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Oral history, colonialist dispossession, and the state: the Palestinian case

Rosemary Sayigh*

Visiting Professor at the Centre for Arab and Middle East Studies, American University of Beirut, Beirut,
Lebanon

Oral history as a practice that both enriches and subverts official history has not yet taken root
in the Arab region. Among the exceptions are the Palestinians, a stateless people who have used
oral and visual documents to record experiences of colonialist dispossession and violence that
challenge dominant Zionist and Western versions of history. This paper offers an overview of
Palestinian oral history production from the Nakba of 1948 until the present day, with attention
to conditions that have encouraged it as well as those that have constrained it. I argue that the
particular form taken by Zionist colonialism, including a myth of prior habitation, exceptional
military mobilization, and power of appeal to Western guilt, have succeeded in ‘silencing’
official Palestinian claims to justice and restoration. National movement leaders have
neglected the role of popular history in protracted struggle against a powerful occupier, thus
leaving to ordinary people, researchers, solidarity workers, and non-governmental
organizations (NGOs) the task of recording Palestinian experience. Periodic Israeli attacks
have rendered the systematic collection of such records precarious, leaving them to be
gathered in hundreds of local or domestic sites. I argue that protracted crisis and neglect of
popular experience by the national leadership have been the primary factors propelling a
prolific recording of popular memories, while the existence of local intelligentsias has been
an essential contributing factor. Extending analysis to Occupied Palestine today, the
recording of popular experience is jeopardized by Israeli policing, settler violence, and the
Palestinian Authority’s lack of political or cultural autonomy.

Introduction: Oral history in the Arab region

The recording of folktales, songs, proverbs, and tribal histories has attracted many researchers in
the Arab region.1 But in contrast to this rich material on Arab oral traditions is the absence –
except in rare instances – of work in oral history. When we consider the strong role of orality
in Arab historiography, whether in the form of the hadith, tribal epics, genealogies, and local his-
tories, the slightness of oral history work in the Arab region appears quite striking. After all,
orality is still an important medium for the transmission of many kinds of history, especially
those of family, locality, sect, and political formations. Given the continuing vitality of such
sub-and supra-national entities in the politics of the region, as well as the upheavals and crises
that characterize its modern history, a stronger effort to record memories of recent events
might have been expected. Yet, Palestinian oral history remains an exception in a region that
has, for the most part, neglected even to record its anti-colonial struggles.2 An examination of
the Palestinian case should tell us more about the conditions that favour or discourage oral
history work, a subject that oral historians themselves have somewhat neglected. Palestinian
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use of oral history in their struggle against colonialist dispossession also puts a question to
Western oral history’s self-confinement within a world of nation-states conceived as equal,
rather than one of increasing North/South inequality.

Work in Palestinian oral history is exceptional in the Arab region in its volume, multiplicity of
sites, and variety of approach and topic. This can be partly explained through the stato-cide of
1948, as well as what Palestinians call ‘the ongoing Nakba’, that is, the persistence and escalation
of their crisis. International complicity in the Nakba (catastrophe) of 1948, the worldwide influ-
ence of the Israeli narrative, and everything that followed from the ethnic cleansing of Palestine,
constituted forces that both silenced Palestinians and incited them to speak. As Abu Lughod and
Sa’di note, ‘the powerful nations have not wanted to listen’, and yet ‘Palestinian refugees of the
Nakba generation told their stories over and over, to their children and to each other’, creating
through their memories ‘holes in the wall’ of the ‘thundering story of Zionism’.3 Time is
surely another critical factor in generating concern for memory work. As Palestinian loss of
their homeland extends to the fourth and fifth generations, desire to claim connection with the
land and its fragmented people intensifies. The dying out of the generation able to remember
life in Palestine before the Nakba constitutes yet another rupture with the past, generating a
sense of obligation to ‘save’ history and heritage, a sentiment that did not exist when people
believed in return through UN Resolution 194, or through armed struggle. The continuing separ-
ation of most Palestinians from Palestine contributes to the force of their reclamation of a national
territory and national identity, as does the discrimination they face in ‘host’ countries.4

