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“Come Back Safely” is dedicated to all the workers who left at 

daybreak in search of a life in dignity and never returned... and to 

those who still set out to break free from poverty and exploitation.
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Sami Al-Haj (18) from Jaffa Nazareth died from inhaling gas. George Frances Za’atre (31) 

from Jaffa Nazareth died from inhaling gas. Tamer Admon Murjaiha (33) from  Jaffa Nazareth 

died from inhaling gas. Abdelmajeed Nijm (54) from Nazareth died after a truck door fell 

on him. E’mad Shalaby (32) from Iksal was crushed by a bulldozer. Nayif A’rouq (38) from 

Jaffa Nazareth was crushed by a bulldozer. Firas Abdelkareem Hakroush (22) from Kufr 

Kanna fell off a building. Ziyad Ibraheem (19) from Dabourya died after a heavy machine 

fell on him. Ghazi Naarany (38) fell from a great height. Waleed Halloume (50) from Jaffa 

Nazareth was killed by a falling winch. Fawzy Abu Leil (40) from Ain Mahel fell from a great 

height. Faisal Abu Ayyash (48) from Alyout fell from a scaffold. Hussam Habiballah (47) from 

Ain Mahel fell from a scaffold. Rabeea Hussain Kameel (37) from Qabatya fell off a building. 

Yahya Mohamed Khalayleh (25) from Sakhneen fell from a great height. Ra’ed Ghanayem 

(24) from Sakhneen fell from a scaffold. Hamada Aladdin (26) from Jaffa Nazareth was bur-

ied alive under a sand pile. A’del Daghash (45) from Deir Hanna died in a container explo-

sion. A’tef Moreeh (43) from Tamra was killed by a winch. Ibraheem Abu Alheja (20) from 

Tamra was crushed by an electric winch. Abdelwahab Kiywan (22) from Majd Al-Kroum fell 

from a great height. A’la Rateb Foqara (21) from Al-Ba’ayna was killed by a falling winch. 
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Ahmad Heiby (46) from Kabol was run over by a train. Ahmad Bashir (24) from Kabul fell 

off a building. Mohamed Ghazy Abu Leil (17) from Ain Mahel was electrocuted. Ayoub Abu 

Dahesh (38) from Fureidis fell from a scaffold. Lutfi Raha Mhameed (60) was killed by fall-

ing iron blocks. Mahmoud Kamal Mahajne (23) from Umm Al-Fahm was killed by a collaps-

ing scaffold. Khaled Saa’di (40) from Iksal died from inhaling gas. Zayid Aby A’abid (50) 

from Rahat was crushed under a heavy machine. Amir Sultany (27) from Al-Teereh fell from 

a great height. Issa Abu Hanna (36) from Al-Maghar died from inhaling gas. Adham Abu 

Shaqara (30) died in a car crash. Rasem Jarban (52) from Jisr al-Zarqa was crushed by a 

heavy machine. Mahmoud Akreya (23) from Shaa’b was crushed inside a machine. Lu’ay 

Mohamed Sobh (34) from Shefa-Amer fell from a scaffold. Mohamed Abed Fayyez (23) from 

Mizraa fell from a great height. Jeries Ashqar (63) from Tarsheeha fell from a great height. 

Sameh Abdullah Mahoud (21) from Tarsheeha died in a construction collapse. Khaled Abu 

Saa’da (30) from Qalansua was crushed by a truck. Zakaria Yahya Khateeb (26) from Kufr 

Kanna fell from a great height. Hussain Mohamed Hamdan (48) from Majd Al-Kroum fell 

from a scaffold. Kamal Ahmad Mahajneh (24) from Umm Al-Fahm fell off a building. Mousa 

Badawy Al-Rajabi (52) from Silwan fell from a great height. Maher Zeidan Mhameed (24) 
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was crushed by a concrete block. Tawfeeq Hussain Masarweh (62) from A’ra’ra fell from a 

great height. A’li Hussain Abu Yaseen Jabareen (61) from Umm al-Fahm fell from a great 

height. Mahmoud Farroujeh (25) from Qalansua was killed during roadworks. Omar Ghazi 

Al-Jallawy (15) from Rahat was run over by a truck. Na’eem Abdalfattah Zamel (32) from 

A’ra’ra fell from a great height. Nader Shtaiwy (60) from Iksal fell off a building. Saleh A’waly 

(40) from I’bileen was electrocuted. Mousa Abu Shareb (30) from Houra was run over by 

a truck. Nidal Shaweesh (36) from Arraba fell from a scaffold. Safwat Ahmad Melhem 

(38) from Al-Maker fell off a building. Ahmad A’tef Mandalawy (21) from Kufr Manda was 

electrocuted. Dahesh Saleh Shaker A’moun (17) from Deir Al-Asad was crushed by a truck. 

