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Introduction: Past Continuous
Diana Allan

It was the Syrian intellectual, Constantin Zurayk, who first coined the term 
al-Nakba to describe the disaster that befell Palestinians and Arabs during 
the creation of the Israeli state in 1948.1 In his short, incisive book, Maʿna 
al-Nakba, ‘The Meaning of the Disaster’, Zurayk sought its causes and cure, 
and excoriated Arab states for failing to recognise the Zionist threat, or to 
mount a united front against it. Like other modernising Arab intellectuals, 
Zurayk saw the loss of Palestine as revealing not only the absence of unity 
among Arab states but also the cultural backwardness of Arab society, 
which he felt lacked the political awareness to perceive or respond to the 
dangers it faced.2 Zurayk wrote his book during the summer of that year, 
with hostilities barely over and the scope, significance and duration of their 
aftermath unknown, but his choice of title proved prescient. If ‘al-Nakba’ 
captured the despair, confusion and intense recrimination of Arab 
nationalist intellectuals at that time, it also had the inadvertent effect of 
deflecting from, if not absolving, Zionist aggression.3 It is usually translated 
as ‘catastrophe’, ‘disaster’ or ‘calamity’, suggesting force majeure or an act 
of God rather than a carefully planned expulsion. Periodisation is also 
obscured: if in 1948 ‘a country and its people disappeared from both maps 
and dictionaries’, as Elias Sanbar puts it, the dismantling of Palestinian life in 
fact had begun decades earlier, in the late nineteenth century, with the sale 
of lands by absentee landlords and the first waves of Jewish colonial settlers 
to Palestine.4 Incremental dispossession intensified under British colonial 
rule, between 1920 and 1948, and gathered force after it, both through Israeli 
settler-colonialism in the Palestinian territories and through the disenfran-
chisement, marginalisation and confinement of Palestinian refugees living 
outside of them. Support for a national homeland for the Jewish people was 
core to British Imperial policy. The promise of the Balfour Declaration of 
1917 (which helped secure the establishment of a Jewish state in Palestine) 
not to ‘prejudice’ the rights of ‘non-Jewish communities’ in Palestine and 
Transjordan was swiftly betrayed following the collapse of the Ottoman 
Empire.5 The international community under the leadership of the United 
States picked up where the British left off, perennially making and breaking 
promises of impartiality and Palestinian rights. 
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This book returns to the question Zurayk first posed about the meaning 
of disaster and formulates a response through the recollections of those 
who lived it. Drawing on narratives recorded by the Nakba Archive 
with Palestinians expelled to Lebanon, it marks a shift of focus from the 
colonial machinations that produced these events towards an experiential 
understanding of their unfolding. In the wake of the destruction of 531 
Arab villages by Zionist forces between 1947–48, an estimated 750,000 
Palestinians were uprooted. Some 110,000 fled to Lebanon, where they 
were placed in camps administered by the United Nations Relief and 
Works Agency (UNRWA).6 These camps have become home to at least 
five generations of refugees, who live without citizenship or rights. Their 
accounts attest to oppression and injustice in the longue durée and invite 
a reconsideration of the Nakba’s temporality and scope. Determining 
where catastrophe begins and ends is both epistemologically necessary 
and politically significant. ‘To identify the Nakba as a past and finished 
event is to insist that there is no longer a struggle to define it,’ writes 
the Palestinian historian Joseph Massad. ‘It is to grant it historical and 
political legitimacy as a fact of life, but also to endow all its subsequent 
effects as its natural outcome.’7 Displacement and dispossession remain 
vital to Zionism, as a racist, settler colonial ideology, while erasure and 
confinement are experienced with increasing intensity by Palestinians 
living under occupation as well as in exile. It is now commonplace to 
speak of the Nakba as mustamirra, ‘ongoing’ – a process still happening 
rather than a discrete historical event. For refugees struggling in camps in 
Lebanon, the Nakba is a way of life, inclusive both of the defining event in 
modern Palestinian history and the lived condition of its present.