Variation in political conditions between regions of the Palestinian shatat (scattering, dia-
spora), as well as the time span since the expulsions of 1948, necessitates some attempt at period-
ization in approaching oral history work. Provisionally, I distinguish three main stages: (i) 1948–
1982, ‘beginnings’; (ii) 1982–2002, ‘development’; and (iii) 2002 to the present, ‘democratiza-
tion’, characterized by social and spatial expansion. In terms of locality, early work in oral
history was concentrated mainly in Lebanon, especially after 1970 with the Palestine Liberation
Organization (PLO)’s transfer from Jordan; the second period flowered mainly in the West Bank,
while the third has seen a rapid and still uncharted extension of oral history work throughout an
expanding shatat. This paper will focus on the earliest period after the Nakba since this period is
already in danger of being forgotten, and, further, contains the template of later developments. I
will conclude with a brief summary of the characteristics of the second and third stages to bring
the account up to the present, and raise questions about future directions.

Beginnings 1948–1982

The work of recording Palestinian popular memory began quite soon after the Nakba, indepen-
dently of any political formation. Writing about the Palestinian community in Kuwait, Shafiq
Ghabra mentions someone called Ibrahim Abu Higleh who systematically took notes at Palesti-
nian gatherings: ‘Abu Higleh has been, over the last few years, collecting data on pre-1948
peasant culture and folklore. He has acquired many stories, themes, proverbs, and family histories
by listening and recording carefully what is said during gatherings’.5 Attempts I have made to
trace Ibrahim Abu Higleh have so far failed beyond discovering that he was a member of a
large extended family based in the West Bank village of Derestiya. It is sadly ironic that this
early ‘memory worker’ should be forgotten, and his notes lost to the national popular record.
Abu Higleh’s story characterizes the informal beginnings, interruptions, and loss of so much
Palestinian historical and cultural work.

The first professional oral historian to record Nakba testimonies was a Palestinian student,
Nafez Nazzal, who did his study in the early 1970s in fulfilment of PhD requirements at George-
town University (USA), under the supervision of Hisham Sharabi. His interviews were carried out
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with over 100 refugees in Syria and Lebanon, and his book, The Palestinian Exodus from Galilee:
1948, was published in Beirut in 1978 by the Institute of Palestine Studies. Nazzal gives this
description of his motives:

Every refugee has a story which they carry with them. Every refugee story is a tragedy of homes and
lives left behind [… ]. I wanted to focus on the reasons that these people became refugees as well as to
elucidate their pain and suffering when they were not allowed to return to their homes [… ]. I felt that
the refugees themselves by providing a first-hand account and personal impressions of events and per-
sonalities could provide [… ] a documented historical record to better understand the Palestinian/
Israeli conflict and the refugee question [… ]. I wanted to document this history for future gener-
ations. The narrative of refugee experience [… ] could also serve as a bridge between those who
left and those who stayed behind.6

