanglements 
that characterised land transfers in Ottoman Palestine. In an interview with 
Dalieh’s elders, some of whom are now over ninety years of age, the sheikh 
in the caption was identified as Sheikh Yousef Nasereldeen Nasereldeen 
 a member of the Nasereldeen family, one of the first ,(يوسف نصرالدين نصرالدين)
families of Dalieh.24 As such, the family held extensive landholdings across 
the region and mobilised it as capital in exchange for Oliphant’s protection 
and political leverage. Thus, the sale of land to Oliphant did not entail full 
dispossession but constituted a form of strategic negotiation. Within this 
arrangement, land functioned not as a sign of loss alone but as a leveraged 
asset, deployed in response to evolving power dynamics and local needs. 

These contested relationships to land are transmitted in the photograph’s 
broader refusal of interpretive clarity, revealing instead the irreducible 
complexity of territorial relationships in Ottoman Palestine. Observing this 
photograph anew, one notices how its visual opacity dissolves toward the 
bottom edge, shifting our focus: the woman’s facial expression becomes 
peripheral to the bare soil, which, perhaps unintentionally, becomes the 
focal point of the image. As we examine this lower register in more detail, 
other visual cues o.er interpretive depth: while the woman wears traditional 
leather shoes, her older child stands barefoot on the earth. This physical 
contact between his feet and the soil suggests a direct, enduring bond with 
the land on which he stands. The two pairs of feet positioned side by side 
accentuate a certain contrast between them: the woman’s shoes symbolise 
negotiations over ownership as well as raise questions about belonging and 
cultural transformations, while the child’s bare feet suggest an unmediated, 
embodied relationship to the ground beneath him. In other words, the act 
of selling may alter political and material realities, but the image invites the 
possibility that belonging to a place % its memory carried through bodies % 
outlasts and is not reducible to the mechanisms of its ownership.

The portrayal of land in this photograph contrasts Oliphant’s depictions 
of land in her drawings. These focus almost exclusively on views and sites 
around Mount Carmel and the Galilee, and rarely include human figures 
(figure 5). Oliphant’s apparent use of three planes and panoramic perspectives 
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in these drawings, alongside her focus on ancient ruins and rural landscapes, 
point to her formal artistic training, revealing her familiarity with European 
picturesque conventions of landscape painting and travel drawing in both 
technique and thematic subjects.25 Crucially, these drawings demonstrate 
how ‘land’ is configured as ‘landscape’: a coherent visual field organised and 
manipulated according to specific Western assumptions. This landscape then 
maintains a certain alienation between viewer and viewed; it is a ‘way of 
seeing’ that is removed from the flux of life on the land.26 

Oliphant’s reluctance to draw people is especially striking when set against 
her photographic work. It is only occasionally interrupted when human 
figures appear as indistinct components of the terrain or as ‘sta.age’, indicating 
scale rather than appearing as subjects in their own right. This aestheticisation 
of the scenery speaks directly to Western desires to demystify foreign lands 
and subject them to preconceived visual frameworks. The drawings portray 
a vast, empty land in a seemingly neutral manner that in fact participates 
in a visual logic that conforms to colonial aesthetics and reveals an integral 
connection to imperialism.27 Conversely, the photograph examined here 

Figure 5 Alice Oliphant, The Colony, Haifa, 188#, ink on paper [NMM *5*&]. © National 
Maritime Museum, Haifa.
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operates di.erently. It reveals Oliphant’s limited technical proficiency, which 
may have allowed less preconfigured depictions to emerge. Unintentionally, 
Oliphant’s amateurism draws attention to the raw texture of the earth, 
exposing its uneven surface and presenting it as always in contact with its 
inhabitants. The soil thus becomes an active surface of encounter, binding 
the subjects and photographer alike to the terrain they occupy. Through its 
literal margins, the photograph thus reveals a central tension at the heart of 
colonial encounters, and the dirty, messy reality of any engagement with and 
in relation to the territory.

*

From today’s vantage point, the fact that written documentation of Daliat 
el-Carmel from the period was produced only by and about Western 
experiences amplifies Oliphant’s visibility while obscuring that of the Druze 
woman. It is in such instances that other forms of knowledge become crucial. 
And indeed, oral testimonies by Daliat el-Carmel’s elders have helped 
identify the Druze sitter as Fooda Hassoun (فُضُّّة حسون), wife of Kasem Yousef 
Nasereldeen Nasereldeen (28.(قاسم يوسف نصرالدين نصرالدين This identification 
is significant: it transforms the subject from an anonymous ‘type’ within a 
colonial archive into a named individual with a place in her community’s 
lineage. In Hassoun’s case, this also situates her within a distinguished family 
in her own right, as the Hassouns shared the Nasereldeens’ high social status 
and frequently intermarried. However, beyond the act of naming, village 
elders were unable to provide information about Hassoun or other women 
of the period, including Oliphant. Their testimonies centred instead on 
Laurence’s endeavours in the village and the male villagers’ interactions with 
him. In this sense, these narratives ultimately perpetuate male domination in 
historical accounts.