Those expelled in 1948 have responded to protracted exile by insisting 
on these histories of forced displacement and their right of return to their 
lands and homes and to self-determination. Passed down through families 
and communities, these accounts of mass expulsion and exile challenge 
the silencing and ‘juridical erasure’ of Palestinian experience. 8 They affirm 
existence, demand redress and imagine what justice might look like. They are 
vivid reminders of the uprooting of almost 80 per cent of Palestinian society 
by 1949.9 As Salman Abu Sitta writes in Chapter 8, these accounts forcefully 
counter Zionist claims that the systematic destruction of Palestinian society 
was the unintended consequence rather than a central aim of the campaign 
by Zionist forces. Narrators detail the swift and brutal attack on Palestinian 
communities through methodically executed policies of ethnic cleansing, 
population transfer, de-Arabisation and cultural genocide, hastened by the 
terrors of psychological warfare and massacre. More than half a century 
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ago, Edward Said observed that Zionist assertions of terra nullius sought 
to ‘cancel and transcend an actual reality – a group of resident Arabs – 
by means of a future wish – that the land be empty for the development 
of a more deserving power’.10 Zionist racial and moral hierarchies were a 
seamless continuation of British colonial policies towards Palestinian Arabs 
(the unnamed ‘non-Jewish majority’), whose sovereignty both colonising 
forces refused to recognise. The termination of the Mandate in 1948 set 
in place a settler-colonial regime that has continued to dehumanise and 
dismantle Palestinian life ever since.11

This book revisits the violent events of the creation of the State of Israel 
and details the Palestinian life-worlds destroyed. Elders recall the rhythms 
of peasant life, the forms of education and intellectual institutions that 
existed, the cosmopolitanism of Jaffa, relations between Arab and Jewish 
communities in Palestine, the ambivalent pride of working for the British as 
policemen and colonial administrators, nationalist fervour, revolution and 
flight. Colonial subjugation – first, at the hands of the British, who crushed 
a viable Palestinian resistance movement, and subsequently by Zionist 
settlers – is a pervasive theme. British officials haunt refugee memory – 
foot-whipping civilians, wantonly destroying crops and property, ruining 
precious food stores, confiscating weapons, imprisoning and hanging 
resistors, and engaging in plunder and brutal collective punishment. ʿAbd 
al-Rahman Saʿad al-Din’s account of the scorched-earth attack on the 
village of al-Zib in May 1948, ordered by Moshe Carmel (then commander 
of the Zionist Carmeli Brigade), discussed by Jacob Norris in Chapter 6, 
includes familiar examples of colonial counterinsurgency. The tactics and 
forms of torture developed and refined across the British Empire to subdue 
and control colonial subjects were redeployed by Zionist leaders in their 
newly created state. Elders describe singular experiences of plunder, loss 
and intimidation, while tracing the collective contours of forced expulsion 
and societal obliteration. Recorded mostly in camps and informal gath-
erings, these accounts also chronicle exilic life and the costs exacted by 
survival. The craft of storytelling has been pivotal in sustaining the collec-
tive memory of the Nakba in exile. Elders recount these events with acuity 
and deliberation, communicating not only facts but also truths lived and 
felt, and with an ear and eye to the present scene of narration. They and 
their interviewers revisit the destruction and make sense of what remains, 
mapping a topography of relation to Palestine not simply as place of origin, 
but also as a site of belonging and way of life. 

Most of the interviews in this book were recorded in the early 2000s, 
in the wake of the 1993 Oslo Accords, when the Palestinian leadership 
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appeared to have abandoned refugees, implicitly signalling its willingness 
to exchange their right of return for statehood.12 These betrayals and 
the failures of the 2000 Camp David Summit were still fresh in people’s 
minds. The fiftieth anniversary of the Nakba, the need to affirm the right 
of return, and the drive to symbolically reclaim the 1948 expulsion as 
central to refugee identity were all integral to the context of recollection. 
The liberation of South Lebanon in 2000, after 18 years of occupation, also 
raised hopes of Israeli vulnerability. Both the Nakba Archive itself and the 
testimonies it collected were inflected by the political urgencies and aspira-
tions of that time. Returning to these accounts two decades on, when many 
of their narrators are no longer alive, is to be reminded of a sense of fervour 
and possibility now gone. With every passing decade, the unresolved plight 
of Palestinian refugees resurfaces briefly in global consciousness, only to 
be eclipsed by a fresh regional crisis. But to return to them is also to be 
reminded of the enduring capacity of refugees to sustain life-worlds, both 
autochthonous and exilic.