Several factors favoured research in the camps in Lebanon over other regions of internal and
external exile. In Israel, the repressive effects of military law lasted long after it formally
ended in 1967, silencing Palestinian cultural expression for several decades. In other host
areas – in Jordan, the West Bank, Gaza, and Syria – social researchers were fewer than in
Lebanon, and could not freely approach the camps. In addition to being a hub of research and
publishing for the entire Mashreq, Lebanon was less authoritarian than the surrounding Arab
states, while the population embraced a larger number of independent intellectuals than other
Arab countries. During the 1960s, under the regime of General Fuad Chehab, Lebanon permitted
the opening of a PLO office and two Palestinian cultural centres, while exercising repressive
control over the camps.7 In 1969, Lebanese popular support for Palestinian guerrilla action in
the South forced the state to yield to Palestinian demands for autonomy, formalized in the
Cairo Accords of 1969.8 Ease of access to the camps increased after the Cairo Accords, and
with the PLO’s transfer to Lebanon in 1970. Between 1970 and 1982, in alliance with the Leba-
nese National movement, the PLO transformed South Lebanon and the camps into a zone of
national liberation struggle. Thus, in contrast to the 1950s when information about the Palesti-
nians was produced by humanitarian organizations, erasing their connection to Palestine
through the label ‘Arab refugees’, the late 1960s and 1970s saw the production of more subjec-
tive, more ‘nativist’ material, in the form of research oriented towards re-inserting the Palestinian
voice in history. It was during this period that oral history and anthropological studies in camps
were carried out by independent scholars such as Nazzal, al-Hout, Peteet, and Sayigh as well as a
few affiliated with PLO cultural institutions.9 And it was in the late 1970s that Edward Said
impressed the need for Palestinian oral history work on friends and colleagues in Lebanon.
Inspired by Said, a group of researchers approached the PLO to solicit support for such work,
but though they were welcomed verbally, their initiative had no further outcome.10 Palestinian
cultural centres that had been established in Beirut in the mid-1960s were not more interested
in oral history work than the Resistance leadership.11 This absence of interest in popular
history on the part of both political and intellectual elites in the 1970s, a self-proclaimed revolu-
tionary period, is an early sign of an orientation towards a state-building project that would not
challenge the established regional order.

During the Six-Day War of 1967, Israel succeeded in occupying the whole of historic Pales-
tine, stimulating research into the reasons for the flight of several thousands from the West
Bank.12 Soon after, the NGO formed by Samiha al-Khalil in al-Bireh, In’ash al-Usra, began to
collect oral history data as part of its ‘heritage’ work aimed at salvaging cultural traditions. Pales-
tinian experiences of another disaster, Black September in 1970 in Jordan, were also recorded and
published by a group of local scholars supported by the PLO.13 Though research with Palestinians
was not encouraged by the Jordanian authorities, French institutional patronage enabled a series
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of studies in the late 1990s, among them Randa Farah’s oral history study of Palestinian identity in
Baq’a camp.14

In August 1976, soon after the onset of the Lebanese civil war, Tal al-Za’tar camp in East
Beirut was erased after a six-month siege and massacre by the Lebanese Forces, during which
more than 4000 people are estimated to have been killed.15 The impact of disaster in compelling
the recording of popular testimonies is demonstrated by the number of published accounts of the
siege by survivors. These included a book of testimonies collected by members of the General
Union of Palestinian Women (GUPW),16 and a collection of siege stories by Hani Mandas.17 It
was also during this period that some of the first Palestinian documentary films were made
(e.g. by Sulafa Jadallah, Mustafa Abu Ali, Hani Jawhariyyeh, Muti Omar, Abdel Hafez al-
Asmar).18 Memories of living on lentils, collecting water under sniper fire, and the scarcity of
medical supplies offer a grimly realistic picture that contrasts with official Resistance statements
of the period.19 Based on activism with the Resistance, Liana Badr’s novels from the Lebanon
period are quickened by daily life speech in a manner reminiscent of oral history.20

Israel’s 1982 invasion of Lebanon forced the PLO to evacuate to Tunis, ending its direct
access to the people of the camps. The first consequence of this new historic rupture was the mas-
sacre of Sabra/Shatila, jointly managed between Israeli forces and Lebanese rightist militias. The
massacre, which became in its turn the subject of an oral history-based study by Bayan al-Hout,21

signalled the heightened insecurity of Palestinians in Lebanon, exposed to arrest by the army, kid-
napping and assassination by rightist militias, loss of PLO employment and protection, and dis-
connection from the national struggle movement.22 When the Israeli Offence Forces (IOF)
invaded Beirut in September, it looted the Palestinian Research Centre, removing its archives
to Israel. Distanced in Tunis, the PLO practically ceased to interact with camp populations.
Cadres who remained in Lebanon continued habitual resistance tasks, with women transporting
money, munitions, and messages because of the relative ease with which they passed through
Israeli and Lebanese Forces’ road blocks. With all males over the age of 16 held in the Israeli
concentration camp of Ansar, it was women who rebuilt Ain Helweh, Shatila and the other
war-destroyed camps. Their memories of this heroic period were recorded by a Palestinian
NGO, to be used later by film director Dahna Abourahme in her film Mamlakat al-Niswan.23

