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Ahmad Capoeira Changemaker | Palestine |



“This land . . . It doesn’t belong to Israel, 
Palestine, or anybody else. That’s the problem.” 
  
Ahmad continued, “When you throw a 
stone, you’re not throwing a stone. 
You’re throwing your life away.” 
  
Ahmad, 26, is a Palestinian born and raised in 
Shuafat, a Palestinian refugee camp, located on 
the outskirts of  Jerusalem.  His childhood and 
daily living under occupation has shaped him to 
become the person he is today–compassionate, 
reflective, and driven with a passion.  

———— 

“Shuafat didn’t use to have checkpoints when I 
was young,” Ahmad explained. 
  
“Then one day, the Israelis stationed a couple 
soldiers at the entrance. Over time, some boulders 
were moved in front of  the soldiers to ‘protect’ 
them from rocks being thrown at them. A few 
soldiers eventually turned into an army truck, and 
a permanent gate was built. I now go through this 
checkpoint at least twice a day for work,” Ahmad 
said.    
  
Throughout our evening together, Ahmad 
continued to share his experience living under 
Israeli occupation with me. 
  
“The Israelis did bad things, but the Palestinians 
also did bad things,” Ahmad said somberly. 
  

“IF YOU SEE THOSE THINGS WITH YOUR 
OWN EYES, THEN YOU’LL BELIEVE ME. 
DON’T BLINDLY BELIEVE WHAT THE 
BOOKS TELL YOU. EVERYDAY IS WAR 
HERE; IT’S JUST HIDDEN,” AHMAD WENT 
ON.

While this young Palestinian lives daily amongst 
grave injustice, prejudice, and racism, his calm 
composure and determination for peace struck a 
chord in me.   

———— 

Ahmad grew up with his younger brother and his 
mother in Shuafat refugee camp. His father died 
when he was little. His mother, who works as a 
special education teacher, became the primary 
caretaker and breadwinner of  the family. 
  
Ahmad laughed as I told him that he was one of  
few Arabs I know with a small family. 
  
“Yes, only one brother.” He said with a grin. 
  
While Shuafat refugee camp started with roughly 
3,000 people in 1965, it holds more than 24,000 
refugees today according to UNRWA statistics. 
With a rapid population growth, refugees in 
Shuafat not only face challenges such as restricted 
mobility, overcrowding, and limited resources, but 
also the perils of  living under Israel’s militarism. 
According to Ahmad, the police are often sent 
into Shuafat in disguise, dressed in civilian attire 
to obtain information and arrest anyone for the 
slightest misconduct. 

�2

A wall up to 8 meters high loop around strategic areas 
in the West Bank, separating Palestinians and Jewish 
communities. Palestinian boys who grow up in an 
oppressive system of apartheid often resort to self-
expression through acts of violence and aggression 
(picture taken in the village of Al Aizarieh, Bethany).

https://www.unrwa.org/where-we-work/west-bank/shufat-camp


  

“PALESTINIAN BOYS WHO THREW STONES 
USED TO GET ARRESTED FOR JUST A FEW 
DAYS. NOW THEY ARE KEPT IN PRISON 
FOR YEARS.” AHMAD SAID.  
  

Throughout our discussion, Ahmad patiently 
described to me what life as a Palestinian is like. 
For instance, Ahmad alerted me that Palestinians 
have two types of  identification cards– green and 
blue. Unfortunately, neither of  them grants full 
citizenship. 
  
Ahmad carries a blue ID—following his mother’s 
status—which grants him greater freedom of  
mobility beyond the occupied areas compared to 
those holding green IDs. 
  
“Palestinians with green IDs cannot work in many 
places or buy property,” Ahmad explained. 
  
As we walked along the road, Ahmad continued 
to highlight the tangible, yet overlooked, ways that 
Palestinians are ostracized in society, including 
different license plates, government buildings, 
schools, and the prominent separation wall 
surrounding the West Bank that divides Israelis 
and Palestinians. 
  

When enclosed by a wall created to evoke fear, 
isolation, and hatred, capoeira became the 
medium that Ahmad uses to cut across the aisle, 
bridging seemingly irreconcilable differences. 
  

———— 

“I didn’t really know any Jewish people until I 
played capoeira with them,” Ahmad said. 
  
Since the majority of  people who were first 
introduced to capoeira in this context were 
Israelis, many capoeira workshops and events are 
held in predominantly Jewish areas, leading 
Palestinian capoeiristas to come together over 
their shared passion for this sport. 
  