In 2010, the Nakba Archive’s collection was donated to the Palestin-
ian Oral History Archive (POHA) at the American University of Beirut 
Libraries.13 Over the past decade, these interviews have been redigitised, 
cross-indexed and made searchable by key terms. In an effort to privilege 
the orality and integrity of the time-based audio-visual medium, POHA’s 
indexers and archivists eschewed transcription and instead produced 
detailed, bilingual descriptions and tagging systems for each interview. 
This vast undertaking was masterminded by a group of researchers who 
listened to hundreds of hours of recordings many times over. The metadata 
they gathered was then used to develop an expansive catalogue and search 
engine, allowing users to enter textual search terms and identify correlating 
time-coded moments in the video interviews.14 This repository, contain-
ing over a thousand hours of audio-visual recordings, was launched as 
an online, open-access archive in June 2019. The interviews in this book 
can be viewed through both the POHA and Nakba Archive websites (in 
the latter case, with English subtitles); the time-code citations provided 
for each interview will allow readers to locate the specific passages in the 
original recordings.15 The experience of listening and watching elders 
speak deepens and enriches historical understanding. As viewers, and now 
readers, our visceral and affective response flows from recognition of the 
‘immeasurable weight in actual existence’ of another human being and ‘the 
cruel radiance of what is’, as James Agee once said of another ethnographic 
project striving, as this one does, to transverse the printed page.16
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living histories

In the historiography of the modern Middle East, Palestinian oral history 
and refugee narratives have occupied a marginal place. In both Zionist 
histories and the revisionist works of New Historians, Israel’s founding con-
tinues to take narrative precedence over Palestine’s destruction. A definitive 
history of the Palestinian Nakba, as told by Palestinians, has yet to be 
written. Said himself noted that in spite of all that has been written about 
Palestine, ‘Palestinians remain virtually unknown’.17 With notable excep-
tions, few studies of the Nakba have been driven by the accounts of ordinary 
Palestinians.18 Despite growing recognition of how oral sources compen-
sate for incomplete written records (systematically destroyed or dispersed 
as they often are, or beyond reach in state archives),19 mainstream histories 
of this period continue to rely on texts. First-person accounts consulted 
with interest tend to be memoirs and letters of prominent political actors. 
The accounts of illiterate refugees are meanwhile seen by many scholars as 
unreliable, biased and digressive (one Palestinian historian who listened to 
recordings in the Nakba Archive described them as ‘rambling’, temporally 
unmoored and non-linear). While advocates argue that oral history can fill 
gaps and shed light on the collective significance of events through recur-
ring motifs, what is rarely considered is how the spoken might transform 
our understanding of history itself – its form, substance and purpose, and 
the matter of who tells it. Neither supporters nor detractors have reckoned 
with the forensic and expressive power of embodied voice, with what the 
philosopher Mladen Dolar calls the ‘vocal fingerprint’.20 

This distrust of oral sources has been costly for our understanding of 
the Nakba, since the majority who fled in 1948 were peasants who could 
neither read nor write, and left no memoirs or written record.21 Rosemary 
Sayigh, whose afterword closes this book, was among the first scholars to 
recognise the importance of recording the experiences of ordinary Pales-
tinians driven into exile. Sayigh’s interest in documenting refugee histories, 
not broadly shared, began in the 1970s, and she recalls the scepticism with 
which some of the Palestinian elite viewed the ‘people of the camps’. They 
were seen as backward, conservative peasants, objects of compassion and 
charity rather than authoritative subjects, mired as they were in ignorance 
and superstition.22 This earlier generation of Palestinian intellectuals, ideo-
logically rooted in secular pan-Arab modernism, regarded the ‘fallibility’ of 
oral sources as a liability threatening the legitimacy of Palestinian revision-
ist scholarship when it was most needed. For progressive Arab intellectuals 
like Zurayk (but also Musa Alama, Hisham Sharabi and others) cultivating 
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rational, scientific methods of knowledge production was seen as the means 
by which to reform and revolutionise Arab society and political organisa-
tion, within a broader framework of anti-colonial struggle. Oral traditions 
were less a resource to be tapped than an index of societal stagnation sep-
arating Palestinians from Western modernity and the ‘march of progress’. 
Many feared that uneducated refugees might unwittingly echo Israeli prop-
aganda that Arab leaders had told them to leave so that their armies might 
enter and slaughter Zionists.23 While early avoidance and neglect of refugee 
testimonies is understandable in hindsight, it had the inadvertent effect of 
placing the experiences of camp communities outside the historical frame.