In spite of the praise of the ‘masses’ that filled Resistance discourse at that time, in phrases
such as ‘the camps are factories of men for the revolution’, the movement produced no
popular history. The adoption by Fateh leaders of symbols of the fellahin – the keffiya, the
‘abu’ naming system, peasant songs and dances – worked to legitimize the post-1948 Resistance
movement through connecting it with national struggle in Palestine.24 But such revivalism was
unaccompanied by interest in the past or present culture of the people of the camps, or their
experiences in exile. Centring the fellah as nationalist ‘signifier’ (to quote Swedenburg), reflected
the dominance in the 1960s and 1970s of Algeria and Vietnam as models of national liberation
struggle more than it did a desire to recuperate popular Palestinian history.25 Another ideological
factor that helps to account for the Resistance movement’s neglect of popular history during its
period in Lebanon is the esteem in which political analysis was held at that time, and, on the
Left, the ideology of the ‘vanguard party’. It was as if all political lessons had to come from
outside, and to be learnt through reading.

Yet, regardless of the lack of interest of the PLO and national cultural institutions in record-
ing Palestinian popular history, other factors encouraged its production during the rise of the
PLO. Such factors were the cultural populism that emerged with the Resistance movement, as
well as rising educational levels, and the formation of a new intellectual stratum connected to
the national liberation struggle. Escalating crisis in the Palestinian issue undoubtedly played a
primordial role, through creating violent and heroic episodes that survivors felt obligated to
record. This new mood is illustrated as much by initiatives that failed as by those that succeeded.
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In the early days of the Resistance movement, young women militants in Syria attempted to
record popular memories of the Great Rebellion of 1936–1938, but were unable to persuade
their organization to supply them with travel money.26 However, intellectuals involved in the
Resistance movement often acted outside the scope of the PLO. Ghassan Kanafani, the
Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine militant and writer, used to visit the camps and
record people’s stories, though the notes he kept were never recovered from his office,
wrecked during the 1982 war.27 And Lebanese author Elias Khoury based his novel Gate of
the Sun on the story of a particular fedai to capture Palestinian refugee experience, reproducing
the temporal and spatial disjunctures of refugee life.28 The Women’s Union formulated a project
to research their pre-1948 history, but were unable to carry it out because of the emergency social
care work that continual crisis forced upon women militants.29 These disconnected initiatives
can be seen as signs of a new interest in popular history that would grow and spread throughout
the Palestinian shatat as hopes invested in armed struggle faded after 1982.

PLO evacuation and the subsequent massacre highlighted the incomplete integration of the
Resistance forces and the ‘masses’ in the camps in Lebanon, reflected in a sense of abandonment
among those left behind.30 It is to this moment that one can trace a beginning of divergence
between the national leadership and popular levels that is unambiguously marked by appearance
of the first village history books in 1985,31 and, in 1995, by the launching of the Haq al-Awda
(Right of Return) movement.32 Davis notes other major political events besides the PLO’s distan-
cing in Tunis that coincided with the appearance of the village histories: the first Intifada in the
West Bank in 1987; and the Oslo Accords of 1993: ‘For many Palestinians these events indicated
that the Palestinian political leadership no longer figured as the sole form of struggle to achieve
their rights and preserve their history’.33 The two phenomena support each other, as the Haq al-
Awda movement puts emphasis upon a ‘culture of return’ involving commemoration of original
villages,34 while village histories assert claims to ownership through detailed inventories of
habitat, properties, products, and landscapes.35 The village histories mark a divergence
between two aims of the Resistance movement that had coexisted up to 1982: the search for a
state and the struggle to return. By marginalizing the refugee issue, the Oslo Accords brought
this divergence to the foreground, disenfranchising all those outside the Occupied Territories,
and negating the PLO’s unifying purposes.