Kareem Mohamed Abdelkareem Thabbah (18) from Deir Al-Asad was run over by a truck. 

Ra’ed Fareed Naa’eem Omar Asady (40) from Deir Al-Asad was run over by a truck. Reyad 

Darawsheh (45) from Iksal was crushed by a truck. Ahmad Darawsheh (14) from Iksal was 

crushed by a truck. Nazeeh Hassan Hussain Mansour Hasarmeh (25) from Al-Baa’neh 

died in a road accident on his way home. Ibraheem Abdelhameed (27) from Kufr Manda 

was run over by a truck. Essam Naamneh (40) from Arraba was run over by a truck.
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F o r e w o r d

“So long as there is no accountability, nothing will 
change in the life of a labourer. This is why when 
a labourer dies or is injured while working, the 
first thing the employer thinks of is how to avoid 
damaging his business and how to replace the 
labourer.”

Nidal Meree, Al Mashdad

We are pleased to be hosting works by Mohamed 
Badarne from May 2016 at the European Center 
for Constitutional and Human Rights (ECCHR) in 
Berlin Kreuzberg. 

ECCHR was founded in Berlin in 2007 by a 
group of internationally active lawyers. Since 
then we have been working to ensure that state 
actors, corporations and other powerful entities 
are held legally responsible for the human rights 
violations they commit. 

When it comes to addressing human rights 
crimes and preventing systematic human rights 
violations, the reality is that the legal approach 
can only get us so far. For the people and the 
societies affected by these crimes, the trauma 
can persist for decades. There is a great need 
to keep shining a light on human rights violations 
like inhumane working conditions, to continue to 
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point out the sheer injustice of these problems. 
Prevailing power structures often make it 
impossible to properly engage with the legacy of 
grave crimes. As lawyers often all we can do is 
set out the facts and laws to establish the liability 
of individuals for crimes committed as part of 
a much broader system of injustice affecting a 
whole society. And sometimes we don’t even 
manage to do that. Aware of these limitations, we 
try to work as much as possible with social and 
political movements and with people from various 
disciplines, and particularly with artists, in order 
to intervene in different ways in situations of in-
tolerable injustice.

Over the past years we have hosted works by 
the Senegalese-French photographer Hady 
Sy (Not for Sale, 2009, a passionate plea for 
an end to arms proliferation), the Bosnian 
photographer Nino Nihad Pusija (Zigeuner Art, 
2010 – images of Romani people deported from 
Germany), Argentine-Armenian artist Silvina 
Der-Meguerditchian (Even Trees can Fly, 2011, 
works on the Armenian genocide and Turk-
ish-Armenian rapprochement), the German-Viet-

namese artist Nghia Nguyen (Secret of Return, 
2015 – paintings on the effects of Agent Orange 
in Vietnam) and the Mexican photographer Victor 
Jaramillo (Definitions for an Island, 2015 – photos 
of Cuba in transition). In a series of exhibitions 
in the last years from José Giribás, Alfredo Jaar, 
Eduardo Molinari, Azul Blaseotto, Loreto Garin 
and Federico Zukerfeld, artists from Chile and 
Argentina examined repression under the Latin 
American military dictatorships of the 1970s as 
well as the role played by the USA. 

The spirit of these exhibitions is aptly carried on 
through Mohamed Badarne’s photographs of 
Palestinian workers on Israeli construction sites. 
His images document the power imbalances and 
the injustices that are invariably at play when 
it comes to the working conditions in capitalist 
societies that represent a daily reality for many 
workers given the increasingly transnational 
nature of business. Badarne’s works have 
already been shown a number of times at the 
International Labour Organization (ILO), and it’s 
easy to see why. The pictures also show how 
these structural power imbalances often fall 
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along ethnic or gender lines; the construction 
workers we see in the photos are all Palestinian. 
The ILO office in Jerusalem has recognized the 
abysmal economic conditions in the West Bank 
that force many Palestinians to look for work in 
the Israeli heartland and settlements. At these 
jobs, labor law violations are common, from 
getting paid below the minimum wage to – the 
subject of Badarne’s photos – breaches of safety 
regulations and the accidents that can result.