The marginalisation of refugee narratives lingers as a legacy. Since the 
Oslo Accords, camp communities have hovered awkwardly at the edge of 
diplomatic discussions that deliberate their fate. Overwhelmed by the exi-
gencies of daily life, refugees are often presumed to lack the presence of 
mind to analyse their past or imagine a political future.24 Enduring life in 
camps across the region they are muted reminders of a ‘problem’ that will 
not resolve, of international negligence and Western guilt, whose suffer-
ing – in sharp contrast to that of other survivors and witnesses to history 
– has made them unreliable. This silencing is institutionally underwritten: 
UNRWA schools are not permitted to teach the history of the Nakba to 
refugee youth; the events that produced their exilic condition are not part 
of the curriculum. What is lost in the double deference to Western textual 
dogmatism on one side and political risk-hedging on the other is not 
only vital information about what actually took place in the hundreds of 
villages that were razed, but also the dense, experiential reality of pre-1948 
Palestine, the Nakba, and its afterlives. Paradoxically, those who lost most 
in 1948 – whose lives were fundamentally and irrevocably transformed 
– have not yet been meaningfully accounted for. Though the Nakba sym-
bolises the existential zero point of Palestinian collective consciousness, its 
granular details are still undocumented. They have instead taken tenuous 
hold in the fissures of family lore, passed down in fragmentary form. In 
the last two decades, a number of archival initiatives like Al-Jana, Palestine 
Remembered and the Palestinian Revolution have sought to reclaim these 
histories for the historical record.25 While precious time was wasted, and 
this work comes decades late, some gaps have been closed through oral 
history research with elders. The Nakba Archive is similarly founded on 
the premise that such understanding, as much if not more than any other, 
shores historical memory against oblivion. 

Voices of the Nakba is concerned with not only the content but the form 
of Nakba narratives. The authors attend to the energies and expressivity of 
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voice, and the distinctive properties and possibilities of the spoken word for 
rethinking the history of 1948. For elders whose stories exist only in spoken 
form, remembrance takes up residence in the voice, and is preserved 
through the reciprocity of transmission. The stories carry the collective 
weight of remembrance, while communicating the preoccupations of exilic 
life. Elders who do not know the year of their birth describe in meticulous 
detail the routines and spatial layout of their villages – the arrangement 
of houses, wells, shrines and mosques, where each family lived, the sur-
rounding orchards, forms of land tenure, the songs sung at different social 
occasions, what was grown and gleaned, the model and make of their 
Ottoman-era firearms. The elegiac density of memory – the lists of things 
named and accounted for – is often staggering. Remembrance is by turns 
commemorative, compensatory, a form of relation, a mode of critique, an 
inheritance, a work of love. The inventories that structure and ballast rec-
ollection in many narratives carry the imprint of felt relation, and enable 
refugees to hold their losses close: description is itself a refuge. If narra-
tors do not always follow linear chronology, their stories evoke an inner 
experience of time, and forms of knowledge situated in place and in the 
body. Worlds rematerialise in description. This is not to sentimentalise oral 
histories as more authentic or true, but to acknowledge their distinct epis-
temological and ontological value for understanding the lived experience 
of displacement and loss. In conjuring Palestine in all its phenomenologi-
cal richness, these narratives give meaning to its disappearance. To dismiss 
them would be to echo and consecrate the original dispossession.

Intimacy takes many forms in these accounts, including depictions of 
friendship between Arabs and Jews before 1948. Fifi Khouri remembers 
the beautiful hats made by a family of European Jewish milliners in Jaffa, 
with whom her family socialised; Hamda Jumʿa recalls her sisterly bond 
with ‘Fifati’, her Jewish neighbour who promised (and failed) to protect 
her; Muhammad Jamil ʿArabi wistfully recounts the wedding feasts where 
everyone ‘blended together in a very lovely way’. For Amirah Silmi, the 
sharp limits of friendship in ʿArabi’s account of his Jewish neighbour’s 
vision of coexistence – ‘we are the mind, you are the arm, mind and arm 
work well together’ – evidence the colonial mentality undergirding social 
relations. On the other hand, these affective relations, in certain moments, 
seem to destabilise clear distinctions of self and other, colonised and col-
oniser, and perhaps for this reason have been largely effaced in nationalist 
histories both Israeli and Palestinian, lest they unsettle state-centric imag-
inaries of national-ethnic partition. For refugee narrators, descriptions 
of erstwhile solidarity and connectedness underscore the bewilderment, 
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betrayal and helplessness Palestinians experienced in 1948. Asked what he 
felt after he was forced to flee his village, Husayn Mustafa Taha is unequivo-
cal: ‘A feeling of desperation, and a feeling of subjugation, and a feeling that 
the British and the Jews defeated us. And a feeling of lack of power to resist 
against them! That was the feeling. We left. We left.’ 