It was at the moment when the Palestinian national and local began to diverge that the impor-
tance of place and time for camp-dwellers, demobilized and futureless, became most poignant.
Writing about Palestinian commemorative practices in Lebanon after 1982, Laleh Khalili
remarks:

whereas the officially sponsored commemoration had emphasized the master narrative and the macro-
historical, focusing on important dates in the history of the Palestinian struggle and celebrating the
‘homeland’ as an abstract national ideal, the ‘grassroots’ practices center on the specific land on
which the refugees – or their progenitors – had lived and worked.36

Post 1982: Recentring, expansion, democratization

Here I will collapse the second two stages of Palestinian oral history production – from 1982 to
2002 and 2002 to the present – into one, and summarize their main characteristics. These are: (a)
the increasing role of Palestinian universities and NGOs in oral history production, (b) the devel-
opment of village histories as dominant genre, (c) expansion in sites and agents of production, (d)
technical innovation, and (e) attempts to institutionalize oral history production and archiving.
This period was marked by the establishment of the Palestinian National Authority (PNA) in
formal control of parts of the West Bank, leading to growing tensions around the Authority’s
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ambivalent role as both internationally legitimated national representative and as internationally
imposed policeman of the West Bank.

The PLO’s departure from Lebanon moved the centre of gravity of the national movement to
the West Bank and Gaza, a shift that had cultural as well as political consequences. The existence
in the Occupied Territories of social and cultural institutions that exercised a certain autonomy in
spite of Israeli occupation meant the possibility of at least initiating national cultural programmes.
Oral history work developed here alongside theatre, dance, music, the graphic arts, and cinema as
modes of resistance to occupation. Themes and historical moments evoked in this resistance –
land rights and roots, dispossession, the Nakba, refugees – linked ‘insider’ Palestinians to
those outside, even as the PNA divested itself of concern for those outside its zone of authority.

In 1983, Birzeit University began to teach oral history, one of the first universities in the Arab
region to do so.37Other Palestinian universities –Bethlehem,Najjah, the Islamic university inGaza
– followed suit. Among NGOs, Shaml had the most extensive oral history programme, including a
database, a training programme, and ongoing research into land use; other oral history archives
were built by In’ash al-Usra and the Palestinian Association for Cultural Exchange (PACE);
Sonia Nimr also taught oral history to school children while working with the Ministry of
Tourism and Antiquities.38 Much of this effort was aborted by the Israeli re-invasion of the West
Bank in 2002, but there is evidence that oral history practice spread to community-based centres
in villages and camps, for example, people from Emwas, Beit Nuba and Yalu, villages the Israelis
razed after the 1967 war. Several West Bank NGOs have worked with children to produce oral his-
tories of cities and villages, and to publish children’s story books embodying nationalist themes.

In 1985, the Birzeit University’s Centre for Documentation and Research published the first of
its ‘Destroyed Village’ series, under the direction of the folklorist Sharif Kanaana (1984–1987).
These monographs were directly based on the oral testimonies of village inhabitants, and repro-
duced village variants of the Palestinian dialect.39 Continued by Saleh Abdul Jawad (from 1993 to
1997), Birzeit’s ‘Destroyed Village’ series was hugely popular, providing a model to the many
individual village historians who came after. They spread as model across the main areas of Pales-
tinian dispersion – Jordan, Syria, Lebanon, and Israel, was well as OPT– linking ‘inside’ and
‘outside’ through informal village networks.40 Village histories challenge the PNA’s leadership
through claims to specific homes and localities that the Authority has been willing to cede.