The photographs are closely linked with ECCHR’s 
work. For years we have been pursuing legal 
action against inhumane working conditions 
in the textile industry in South Asia, a problem 
that came to public prominence in Europe after 
a factory fire in Karachi in 2012 that left 260 
people dead and the 2013 collapse of the Rana 
Plaza building in Bangladesh that killed 1,127. 
The problems depicted in Badarne’s exhibition 
are at the heart of another one of our current 
projects on possible legal action against slave-
like working conditions on building sites in Qatar. 
Mohamed Badarne’s images make it clear that 
these cases are part of a global phenomenon: 

Wolfgang Kaleck, ECCHR General Secretary,
Berlin, April 2016 

every day, workers around the world suffer grave 
rights abuses. Now more than ever, it bears 
remembering: workers’ rights are human rights.    
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Thousands of workers die every year on the 
world’s construction sites due to poor work and 
safety conditions. They fall from unsecured 
scaffolding, are buried under heavy machinery 
or building material, or lose their lives in road 
accidents after too many hours of hard work. And 
most of them would never have entered the plac-
es they built, even if still alive.
 
The idea for this project came about when a friend 
of mine died in a work accident. “Come back 
safely” portrays Palestinian construction workers 
inside Israel (which I prefer to call historical 
Palestine). Many of them belong to the 20 
percent of the state’s Palestinian citizenry, others 
have crossed the Green Line from the West Bank 
clandestinely in search for work. In the so-called 
Arab sector, working conditions are often harsh, 
pay is low, and opportunities are limited. Work 
accidents are hardly ever investigated, and in the 

rare cases of criminal investigations, no charges 
are brought. Business continues as usual. It is a 
very particular contextual reality, and at the same 
time part of a global experience of exploitation.
 
The images, however, go beyond the story of 
oppression of the faceless other. They reveal the 
pride in what we do to make a living, moments of 
rest and shared humanity, the feeling of coming 
home, and mourning our loved ones. They are 
meant to turn the tables.
 
“Come back safely” (Tirja’u be-sallama) is a 
common Arabic expression wishing a safe return. 
This exhibition is dedicated to all the workers who 
left their homes and never returned, and to those 
who still set out every day to build a life of dignity.
 

Mohamed Badarne

Come Back Safely
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Imad said to me: “I’ll go to bed so I can wake up early for work tomorrow.

The next day the weather was stormy and bad for work. I didn’t go to work that day.

In the morning, at 10:38 (25-10-2015), I received a message informing me that my 

friend Imad died in a work accident in Pardes Hanna. A wall collapsed on him and 

he died on the spot.

Since the accident, Imad’s parents have been lost in their sorrow. I can’t look them 

in the eyes because I’m in so much pain.

Who will be held responsible for Imad’s death?”

Nidal Nassar- construction site worker

21 years old
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Edge

A worker works hard all his life, pursuing a living, and as soon as he gets to the age of sixty he starts a new 
journey with a thousand different diseases he got while working. Such is the life of a worker.
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Construction workers from the villages of Arraba and Ailaboun on a coffee break. Their friend Nidal died on the 
site while on duty.
“We still hope to commemorate him... the place where he died has become a commercial complex full of life. 
We were not allowed to put his name there on a stone. Is 30 centimetres too much to remember him by?”
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A h m e d ’ s  W o r k d a y

Ahmed Mbarshem is a construction worker from Al-Maker village in Galilee.

“I left school when I was 16. I work six days a week. I dream of getting married 

when I can afford it.”
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B r e a k

“Man, a labourer’s highlight is when he opens his lunch bag and the coffee pot 

is on the fire. The meal hour makes you feel like a king taking a break from life’s 

chores.”
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F a c e s

Mahmoud Qashash, Acre: “The people of Acre have always earned their living 
from the sea. Now they all work in construction. It’s like making a fish work on a 
building site.”
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Ahmad Zakarneh
“I am from Jenin but afraid to go visit as I may not be allowed back here. For a year and a half now, I have slept 
on construction sites and between the olive groves.”
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Saleh Mubarsham, Al-Jadidah Village, Galilee:
“When I see my children I forget all my life’s worries, all my tiredness.”
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Hassan Hamad
Photographer: “Hassan, relax. Be natural and the photo will be more beautiful.”
Hassan: “More natural than this?”
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Assoum Assoum, Arraba village from Galilee:
“What can we do? We have to work. We are still young and whatever God has in store for us will happen.”
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“The mountain”, “The hotel”, “The camp”, “The location” - there are tens of 
names Palestinian workers use to call the piece of land where they hide for fear 
of the police chasing them - hundreds of workers who come without permits, with 
nothing on them but fatigue, worries and fears.