archiving exile

I met Mahmoud Zeidan in 2002, and we soon began recording interviews 
with elders in the Palestinian camps and informal gatherings in Lebanon. 
That modest if urgent enterprise gradually evolved into a more ambi-
tious one. Over the next five years, we recorded close to 500 interviews 
with refugees hailing from 135 villages and towns, mainly in the northern 
Galilee and coastal areas of Palestine.26 From the outset, the initiative was 
conceived as a grass-roots collaboration and, by 2005, it involved a network 
of 28 fieldworkers and researchers from all 12 official UNRWA camps 
in Lebanon. Our overarching aims were to give elders and community 
members an opportunity to represent their histories in their own terms, 
and to document as many eyewitness accounts of a passing generation as 
we could.27 Both the research practices and the interviews are the result of 
the long-standing commitment of community members who worked with 
us.28 Interviews were conducted with men and women from diverse social, 
geographic and religious backgrounds, and included Christians, Muslims, 
landless agricultural labourers (fellahin), fishermen, Bedouin and poor city 
dwellers. The range of experiences and perspectives expands our under-
standing of what constitutes history, unsettling gender logics that have 
reflexively privileged political deeds over domestic work, or the sacrifices of 
nation over those of family. While the majority of interviews were recorded 
by refugee researchers in camps, in the later stages of the project, we also 
conducted interviews with the elite outside the camps – businessmen, intel-
lectuals and wealthy Palestinians. At the time of interview, most subjects 
were in their late seventies and eighties, having left Palestine as teenagers 
and young adults.

Like the archive, this book sets out to highlight legacies of ongoing 
colonialism and challenge the proscriptive power of Zionist narratives. It 
reclaims and celebrates refugee narrators as authoritative chroniclers of 
their past, and attends to the experiential aftermath of 1948. For decades, 
public awareness of the ‘Palestinian refugee problem’ has been shaped by 
the so-called ‘peace process’, and more recently by its failure and the atten-
dant collapse of the two-state solution. Israeli authorities have steadfastly 
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denied the Palestinian narrative, refusing to acknowledge its history of 
ethnic cleansing (now broadly accepted by most informed observers) or to 
recognise the right of return for refugees (on grounds that such recognition 
would mean the end of the state). Meanwhile, the Palestinian Authority 
leverages refugees as pawns in a political game in which they have little 
say. They figure by turns as living symbols of a historic injustice, speech-
less victims in need of humanitarian aid, and immiserated impediments to 
‘peace’, but only very rarely as political subjects endowed with voice. Such 
agency as they are accorded is abstract, monolithic and vaguely menacing, 
its material and affective dimensions subsumed into the political demand of 
the right of return, for its part no sooner invoked than dismissed as quixotic 
and destructive. Both the archive and this book are an attempt to move dis-
cussion of refugees beyond the statistical, anecdotal and mythical, to bring 
their histories, rights and desires into focus in a way not dictated by – or 
reducible to – political symbolism or diplomatic pragmatism, and to recon-
stitute them as historical subjects.

When Mahmoud and I began, relatively little oral history work had been 
undertaken with Palestinians in Lebanon and none of it had been filmed.29 
In turning to video, our intention was to take seriously the embodied, per-
formative power of these narratives. Oral testimonies convey forms of 
affective experience and knowledge that are non-verbal, and to see and 
hear elders speak is quite different from reading transcripts. ‘My biggest 
ambition was to learn to write my name. Really … What can I say? I swear, 
I would cry – I would cry my heart out wanting to be able to write my 
name,’ says Hasna Manaʿ, recalling how girls were denied an education. 
‘What was I to do? I would clean and sweep … make bread on the taboun, 
I would go to ʿAkka, run errands for my family with my father. But my 
wish was to be able to write my name.’ Frustration suffuses her words but 
only in the potent pauses that punctuate them do we sense the submerged 
magnitude of thwarted desire. Each voice is driven by a different set of pre-
occupations, and each has rhythms and urgencies that mediate perception 
and foster imaginative engagement. Intonation, the sound of words caught 
in the throat, the repetitions – we left, we left – are all vital to meaning, as 
is silence, a structuring presence in all of these narratives, stealing across 
these pages like a tide. 