By 2000, Palestinian oral history was becoming technologically more sophisticated. It was in
this year that PalestineRemembered was launched as the first online community for the collection
of Palestinian recollections of pre-1948 Palestine and the Nakba.41 The PalestineRemembered
website gives Palestinians the tools to collaborate in building the site and sharing their experi-
ences. Another important archival website is the ‘Ongoing Nakba’ that documents Israeli coloni-
zation in the West Bank.42 Videos are increasingly being used along with voice recorders when
interviewing survivors, as in the ‘Nakba Archives’ recorded by Diana Allan and Mahmoud
Zeidan in Lebanon.43 The eBook ‘Voices: Palestinian Women Narrate Displacement’ innovates
through giving users access to actual voices rather than written transcripts.44 Palestinians increas-
ingly use cyberspace to build transnational connections.45

After 1982, Palestinian oral history – taken in its broadest sense to include documentary films,
folklore, and folk songs46 – spread to Israel, the USA, Greece, Italy, and Latin America. There is
as yet no central registry for this work so that its full geographical spread cannot be estimated. But
taking Israel as an arena where martial law repressed the Palestinian voice between 1948 and
1967, we find a recent surge in oral history work among Palestinians there. For example, in
the early 1990s, Sahira Dirbas, a student living in north Galilee, researched the destroyed villages
of Salameh, al-Birweh and Tiret-Haifa.47 The Israeli NGO Zochrot has also taken a prominent
role in recording Nakba history, for example, in its interviews with Palmach fighters who
carried out the massacre of Lydd;48 Kabha and Awawidah have documented the experiences of
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Palestinian prisoners of war during the Nakba.49 Researcher Fatima Kassem has used her own
experiences and those of female relatives and neighbours to document her study on gendered
memory of 1948.50 Legal anthropologist Nadera Shalhoub-Kevorkian bases her studies of
Israeli colonialist violence in Jerusalem and in the Nagab in extensive oral testimonies.51

When travelling through Palestinian-inhabited areas of Israel between 1998 and 2000, I fre-
quently came across the use of video and voice recorder to register everyday indigenous practices
such as olive harvesting, outside of any institutional framework. The breathless pace of this
recording work, as if spurred by fear of further loss, has been aptly termed by Lena Jayyusi
‘the documentation of the present as it unfolds’.52

With the spread of ownership of video cameras and other recording devices, Palestinian oral
history has become more popular, geographically more widespread, and more oriented towards
family, locality, and marginal social sectors, for example, women, the internally displaced, and
those forced by poverty to live in camps. Historian Beshara Doumani writes of this Palestinian
‘archive fever’ which he attributes to the democratization of recording technology but also

more profoundly – to a deep and widespread pessimism about the future. The more remote that
freedom, justice, repatriation, and self-determination seem to be, the greater the desire to preserve
and record for posterity not only what was then but what is now.53

After Oslo, and possibly connectedwith the disillusion it bred, a new concern for oral history can be
discerned in a series of workshops initiated by different scholars in a variety of cultural insti-
tutions.54 Though these failed to produce a coherent vision of what Palestinian oral history work
should do, or a unifying framework to encourage and guide it, yet they fostered feelings of the
urgency of such work that later bore fruit in the archive of the Ibrahim Abu Lughod Institute for
International Studies at Birzeit, opened in 2011,55 and in the planning discussions of the national
Palestinian Museum, opened in April 2013.56 We also find an emerging tendency to relate Pales-
tinian oral history work to critical approaches in international oral history, evident in two
volumes of Nakba memory studies published in the mid-2000s.57 Here, rather than trying to
‘salvage the past’, contributors focus on the different social contexts and conditions in whichmem-
ories of the Nakba are produced, showing sensitivity to oral history’s move towards theorizing and
contextualizing ‘memorywork’.58 Different intellectual elites can be seen at work here, one formed
in refugee camps or their fringes, the other in Western academia. Class and cultural distance
between these two elites is yet another manifestation of Palestinian fragmentation.