Across kilometers of wild land they put up their tents, and each time the police 
comes and destroys them, they move to another land in order to build a renewed 
hope of a life of dignity.

Khaled, one of the workers, says: “We get arrested and they set fire to our tents. 
Right here on this land, our fallen fellow workers used to live. And upon this land 
there is that which deserves life.”
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“We live in fear 24 hours a day. Fear for the children you left far behind. Fear of the police catching you and 
throwing you in jail. Fear of the employer swindling you. In short, in order to live with dignity like the rest of the 
people, we breathe fear.”

Ayed Samar, Qabatiya
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“I dropped out of university so I could help my family, like many students. Sometimes I just think about myself 
and the world. What have we done to live in this shit? If you came to visit me in my town you wouldn’t recognize 
me, because I’d be different. I’m always wearing the latest fashion.”

Khaled Abu-Rab, Al-Zawiyeh
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“This entire country was built on the shoulders of workers, but they begrudge us the mere act of working or 
sleeping in the mountains... Do you know what it means to get injured while working, and not have anybody 
dare take you to the hospital, so you have to go back home swimming in blood and with broken bones? When 
you go back to your town, you always have to sneak back in, even if you’re dead.”

Gingi Saba’neh, 19 years old, Qabatiya
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“My life is one long action movie - a comedy unlike any movie you’ve seen, man. In the wall there are small 
gaps through which the workers sneak in; you wouldn’t believe it. We’re afraid of gaining weight, because if 
we become fatter, we might not be able to go through these gaps. This is what we call the diet of poverty and 
occupation.”

Diyaa’ Saba’neh, 23 years old 
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“I’m a photographer.”
“Does that mean you’re going to publish our photos?”
“Only if you want me to.”
“Go ahead, man. Let the world see the state we’re in.”
“Aren’t you afraid of photos?”
“With all the fear and humiliation we live in, what more could happen?”

Saed Hasan Abu Zaina, 17 years old, Qabatiya
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“I went to 4 different prisons within 50 days. I spent whole nights wearing my work clothes. Hours of interro-
gations and sleep-deprivation. What are the charges, exactly? That I bring some bread back to my children?”

Subhi Zakarneh, 45 years old, Qabatiya
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B a c k

Jum’a Ali, Al Mashhad: “I like to play music. People think that a labourer is born 
to work only. Had circumstances been any different, I would have studied music, 
but as you can see, you leave when it’s still dark and get back in the dark. Thank 
God for our safe arrival.”
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Raja’i Ali, Al Mashhad
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Nidal Meree, Al Mashdad
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His mother says: “He saw his only daughter just a few times.”
Mohamed Yihya Ghanayem fell from a great height, leaving behind a wife and a newborn daughter called 
Farah.
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Yousef, 8 years old stares at the camera and says: “My father went to the sky; up there, up there, up there.”
Nidal Shaweesh fell from a great height and died 8 months after the death of his son Ahmad. He leaves behind 
a wife and four children.
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His father says: “I didn’t know what had happened. When I arrived at the hospital to ask about him, an officer 
approached me and said: we will not be able to give you his body today.”
Hamada Alaa’ Eddine was buried alive under the sand, leaving behind a family of six.
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Mohamed Badarne
Come Back Safe ly
B y  M a j d  K a y a l

In the exhibition “Come Back Safely”, Palestinian 
photographer Mohamad (Hamodi) Badarne 
evokes a deep-rooted human contradiction, set 
against construction sites and excavated from 
amidst the perpetually lurking possibilities of 
death, the laughter of life and the day-to-day details 
that make up the lives of Palestinian workers of 
Israeli citizenship. This contradiction between 
death hazards and life’s small details is what 
generates the questions Badarne puts forth.

At first sight, the exhibition’s statement might 
seem clear and simple: it is about the fact that 
the rights of Palestinian workers, especially their 
right to life and physical integrity, are violated 
every single day as they constantly face death. 
But this collection is not as innocent as it claims 
to be; it resembles a balcony peering over a 
broad horizon of existential questions - questions 
that hold true anytime and anywhere, and that 
deal with the tragedy of death lurking in life’s 
circumstances. However, one look down from 
that balcony and we find ourselves freefalling 
into a pit of specific, concrete questions: about 
the Palestinian society’s economy and how it is 
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bound and conditioned by the violent conflict we 
live in; about our patriarchal society; about child 
labor, and about a myriad of other questions 
and images that challenge death - this absolute, 
conclusive state - by conferring on it dimensions 
and layers that are as diverse as they are thorny, 
as intimate as they are flagrant and as violent as 
they are innocent.