Moments when speech fails or when something is conspicuously 
withheld are reminders of all that resists or eludes inscription. In the inter-
view with Mahmud Abu al-Hayja, discussed by Laila Parsons, al-Hayja 
describes the loss of the village of al-Birwa after a valiant battle. ‘You are a 
young educated man and I assume you have done your research,’ he says to 
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the interviewer, his voice trembling. ‘This is history, and history is merci-
less!’ He speaks of a betrayal still keenly felt, but it is the sound of his voice, 
elliptical and perforated, and the intensity of his gaze that register grief. 
Hovering between aural impression and discursive expression, al-Hayja’s 
voice conveys a lingering pain. Absences and gaps interrupt the compla-
cencies of meaning-making, modulating the terms of engagement between 
interviewer, subject and audience, exposure and privacy, insufficiency and 
surplus. The speaker pushes back – reality holds representation in check. 

While interviews focused on the experience of expulsion, the recordings 
document its legacy for five generations of refugees. Video registers the 
stark contrast between the recollected past and lived present, transposing 
one upon the other. Camp homes – cramped and crowded, insufficiently 
lit, abuzz with the interjections of relatives and neighbours and the hum of 
generators – give meaning and context to remembrance. Initially regarding 
these technical constraints as lamentable but unavoidable, we came to rec-
ognise their significance and value. The recordings not only make visible 
the concrete material circumstances that precipitate and give form to rec-
ollection, but also the social and relational dynamics that have sustained it, 
shaping how refugees narrate and listen. These stories are told not only to 
communicate experiences to younger generations who did not live them, 
but also as a form of sociality and entertainment, a way of passing time and 
whiling away the tedium of camp life. Refugee elders are often gifted story-
tellers with a keen sense of revealing detail and narrative arc. The social and 
material environments captured on film situate the Nakba as a condition 
and inheritance that continues to evolve across generations, in conditions 
of deepening deprivation. As Lena Jayyusi, one of the authors in this col-
lection, observes elsewhere, every act of Palestinian remembrance has to be 
understood in cumulative relation to ‘the continuing figure of erasure and 
denial that marks the contemporary Palestinian condition’.30 

Interpenetration of past and present suffering is a defining character-
istic of refugee narratives. In Kamila al-ʿAbd Tahir’s testimony, discussed 
in Chapter 9 by Saleh Abdel Jawad, she describes her brother’s death in 
the massacre in Saliha in 1948 and her own narrow escape. ‘Whenever I 
tell these stories, blood boils over from my heart’, she tells the interviewer, 
recounting how Zionist soldiers had rounded up and gunned down vil-
lagers in the village mosque, and how she lay surrounded by the bodies 
of dead relatives for days stroking her dying brother’s hair. ‘We wept, all 
we could do was weep’, she tells the interviewer, before shifting mid-sen-
tence to the present tense: ‘Saliha is full of worries. It is, my dear’. Her story 
also reminds us how in the aftermath of violence, the labour of burying 
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and remembering the dead often falls to women. But what happens when 
loss goes unrecognised or when there is no body? In her analysis of Amina 
Hasan Banat’s narrative, Ruba Salih begins with a bucolic description of 
life in Shaykh Danun, before charting its brutal destruction by Zionist par-
amilitaries. Dwarfed by a wall of photographs commemorating children 
lost during Lebanon’s civil war, Banat recalls her journey to Lebanon in 
1948, carrying her two infant daughters in a tray balanced on her head. Her 
account segues into recollections of the Israeli invasion of Beirut in 1982, 
when her husband was killed and four sons disappeared. She describes 
nightly conversations with her missing sons and their spectral appearances 
in the alleys of the camp. These digressions tacitly insist that her losses as a 
wife and mother in Lebanon form part of her Nakba story. Banat’s account 
challenges the nationalist rhetoric of lost children as martyred heroes for 
the national cause: ‘My country, I could never forget it, it remains in my 
thoughts, but not as much as my children,’ she says. ‘My children were born 
from my heart.’31 These exchanges reveal explicitly and painfully the extent 
to which recollection – even of a past as canonically epic as the Nakba is for 
Palestinians – is experienced as part of a lived present.