Conclusion: memory work and the PNA

An elderly Palestinian woman in Israel, asked why she had never told the story of her near-killing
by an Israeli armoured vehicle in 1948, gave as her answer, ‘How can those without lips
whistle?’59 This striking metaphor enfolds the sense of bodily mutilation felt by members of a
violently dispossessed collectivity; a speaker’s need of an audience to ‘make sense’ of traumatic
memory; and the link between ‘voice’ and political representation. By 1994, the national move-
ment had made apparent gains in terms of international recognition, yet on conditions that
deprived it of the capacity to express the popular voice. It is not clear that the PNA has any
more ability to ‘whistle’ today than the survivors of the expulsions of 1948. An aging Fateh lea-
dership has inherited the founders’ search for a state at almost any price while renouncing all but
diplomatic struggle. The main structural feature at work is the PNA’s dependence on Israel and the
USA for economic and political survival. Not yet a nation-state, it is questionable if the Authority
can achieve national goals through negotiation while forced to suppress the people it is supposed
to represent.
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The distinguished scholar Ibrahim Abu Lughod, who returned from America after Oslo to
work in Occupied Palestine, said in 2000 in an interview:

there’s actually no work on Filastin. Because the Sulta [Authority] doesn’t encourage research. I mean
it has no money. And no one else does. And all the foreign institutions – Ford and others – are not
interested. They call it ‘past-oriented’ research, which is bullshit… There is no actual research.
And in the universities there is no research.60

The story of post-Oslo school history textbooks demonstrates the close limits of the PNA’s cul-
tural autonomy. These new textbooks, drafted between 1994 and 2000 by a Curriculum Commit-
tee under Abu Lughod’s supervision, were accused by an Israeli settler institution, the Center for
Monitoring the Impact of Peace, of failing ‘to teach [Palestinian] children to see Israel as a neigh-
bor with whom peaceful relations are expected’. The charge was taken up by New York senator
Hilary Clinton who denounced the ‘hateful, anti-Israel rhetoric in official [… ] schoolbooks’.61

This settler–US campaign aroused negative reactions against the new school books, including
reviews, withdrawals of funding, and further expurgation. The connection between West Bank
settlers and American politicians demonstrated here points to a political structure that will only
tolerate a Palestinian entity that co-signs processes of dispossession and silencing. Long-standing
Palestinian campaigns for self-determined school history books face state repression at the
national as well as regional and international levels.

Israeli settlers claim indigeneity in ‘Judea and Samaria’ (the West Bank) on the same Biblical
basis as the first settlers in what is now Israel. Full achievement of this claim requires the disap-
pearance of other indigenous claimants to the land – hence the policy of ‘silent transfer’ of Pales-
tinians through settler roads, the apartheid wall, land confiscation, and economic strangulation.
Hence, settler colonialism. Though a numerical minority both in the West Bank and in the
Israeli population, and not fully backed by the Israeli state, the settlers are organized, armed,
and constitute a force in Israeli politics beyond their size. Moreover, they have affiliates in the
military and civilian apparatus of occupation. Israeli–American constraints on the PNA force it
to suppress protest against continuing occupation and settlement expansion. While it manoeuvers
to retain a modicum of national legitimacy, its lack of sovereignty may force the Authority to sup-
press manifestations of cultural opposition that threatens to subvert Israeli hegemony. Will oral
history practice become a new field of struggle under ongoing settler colonialism, its practice pro-
hibited, and its archives destroyed? The relevance of this question is supported by Israel’s history
of looting or destroying libraries, archives, and archaeological collections.

The importance for the Palestinian people of understanding their extended history of oppres-
sion and resistance was emphasized by Ahmad Yamani, union leader, school teacher, and found-
ing member of the PFLP when he said that ‘the responsibility of the Palestinian people is to grasp
awareness and knowledge of their cause in all its aspects’.62 Yamani’s precept has been followed
out in the political margins of national organizing rather than in its mainstream. Two themes have
dominated popular memory: first, homes and life-ways in pre-1948 Palestine; and then the Nakba.
A scholar who has studied memory of the Nakba in three generations of refugees in Syria,
Anaheed Al-Hardan, notes how the generation of Palestine ‘relived’ their homes as part of every-
day sociability, and how these vivid descriptions and the sadness of their loss left a stamp on lis-
tening children.63 Nakba stories seem to have been less told to children, doubtless because of their
exceptional painfulness, involving not merely hardship, but realization of an irremediable historic
mistake.64 Yet, detailed stories of the Nakba itself – battles fought just before or during 1948, tra-
jectories of flight, losses on the way, reception at the border, humiliation by host authorities and
peoples, attempts to return – were exchanged in social gatherings and told to researchers like
Nazzal, to NGO activists, and to teachers who assign oral history work to their students
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outside official curricula. Such small local collections are scattered over the main areas of Pales-
tinian habitation. As among other dispossessed indigenous peoples, Palestinian memory work
continues in varied forms and with varying effects across politically disjunctive spaces.