While walking along Jaffa Road, a major street in 
Jerusalem, Ahmad suddenly stopped and pointed 
to an old building to our right. “That’s the school 
where I first learned capoeira!” Ahmad exclaimed. 
  
Ahmad first learned how to play capoeira from 
his cousin eight years ago. “I wanted to do the 
flips,” He recalled, “so my friends and I started to 
learn capoeira from my cousin.” 
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Capoeira has become an integral part of Ahmad’s life 
since he started playing at 18.
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Immediately after we climbed out of the 
car to the orphanage where Ahmad leads 
weekly capoeira classes, some of his 
students shouted excitedly for him from 
another vehicle parked outside. 



“It was a beautiful moment for me when I first 
started playing. We would come here at night to 
train, take the last bus that goes towards Shuafat, 
and walk the rest of  the way home.” Ahmad said 
with a fondness for these past memories. 
  
“My friends eventually stopped playing, but I kept 
going,” Ahmad told me proudly. 
  
Playing capoeira in this context proves to be 
difficult for many Palestinian young men.  

“After turning 18, the boys would go to college if  
they can, where they usually stop playing capoeira. 
Family issues also cause them to stop because 
boys who cannot continue with their studies must 
work. Balancing work with capoeira is hard, really 
hard,” Ahmad spoke from firsthand experience. 

Ahmad himself  started working part-time since 
he was 16. He now works fulltime as a waiter in a 
hotel six days a week, beginning his shift at six 
o’clock every morning. 
  

———— 

Despite a busy and demanding 
schedule, Ahmad dedicates his only 
day off to teach capoeira at Dar 
Aytam Sina'ia (Orphans Industrial 
School), an all-boys orphanage 
located in Bethany, West Bank.   
  
Dar Aytam Sina'ia is home to over 60 boys under 
the age of  17. “Not all of  the boys’ parents are 
dead. Some of  them are here because they have 
family issues at home,” Ahmad explained. 
  
As Ahmad and I walked across the brightly-lit 
hallway inside the orphanage, young boys eagerly 
sprinted to greet their teacher. Several boys also 
raced each other towards the cabinet to fetch the 
key for the room where capoeira classes are 
usually held. 
  
With the key in hand, the group of  boys led the 
way, leaping up the stairs, giggling and shouting 
along the steps until we reached a large room 
located on the third floor of  the building. Old 
gym equipment and machines lined up against 
both sides of  the wall, and an open space with 
mats on the ground was situated towards the back 
of  the room. 
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The boys quickly circled around Ahmad upon his arrival, eager to 
speak with their teacher about all that has happened since they 
last met.



After settling down, Ahmad began to call out, 
“Roda! Roda, shebab!” (In capoeira, this call 
invites participants to gather around together in a 
circle in preparation for exercises or games.) 
  
Upon Ahmad’s call, twenty-five energetic young 
boys ages ten to sixteen pounced on the mat, 
barely able to contain their excitement and 
chatter. The energy in this classroom was 
unparalleled to any other groups of  students I 
have visited in the past. As Ahmad had explained 
to me earlier, these boys do not have much to do 
in their free time, hence they are always full of  
pent-up energy.  
  
Throughout the next hour and a half, the boys 
continued to compete for Ahmad’s attention,  
often pulling on his sleeve and urging him to 
watch them demonstrate capoeira movements. 
  

Amidst the chaos, Ahmad gracefully moved 
across the room, from corner to corner, and 
corrected his students’ postures or movements. 
He also individually assisted newer students who 
were less coordinated, flexible, and confident 
about their bodies.  

AFTER CLASS, 16 YEAR OLD STUDENT 
ASLA WHO HAS LIVED IN THE ORPHANAGE 
FOR SIX YEARS SAID TO ME: “ I LOVE 
CAPOEIRA BECAUSE THERE IS NO 
FIGHTING INVOLVED. I ALSO LIKE AHMAD A 
LOT… I HOPE TO BECOME A CAPOEIRA 
TEACHER LIKE HIM ONE DAY.” 

I later learned from other students that Asla 
practices capoeira everyday and often teaches his 
friends along the way.  

———— 
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Ahmad leads capoeira classes in an old gym room at the orphanage every week.
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“CAPOEIRA IS SUCH A BEAUTIFUL GAME…I FEEL LIKE WE ARE FLYING WHEN WE DO A FLIP.”
-MAHMOUD (16 YEARS OLD)



As our car pulled away from the school’s parking 
lot after class, Ahmad’s students yelled from the 
open window above, urging him to stay. 
  