Examining Druze women’s fight for visibility beyond the act of naming, 
recent studies on Druze womanhood suggest that in Druze culture, women’s 
resistance does not take the form of direct opposition to power but is 
expressed in nuanced forms of independence that operate within existing 
social structures. One way in which Druze women navigate the patriarchal 
conditions under which they live is through bargaining, accepting certain 
societal norms in order to gain independence or self-expression in other 
domains they deem more vital.29 Applied to the context of this image, we 
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might read the photograph as documenting a moment in which Hassoun 
navigates the constraints of both patriarchal and colonial framings. The image 
captures her role as a mother in a composition that may even recall the 
Christian iconography of the Madonna and Child with John the Baptist, while 
simultaneously suggesting that her engagement with the camera exceeds this 
containment.30 Hassoun’s facial expression and ease, her proximity to her 
children, and the natural-looking pose she shares with her older child suggest 
that they were aware and in agreement with their photograph being taken.31 
The photograph thus holds both the violence inherent in any photographic 
encounter as well as signs of exchange that cannot be reduced to that violence 
alone.32 What emerges is not a clear narrative of resistance or compliance, but 
a photographic trace of negotiation whose full dimensions remain partially 
inaccessible to us. Given her personal acquaintance with Oliphant, Hassoun 
may have seen this as a chance to be photographed by someone she knew, 
and perhaps even trusted, to make herself visible while still maintaining her 
accepted role. The lineage of negotiation surrounding this encounter and 
its resulting photograph thus extends from the men and their land deals to 
the women and their sense of agency. It is the land that connected these 
women, and it is within this triangular relationship % Alice, Fooda, Daliat 
el-Carmel % that this photograph should be read. This relational space would 
not have been possible had Oliphant not lived in Dalieh and developed an 
intimate familiarity with the Druze community, nor had Hassoun occupied 
a social position that allowed her to interact with outsiders. Hassoun’s smile 
and apparent confidence suggest conviviality while also conveying a visual 
sense of dignity and control over her representation. It positions her as an 
active participant in shaping the encounter, even under the asymmetrical 
conditions in which it took place. 

*

The question, then, appears to hinge on the elusive notion of ‘belonging’. 
Considering the emphasis placed by both Alice and her family members 
on her close ties with the Druze, the photograph she took of Fooda and 
her children may be read as reflecting Oliphant’s own desire to belong, to 
be ‘a Druse all the time’, as her husband stresses after her passing. The act 
of photographing may register Oliphant’s own ambivalence, her attempt 
to position herself within a world to which she remained proximate yet 
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external. While accounts by nineteenth-century Druze commentators, and 
by Hassoun in particular, are absent, contemporary oral testimonies suggest 
that the Druze, too, regarded the Oliphants’ proximity to their community 
not only as a strategic alliance against the Ottomans but also as a source of 
communal pride. Interviewees repeatedly stressed that Laurence had become 
‘part of the village’ and that he frequently attended local events and religious 
rituals. His landholdings were specifically cited as evidence of deep ties: 
‘he [Oliphant] began building his future here. Those who buy land do not 
intend to sell it tomorrow’.33 Although Alice and Fooda are not mentioned 
in these testimonies, they suggest that a sense of belonging and high social 
standing were aspirations shared by both the British and the Druze, with each 
party seeing their association as socially beneficial. Being photographed by 
Oliphant could have been considered a mobilising tool for Hassoun, just as it 
might have been for Oliphant herself. 

The resulting photograph of the encounter between these two women 
situates Oliphant and Hassoun within a fraught historical moment and 
introduces the intricate web of relations between interlocutors that frames 
our reading of history. Photography, in this context, becomes a means of 
navigating the complexities of women’s positionality. It does not necessarily 
resolve these tensions so much as document the photographer’s and 
subject’s entanglement within them. The photographic moment becomes 
a ‘Third Space’, revealing itself as a site where colonial binaries become 
insu-cient as analytical frameworks. Rather than confirming or subverting 
the unidirectional model of imperial encounters, the photograph suggests 
that such encounters were always more complex than these models allow. 
Bhabha’s ‘Third Space’ emerges here as a fraught, uneven, yet vital ground 
where subjectivities clash, rearticulate, and hybridise. 

What is at stake in this analysis is the recognition that photographs elude the 
clarity we often demand from historical evidence. Accordingly, photography’s 
refusal of interpretive certainty becomes a resource for understanding the 
irreducible complexity of colonial encounters. The lives it records are 
present, and yet partially obscured; the encounter it documents is charged, 
but unreadable in full. If the photograph gestures to an alternate vision of 
the land and its inhabitants, it does so through a kind of historical excess % 
an accumulation of small, relational traces that refuse to resolve into clarity 
and operate in the register of the optical unconscious.34 The photograph of 
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Fooda Hassoun by Alice Oliphant is an opaque fragment caught between 
private intimacy and colonial asymmetry, between personal acquaintance and 
structural domination. Attending to this allows us to glimpse the messy social 
fabric in Ottoman Palestine. 
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