In the complex rewiring of space and time that occurs in speech, chro-
nology is as much a function of emotion as time. A question may elicit 
a flood of images, all rushing in at once, sparking further associations 
or derailing thought altogether. The voice that breaks off from a painful 
episode in one setting may fuse several such episodes in another. Banat’s 
braiding together of her expulsion from Palestine in 1948 with the losses 
she sustained in Lebanon in 1982 makes explicit a fluent continuity of polit-
ical forces ranged against her. Fatimah ʿAbdallah’s testimony, discussed in 
Chapter 7 by Ted Swedenburg, similarly merges revolutionary moments: 
when asked about songs sung for the revolutionaries of 1936, she responds 
with a verse extolling PLO Chairman Yasser Arafat, ‘Abu Ammar’ (sug-
gesting she heard people singing it in her village in Palestine, when she 
must be speaking of the thawra in Lebanon).32 Such spatio-temporal jumps 
reveal persistent structural dynamics shaping and transforming individ-
ual lives. For the reader without rhythmic cues they can be hard to follow, 
but to listen to recordings of Banat and ʿAbdallah is to hear continuities – 
of war, revolution, dispossession, disenfranchisement, statelessness, family 
upheaval, births and deaths – carried over decades and across borders on 
the current of voice. Seamless conflations in their narratives are as illumi-
nating as gaps and silences in those of others. 

Elders were sometimes reluctant to be interviewed and expressed doubt 
about our intention to record their testimonies. Many saw it as too little, 
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too late (‘Why did you not come when our memories were still fresh?’). 
One elder made the point that only when something disappears do we 
researchers come study it (echoing as he did a familiar critique of salvage 
ethnography – that it captures worlds on the wane in a spirit of complicity 
and complacency, while simultaneously midwifing their departure). 
Almost all questioned the capacity of language to convey what they had 
lived (‘What can I tell you? What can I say?’), pointing to the abundance 
of evidence already gathered of violence against Palestinians, none of 
which had brought justice or reparations; indeed, it only reaffirmed their 
powerlessness and suggested that fruitless rhetorical insistence on their 
human rights had ultimately annulled their political rights, while leaving 
that very humanity in question. Mahmud Abu al-Hayja’s challenge to the 
interviewer – you study what happened – is one example of this resistance 
to the moral presumptions of bearing witness, which lays the burden of 
claims-making on victims. It stands as an admonishment to researchers 
and activists who ask refugees to narrate their suffering while doing little to 
address the structural conditions that perpetuate it. Parsons also notes Abu 
al-Hayja’s palpable weariness with his role as witness and supplicant. Such 
moments of reluctance and refusal are significant. Refugees evince a hard-
won, salutary scepticism about archives as a necessary good, about the value 
of eyewitness testimony in producing justice or resolution for victims, and 
about the liberal pieties of forms of advocacy that only reproduce unequal 
power relations. Who archives, who gets archived and who, ultimately, 
benefits from such projects? 

If archives are traditionally the preserve of the state, exile dismantles 
and disperses them. ‘Slowly our lives – like Palestine itself – dissolve into 
something else,’ Edward Said wrote. ‘We can’t hold to the center for long.’33 
Centrifugal drift has only quickened in the 35 years since he wrote that. 
What is an archive without a centre? What relation does a form so statist 
and institutionally grounded have to a stateless, deterritorialised people? 
What archive might capture the dissolution and transformation of Palestin-
ian society? The archive built from refugee accounts is one that, in a sense, 
already existed in the storied world of camps, the living, changing reposi-
tories of the Nakba experience. Refugees’ accounts offer a decentred vision 
of Palestine and what it means to be Palestinian, set at an oblique angle to 
statist projects. Forever cast outside the modern state system, they are its 
staunchest critics. As Shaira Vadasaria observes, ‘Palestinian refugees are 
both the outcasted subject of settler colonial nation building and its greatest 
threat.’34
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