He chuckled, waved a goodbye and told them he 
would see them soon again. 
  
“These boys stayed in the orphanage for so long 
and can’t go out. This is really bad for them,” 
Ahmad said as we started our journey back to 
Jerusalem. 

  
“NO DAD AND NO MOM… THAT’S REALLY 
TERRIBLE. I KEEP COMING BACK 
BECAUSE OF THAT. BAD PEOPLE COME 
FROM PLACES LIKE THIS WHERE NOBODY 
TELLS THEM WHO THEY CAN BECOME. 

AS A RESULT, THEY TRY TO BUILD 
SOMETHING IN LIFE ON THEIR OWN 
HAVING MISSED OUT ON EVERYTHING IN 
LIFE. BUT MOST OF THEM GET LOST TO 
DRUGS, CRIME, AND END UP IN PRISON,” 
AHMAD OBSERVED WITH A SADNESS IN 
HIS VOICE.
  

Although the reality of  life as a Palestinian is 
difficult beyond our imagination, Ahmad tries his 
best to see the current predicament with positivity 
and hope. 
  

“CAPOEIRA MAKES YOU FEEL PEACEFUL 
AND ENERGIZED. IN CAPOEIRA, WE TEACH 
OUR STUDENTS THAT ‘WE KICK BUT WE 
DON’T HIT EACH OTHER.’ WHY? BECAUSE 
THE KIDS WILL APPLY THE SAME LOGIC IN 
LIFE WHEN THEY DO OTHER THINGS. THEY 
WILL ALWAYS REMEMBER: ‘I WILL KICK, 
BUT I WILL NEVER HIT.’ THIS IS WHY I 
WANT EVERYBODY TO PLAY CAPOEIRA,” 
AHMAD EXPRESSED.  

———— 

Aside from working with boys who desperately 
need a role model in their lives, Ahmad also 
dreams of  becoming a firefighter someday. 
  
“There are four Jewish fire stations and only one 
Arab one in Jerusalem,” Ahmad explained. 
  
“Firefighters work 48 hours and rest for the next 
48 hours. I think this schedule will be good for 
me. I can also teach capoeira more often this 
way,” Ahmad calculated. 
  
So far, Ahmad has successfully passed the 
intensive physical exam required to become a 
firefighter. 
  
“The physical exam was very tough. On the first 
day, I ran two kilometers under seven minutes and 
did many pull-ups and sit-ups. On the second day, 
we did drills on the beach. All of  my teammates 
stopped during a challenging exercise because 
they were too tired, but I kept running to the 
finish point carrying buckets of  sand on a 
stretcher,” Ahmad beamed as he retold the story. 
  
Unfortunately, Ahmad was unable to pass the 
written exam. “The test was in Hebrew. I never 
studied words related to firefighting. I didn’t even 
know what the word ‘hose’ in Hebrew was!” 
Ahmad exclaimed with a burst of  laughter. 
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Ahmad assists a student with a handstand.



A hiccup, like many other challenges in Ahmad’s 
life, did not stop him from pursuing what he 
aspires. Like his early days in capoeira, Ahmad 
persevered even when his friends gave up after 
hitting a rough patch.  
  
As it turns out, nobody else was able to pass the 
written exam either. Rather than to sit and wait 
for something to change, Ahmad now volunteers 
in the fire station once a month on his holiday in  
hopes of  earning an opportunity to officially join 
the team one day. 
  

BEFORE GEARING UP TO PUT OUT FIRES 
OR RESCUE INJURED PASSENGERS FROM 
A CAR WRECKAGE AS A FIREFIGHTER, 
AHMAD PLANS ON CONTINUING TO HELP 
HEAL THE INVISIBLE WOUNDS OF YOUNG 
PALESTINIAN BOYS WHO MIGHT SOMEDAY 
WALK WITH GREATER CONFIDENCE AND 
RESILIENCE BECAUSE A PERSISTENT 
TEACHER ONCE SHOWED THEM THAT 
THEY MATTER.   
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Aside from receiving C4R’s support, Ahmad currently funds his project on his own, 
teaching capoeira to orphan boys once a week for one and a half hours. He wants to 
grow his social capoeira project to provide more classes for the youth he currently 
works with. Will YOU support and help him? 

Click to share Ahmad’s story on Facebook, Twitter, or Instagram, and consider donating 
today if you feel inspired by his work! 

Photos taken and article written by Janice Leung, C4R’s Monitoring & Evaluation 
Coordinator–May 2017.

Capoeira group photo at the Industrial Orphan School, Bethany, 
Palestine.