By using light with candor and incorporating 
some religious aspects, such as prayer 
rituals, Badarne gently conceals the workers’ 
awareness of the possibility of death and how 
they deal with it on a daily basis. By using colors 
that completely blend the workers’ appearance 
with their surroundings, Badarne thinly veils 
how precarious working conditions become 
an integral part of these workers’ personal and 
social identities. He portrays their colorless way 
home, then portrays how they are transformed 
from living, breathing beings to still images in 
their children’s hands. Behind his portrayal of the 
workers’ strong and firm bodies, mere veneers 
that recall ancient heroes, Badarne acknowledges 
and hides these workers’ subjugation, repression 

and worthlessness, then asks: “Have you ever 
thought of how worthless they are to their 
employers? Have you ever thought of how these 
workers return to the same construction site, only 
a day after a colleague dies there? To that same 
place? To the same routine, the same tools, the 
same tasks and jokes? Have you ever thought 
of that new worker, brought to replace the one 
who just died? Or of the aristocratic Israeli family 
that moves in only a few months later to this tall 
building, whose construction cost a worker his 
life? Do you think these rich families know or 
think about the people who died here? Do you 
think the owners of those bloated Tel-Avivian sky-
scrapers would agree, upon the family’s request, 
to erect a monument in memory of a Palestinian 
worker who died while working on this building or 
that hotel?”

Registration of an Absence

When the teacher read little Ahmad’s name that 
day in class, she was told that he was absent 
again. She was not surprised and did not give it 
a second thought. It was a very normal thing and 
14 year old Ahmad was not unique or exceptional 
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without sleep or rest. It made us forget that his 
employers force him to load his truck with extra 
cargo or else get fired, and that they do not 
provide him with any of the means necessary for 
maintaining his vehicle’s safety. It made us forget 
that, even considering all of the above, these 
workers still make only meager wages.

This complex story is a reflection of how sensitive 
of a subject “Come Home Safely” handles: 
namely, the capacity and the courage to take in 
and accept these victims that refuse to bend or 
break, that refuse to cry. It is with this sensitivity in 
mind that these human moments were captured, 
portraying those brawny-armed workers wielding 
sharp tools and handling fire and reinforced 
concrete - that and the full awareness that it is 
the economic and political policies practiced by 
the authorities and the powerful that produce our 
tragic reality, not these simple workers.

A Story in Search of a Headline

The Nakba (the 1948 Palestinian catastrophe) 
is the main headline of every Palestinian 

in that sense; many pupils skip school to go work 
on construction sites. “Business as usual!”

Little did the teacher know, however, that that 
spring day of April 2013 would mark the last time 
she would read the name “Ahmad Darawshe”. It 
happened on his way home from the construction 
site in Haifa, when Ahmad was in the car with his 
working relatives. They were stuck in the usual 
evening rush hour at Haifa’s northern exit, when a 
truck carrying 70 tons of cargo accelerated down 
Mount Carmel’s slopes, its brakes damaged, and 
reached the intersection at a breakneck speed, 
crushing seven Palestinian workers beneath its 
wheels, little Ahmad among them.

That day, everybody blamed the truck driver for 
the crime committed. But our deep sorrow for 
the loss of little Ahmad and his fellow workers 
made us forget the tragedy of this driver, who in 
a single moment turned from a generous worker 
and a loving father into a brutal assassin. It 
made us forget that, in order for him to put food 
on the table before his children, he is obligated 
to drive his truck for tens of hours continuously, 
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worker’s story. Nevertheless, it is a headline that 
construction workers do not get to listen to on 
official Israeli radios every morning on their way 
to work in the settlements. It is a headline that the 
West Bank workers do not read as they climb the 
Apartheid wall at night, in order to sneak in and 
work illegally inside Israel, where no law protects 
them from being used by their employers. It is a 
headline that Jerusalemite women do not read 
on the walls of the Hebrew University, as they 
clean its academic hallways. It is also a headline 
that is unread by a whole army of unemployed 
individuals.

The Nakba is not a headline we read daily. But 
it is there, present in the beginning of each 
Palestinian worker’s story: Once upon a time, 
ours was an agricultural society, sowing and 
reaping and working the fields; then they took 
away our lands. On the eve of the Palestinian 
catastrophe, Palestinians owned more than 90% 
of the lands in historical Palestine. Nowadays, 
Palestinian citizens of Israel, who amount to 
around 20% of Israel’s citizens, own no more 
than 2% of the land.