The Nakba and its consequences – refugee camps, statelessness, recurrent massacres – figure
centrally in the oral history work and publishing of many West Bank and Gazan civil institutions.
Indeed, Nakba references can be said to be an emerging sign of opposition to the National Auth-
ority and the Israeli occupation not only among Palestinians in the larger diaspora but also in
Israel and the Occupied Territories. In recent years, Nakba commemorations have aroused
active protest to an unprecedented degree, as, for example, in 2011 when hundreds of thousands
of exiled Palestinians marched at Maroun al-Ras to the border between Lebanon and Israel, and in
the Golan Heights in Syria. In May 2014, Nakba commemoration marches were held in eight
West Bank towns, with Israeli forces killing two Palestinian protesters, while in Israel, an esti-
mated 10,000 Palestinians joined in a ‘march of return’ to the depopulated village of Lubya.
Nakba activism raises the likelihood that the Occupation will ban its commemoration in the
West Bank just as it has in Israel. How will the NPA react?

Set in a regional and international context, the volume of Palestinian oral history suggests that
dispossession, violence, and unresolved crisis are the primary generating forces. The influence of
the Zionist/Israeli narrative over international audiences, and the role this plays in their continuing
crisis, incites Palestinians to ‘speak back’. The absence of a state, a common plight of indigenous
peoples everywhere, has freed the flow of popular history recordings, giving space to subordinate
and oppositional groups (e.g. women, the Communist party). Contributing factors are also rising
educational levels, the formation of local and global intellectual elites, and growing discontent
with all levels of leadership, local, national, regional, and international. Predominantly nationalist
in its early orientation, Palestinian oral history increasingly expresses opposition to the national
leadership, as in the village and camp histories, or in work focused on the Nakba and the right of
return.

While state absence has been positive in allowing a proliferation of often critical popular
speech, yet, it has delayed the professionalization of oral history work, with the result that
there are few training programmes, no central archive to index, publicize, and disseminate record-
ings, and no communication circuit to link scattered researchers. Vital topics have been neglected,
and there is no shared vision of how oral history work should relate to national pedagogy, national
crisis, or the national future. State absence abandons history recording to the predilections of indi-
vidual researchers and NGO ‘families’. A more coordinated field of oral history work could
promote discussion of history writing and teaching, and the relationship between historical
knowledge and national struggle. An issue that also arises with a non-ideological use of oral
history is that, through its focus on subjectivity, it affirms notions of shared identity, yet is
unable to tackle the structures that produce fragmentation. A rhetoric of shared oppression is
imprisoned within a powerful framework of political, economic, and cultural ‘splitting’ that jeo-
pardizes the very ‘peoplehood’ that national discourse commemorates. Oral history practice itself
needs to be developed to fulfil a more pedagogic and political role.

Framed in an academic context, the proliferation of ‘memory work’ among Palestinians
underscores the way that unresolved crisis motivates them to protest against Israeli settler colo-
nialism and Western complicity. In so doing, they also challenge oral history’s self-positioning
within the nation-state framework. Though oral history emerged as a rebellion against the classi-
cal tradition of nineteenth-century history-writing, it inherited the nation-state as taken-for-
granted framework, and has focused on marginality within states rather than from a ‘world
history’ perspective. Apart from a few exceptional scholars who have recorded anti-colonial
struggles, or who have worked in advocacy beside dispossessed indigenous peoples, oral
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historians have still to acknowledge the global/local imbalance in knowledge production and
power created by continuing Western colonization.
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