Palestine’s Nakba stripped Palestinian society of 
its primary livelihood - the land. Not only did this 
batter its economy, but it also delivered a blow 
to the society’s entire structure, a structure in 
which family ties and personal relations revolved 
around land and agriculture. In practice, the 
society saw itself ripped apart from the very 
sources that were so canonical to the formation 
of its social and traditional identity. Thus, its 
narrow and undevelopable villages and cities 
became Bantustans. There, a worker can sleep 
and have children, then leave to seek a job in the 
developed Israeli cities and towns, only to return 
at night to this village, which lacks any vestige 
of public space and any possibility for social, 
cultural or human development. He goes back 
to find his village just as he left it - standing still. 
Still, at least before he lays his head down on his 
pillow, he can thank God he made it back home 
alive that day.

Translated from Arabic by As-Safir newspaper, 
Lebanon
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Mohamed Badarne
Come Back Safe ly
B y  K a t e  B r e h m e

It’s a freezing cold day and I have to call Mohamed 
for directions to his studio. The building site, I 
manage to find. The studio itself, within the 
maze of different disused factory buildings, is 
somewhat more difficult to locate. Mohamed ap-
proaches, there is a smile on his face and he 
shakes my hand as we begin to converse in a 
mixture of English and German. We eventually 
settle on speaking in English. After his three 
years in Berlin, much like myself, he hasn’t fully 
mastered the language yet. 

His studio is like a warm embrace after coming in 
from the freezing wind outside. Mohamed brews 
me a black tea with a cinnamon stick and sugar 
in a very tall glass. I sip my tea and take in the 
surrounds – the usual photography equipment, 
an artist’s mural painted on the wall, clippings of 
photographs and a laptop on the table next to a 
packet of chocolate biscuits.  

Mohamed explains to me, that in Palestine, art is 
not created just for art’s sake. It’s always about 
the social or the political. It’s often created to 
bring about change. For Mohamed, it’s about 
building a story through photography. 

Mohamed explains to me that his work is 
not just a snapshot of a person, or simply a 
documentation of Palestinian lives, but the result 
of building a rapport with someone and spending 
vast amounts of time, even years, listening to 
their stories. Drawing from his previous career 
working for various humanitarian organisations, 
he sees his work as a form of activism where 
the ethics of encounter is crucial: the process 
of exchange between photographer and subject 
legitimises the photograph. 

Influenced by the ethos of Sebastião Salgado, 
Mohamed has allowed photography to become 
his whole life, not just a part of it. Like Salgado, 
these projects are not just anthropological or 
journalistic forays observing a situation, but 
rather, long term projects exploring the human 
condition. All of Mohamed’s work deals with things 
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that unrightfully disappear, from shedding light on 
the unrecognized Palestinian Bedouin villages in 
the Naqab (Negev) desert to documenting the 
loss of childhood throughout the Middle East. 

In the series Come Back Safely, he shows the 
disappearance of lives taken through working 
in construction in Palestine. The project began 
with Mohamed’s own personal experience 
as a teacher of some of the men depicted in 
these photographs. When he questioned the 
disappearance of young men from his classes he 
discovered many had been lured by the financial 
promises of employment as construction 
workers. His investigation revealed a world of 
long working hours, unsafe working conditions, 
and of precariousness.

Come Back Safely portrays the lives of both 
young and old men who must work in dangerous 
conditions in order to feed their families, and the 
stories of those who have died in the process. 
Mohamed exposes the fine lines between safety 
and danger and life and death that these men 
must deal with on a daily basis, but whose lives 

remain hidden to many of us. 

This precariousness is perhaps best captured in 
prayer, where a young man walks on his tip-toes 
across a wooden scaffolding platform, arms 
stretched above him as he measures something. 
There is no railing and he wears no harness. 
Looking closer we can see that the so-called 
platform is nothing more than several wooden 
planks unevenly spaced leaving sometimes 
meter-wide gaps exposing the ground several 
meters below. 

What is this life that Mohamed describes? A life 
of tiredness. Of illness. Of constant travelling. Of 
going to work in the dark and coming home in 
the dark. Of sleeping between the construction 
site and the olive trees because leaving the 
site to visit your family means losing your job. 
This is the kind of life where you must continue 
to work day after day at the very place where 
your co-worker died from a fall or buried under 
tonnes of sand. And for the kind of company that 
refuses to accept responsibility or allow you to 
commemorate his death with a small plaque. This 
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task is left, as we read in Mohamed’s images, to 
the families who proudly display portraits of their 
lost ones in a bid to remember them. 

If Mohamed’s work depicts the space between life 
and death, it is also the depiction of despair and 
hope. Each image tells its own story, however one 
in particular gives pause to the series. In Edge a 
figure emerges from the darkness. A small bright 
square of light in the bottom right hand corner 
of the frame highlights a man face down on the 
ground. He’s praying. With arms stretched forward 
and hands splayed out on either side of his face, 
he kneels on the harsh concrete floor on what 
should be a rug, but looks like a piece of brown 
cardboard. Juxtaposed against the many images 
of hard labour, shovelling sand, plastering walls, 
lifting heavy buckets of construction material, 
this image is different. It offers a quiet moment. 
Unlike the other images depicting their daily 
grind, here, we glimpse a personal and intimate 
act, an act of prayer, an act of hope.

The lives of these men are harsh and the work is 
unrelenting, however Mohamed is able to show 

us much more than that. He shows us that these 
are the lives of men who also hope to one day 
save up for marriage, or who savour life’s simple 
pleasures such as a coffee break or the moment 
when work is over and they can spend time 
with their children at home. Back in the studio, 
as Mohamed and I finish our teas and come to 
the final image on his laptop, I ask him what he 
would like his viewers to take from Come Back 
Safely. He tells me that he doesn’t want these 
men to be seen as victims, but rather for viewers 
to see these images as indicative of where hope 
can be found.
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Mohamed Badarne is a photographer and 
activist. The one is inseparable from the other. A 
Palestinian from Haifa, he now lives and works 
in Haifa and Berlin, combining educational work 
with his artistic concerns. He believes in the 
possibilities of art to actually change the way 
people think about the world and this trust runs 
through all of his photography projects, whether 
he is concerned with the harsh living conditions 
of the Naqab Beduins and their children’s ability 
to find hideouts in which to play and live their 
dreams, or the lives of Palestinian workers 
who work on construction sites in Israel. As an 
artist, Badarne is less concerned with the formal 
aspects of art; his work is inseparably linked to 
the reality he is a part of.

While Badarne’s focus is on the content, his 
images display a particular aesthetic sensitivity. 

They are carefully constructed, like cinema 
frames, as he likes to say, and always conceived 
together with the people in them. Thereby, he 
does not photograph “subjects”. For him, the 
characters in the images are active collaborators, 
whose agency in the process of portrayal is of 
vital importance. Thus, he spends long hours with 
his collaborators, getting to know their stories 
and understanding their background. The final 
image is always the result of a long and caring 
engagement.

Badarne’s project Come Back Safely (2013), 
a series of portraits of Palestinian men and 
their lives as construction workers in Israel, 
was initiated as homage to a close friend who 
died in an accident on a construction site. This 
friend was just one of those countless workers 
“who left at daybreak in search of a life in dignity 
and never returned”, as Badarne states on his 
website. The images show the workers at work, 
in moments of rest and contemplation, during 
prayer and celebrating companionship. These 
are intimate and poetic insights into a world 
of a group of people who mostly appear as 

P r e c a r i o u s  L i f e 
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anonymous numbers in statistics, but otherwise 
remain unseen and unknown as individuals. In 
Badarne’s work, the workers are given back their 
individuality and humanity. The portraits present 
the men not as the sad and passive victims of 
a capitalist system run wild that force a growing 
number of people to seek work far away from 
their homes and families, but rather as fellow 
human beings with an agency of their own. 
Behind each single image is a personal story, 
a story of struggle, but also one of overcoming 
inhuman obstacles.

It is part of the Palestinian tragedy that so 
many are forced to seek work on the very 
construction sites in Israel and its settlements 
that increasingly encroach upon Palestinian 
land and turn an independent state into a 
distant utopia. But economic hardship and high 
youth unemployment rates in the West Bank 
oblige people to seek work wherever they can 
get it, regardless of the sentiments the workers 
might have toward their employers. While the 
emotional stress of surrendering one’s ethics 
to economic necessities already represents a 

level of stress upon the workers unimaginable to 
most people, the fact that the border might be 
closed at any time due to “security reasons” adds 
another aspect to the general precariousness of 
the situation. On top of these concerns comes 
the dangerous character of construction work in 
general. As Badarne states, all the men in the 
photos have lost colleagues or family members 
due to work accidents. But despite these major 
difficulties, the workers in the photos appear 
serene and in control. They offer the spectator a 
glimpse into their day-to-day existence, but they 
also keep a fine distance. We see them at their 
work, carrying material, throwing sand onto a 
wheel-barrow, welding. 

These are very simple activities and yet, they 
guarantee the survival of the workers themselves 
and their families. Mohamed Badarne’s 
photos stand in the tradition of documentary 
photographers of labour like Walker Evans, 
whose lyrical strength they at times seem to 
reflect. His work is the result of careful framing, 
of the capability of the photographer to wait for 
the right moment, of the will to engage with his 
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subjects. The deliberate use of light in Badarne’s 
photos seems to envelop the characters and 
adds a quality to the images that appears like a 
nod to Old Master paintings.

But Mohamed Badarne’s Palestinian workers 
also reflect a particular universality. And this is 
quite deliberate. They could just as easily be 
Mexican and Central American workers in the 
USA, African and Eastern European workers in 
Western European countries or Asian workers on 
the building sites in the Arab Gulf countries. The 
precariousness of low-skilled labour, especially 
in the global South where conditions are 
particularly dire, is a phenomenon of the Age of 
Globalisation and also one of its most important 
challenges. As just one example that directly 
involves the art world one could mention the 
controversies surrounding the construction of a 
series of museums and cultural and educational 
institutions in the United Arab Emirates. 

In 2011, a group of artists, curators and academics 
who gathered under the name of “Gulf Labor 
Artist Coalition” called upon the Guggenheim to 

ensure that the rights of the workers employed 
on the building site of its Abu Dhabi franchise 
are respected. The group was invited as part 
of the Venice Biennale in 2015 and also staged 
a protest at the Guggenheim Museum in that 
city. However, despite the statement’s list of 
high-profile signatories, the issue still remains 
unsolved and it seems unclear if and when a 
solution will be found.

Mohamed Badarne’s photos all share a cinematic 
quality, in the way each image is framed, but also 
through their narrative qualities. Badarne has 
developed an aesthetic practice that combines 
the ability to excavate compelling stories that often 
go unnoticed with a fine sensitivity that allows 
him to represent his subjects (or collaborators) in 
an intimate, caring and respectful way. Mohamed 
Badarne’s work is strongly political as it centres 
on consequences of political actions and choices. 
The politics is never shouting in the face of the 
spectator, but it is there all the time, “outside 
the frame,” subtle but unrelenting, and leaving 
nobody untouched.
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That is the motto of a photojournalist. It is their 
objective to produce direct, truthful and bold 
images that tell the stories for those who have 
no voice.

Mr  Mohamed Badarne ’s collection on Palestinian 
workers working in Israeli settlements  titled  
“Bilasalmeh”, is a visual report of facts on the 
unfair and unjust situation Palestinian workers 
face while working in Israeli settlements and 
which tells nothing but the truth about how terrible 
their life has become.

This responsibility is paramount to an outstanding 
photojournalist like Mr Badarne. The ILO feels 
privileged to have used Mr Badarne’s pictures in 
an exhibition at the ILO Geneva and share them 
with many  people seeing through his eyes and 
passion how it looks and feels to be a Palestinian 
worker in Israel. 

“A picture is worth a thousand words.”

Mohamed has done really on excellent job on 
the “right to work”  and working with dignity thus 
raising awareness about forms of unacceptable 
work and much more…touching and emotional 
photos that do not just display a state of affairs, 
but also tell a story.

Mounir Kleibo
Representative, ILO, Jerusalem
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“In my pictures I want to portray the person 
behind the issue, to give my counterparts on 
the other side of the lens the opportunity to be 
themselves.”

Mohamed Badarne is a photographer, trainer, and 
activist. Born in the Palestinian village of Arraba 
in Galilee, he got involved in social activism as a 
teenager. He volunteered in refugee camps in the 
West Bank and went on to build Haq (“Right”), a 
human rights movement for Palestinian youths. 
Until 2012, he earned his living as a high-school 
teacher and NGO worker.

Since then – after graduating in Professional 
Photography – he has dedicated his career 
to photography and teaching photography. 
Mohamed leads workshops in cooperation with 
NGOs, community centers, and independent 
groups. For his own photographic work he 

Mohamed Badarne - bio

received grants from renowned art foundations, 
and his projects were exhibited in major venues, 
including Darat al-Funoun Art Gallery in Amman, 
the International Labour Organization in Geneva 
and the UN Headquarters in New York. He lives 
in Haifa and Berlin.
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