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Until now, Arab denial of the reasons for the 1@&8astrophe leaves its meaning locked in
echoes and beyond reach, wrifesni Bishara

The Nakba is a rupture in Palestinian history. Stale&n society was uprooted, the Palestinian
city destroyed, and with each the dream harbouyefirbb elites and middle classes between
the world wars of building an independent Arab aratand catching up with the modern

world. The Palestinian peasant who had vied wighftinces of nature on his land with his hoe
was ejected from that struggle and that harmonyeMés once his dreams were woven with
the fragrance of basil and olives, the lazy crafdirae and the seasons revolving slowly but
surely like a waterwheel, his dreams fell into Haads of politicians, balances of power and
international resolutions; his rites becoming seabaonferences calling for return, the

transistor radio proclaiming the promise of libevatand the fragrance of place evaporating
in a haze of nostalgia.

The Nakba is a rupture in modern Arab history bseaafterwards history became the
repercussions of reactions to the Nakba in thessoaf which the dialectic of relations with
the enemy supplanted and then became identifidu tivé internal dialectic. The Arabs were
stunned by what happened, but that collective shoekked the beginning of modern
Arabism -- the Arabism of ruling regimes as opposedhe Arab nationalist ideas and
movement of the late 19th and early 20th centuflé®y regarded what happened as an
aberration of fate and insult that took the shapethe "alleged state of Israel”. The
Palestinians, meanwhile, were displaced or remdénad place and time. They fled from 418
locales that, before the expulsion, were just b@goto unify their diverse rural rhythms into
a single national time reflected in the mirror bé tmandate. They fled to cities around the
Arab world that could not absorb them and formelisbe&f refugee camps that soon became
synonymous with the poor and rural migrants. Howes#ce Arab cities had not yet merged
into a single Arab nationalist time, the Palestisiaalthough initially welcomed, became akin
to a rape victim in underdeveloped societies, unactably held at fault for the crime against
them and whose taint overshadowed any sense dasibji

Nonetheless, the Palestinians were welcome idezdbguests, and as soon as they caught on
to this they held on to it and forged from it impé&able armour -- even if that came at the
cost of taking part in falsifying bitter realitiekleology is a safe refuge for Arab regimes.
When they have it in for another regime, they whetr anger on the other regime's citizens as
though they were hostages. How do they go abou® tath all the pitiful means at their
disposal, such as making life hell for those umaédes at the borders. For the Palestinian
people after the Nakba, life was a protracted bellArab borders. The recent crisis of the
Palestinian refugees on the Iraqgi borders and fitwene to Brazil palpably confirms that the
Arab Nakba continues.



An entire generation of Palestinians that once Ul the word "nakba" when speaking of
the "calamity" that struck a person when his covinanse died had to suddenly deal with the
term in a previously undreamed of collective setise:loss of a country, or the loss of their
villages that had not yet been forged into a courand the tedium of trudging barefoot in

search of refuge and the sense of alienation ieratbuntries that had to be forged into
nations even though they had been spared the Zicalamity.

It is impossible to forget the Nakba because iadied Arab history and the history of the

Arab psyche. Sixty years after the beginning ofPRlaéestinian tragedy and the ongoing Arab
grief we still have caution against regarding thekbh as a loss of Arab virility, whose

condition has been deeply suppressed and that essiitself as mass hysteria that turns
against the Palestinians as the cause of thetaffli¢in 1948) and then suddenly swings to
celebrating the Palestinians for restoring Aralndig(post-1967). Because of this tendency,
we must caution against turning the memory of tladb into a process of collective self-

therapy that probes the Arab subconscious, for mgmwien diverted into such a process
loses its role and function as an instrument fentdying and addressing what stalled the
Arab process of modernisation.

It is impossible to forget the Nakba because, iditah to ensconcing the state of Arab
fragmentation, it transformed Arab nationalism franconfident, self-assured project for the
unification of a people with a common languagetdmisand dream of national expression in
a modern Arab state, into a fiery ideology thatwgmecreasingly strident the greater the gap
between it and reality. Moreover, there emergeshddéncy among the Arab nationalist left to
train its vehemence on Arab reactionary- ism, gl@asethough Zionism could be exonerated
because it was an irrevocable given. Indeed, tiieism of Arab reactionary-ism became to
some degree a bridge for the expression of admirdtir Zionism by juxtaposition.

Meanwhile, a trend in Islamist ideology was shapgdoth the left and the reactionaries it
criticised, instead of by the drive to harmonise trational and pan- national projects, as
occurred during the period between the two worldswahen, finally, the acceptance of the
reality of Israel became virtual official ideologwhose shortcoming is not that it is
"moderate” but that the alleged "moderatenessiuaded upon the a priori acceptance of the
impossibility of justice. No political ideology hdseen spared the distortion sewn by the
colonialist presence of Israel in the Arab world.

Commemorating the Nakba is not to hark back to sdictgious paradise that existed

beforehand. Such mythologising transforms the Nakba a victory of evil over good, a

natural catastrophe that descended like a curséhann"Eden". Palestine, like all other

countries of the Levant and the rest of the Aralrldyowas awakening to modernity,

grappling with its priorities as mediated by thdooiser and colonial institutions, modern
education and elements of imported technology.d8iake was building its new modern urban
life in Haifa, Jaffa and other cities. Palestiniand Arab nationalism were coalescing in
tandem with the rise of an intelligentsia, an urkamking class and a bourgeoisie. It is not a
coincidence that mythical memory should overloo& &merging modern city and focus on
the village alone. The great majority of Palestisiavere poor and simple country folk with

little communication between their villages.

The Palestinians at that time could never have dgufathom the Nakba, let alone its

European and international causes, and it is utdgiass judgment on the Palestinian attitude
towards the UN partition resolution. When, in 194&ders of the Jewisyishuv (settlers)
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proclaimed the independence of Israel and Zionisties invaded and seized portions of
Palestine that the partition resolution had alleddb the Arab state, the Palestinian power of
resistance was very weak, having been depletechglihe uprising of 1936-1939. The
Palestinians did fight, using whatever meagre mednseir disposal, but neither they nor
neighbouring Arab regimes realised, or wanted #dise, the size and power of the Zionist
project that had mobilised not only better- equgpferces but also numerically stronger
forces. In other words, the Zionist army was lartpan all the different Arab "armies" that
had entered Palestine in 1948 and that had fougtit ether more than they fought the
Zionist state.

In the aftermath of the Nakba, the emerging Palesti urban leadership assimilated into
other parts of the Arab world, its natural envireamt) through the pursuit of the Arab national
project or through existing Arab regimes. In the#w places of residence, Palestinian elites
were highly instrumental in building the Arab city, Kuwait, Amman and even Beirut. There
has never been a scientific study of the extemtttich Palestinians contributed economically,
socially and functionally to Arab urbanisation, esially in those countries in which the
provincial bigotry of conservative ruling forcesealoath to acknowledge the invaluable
contributions of "outsiders" and "refugees”. Contrto the general impression, Palestinian
refugees were not a burden; they established aatideproductive communities that added
gualitatively to the construction of Arab statesnfrthe outset.

Nor has there ever been an objective assessmehe aarly Palestinian urban and cultural
elites that were initially instrumental in layinget foundations for the Palestine Liberation
Organisation and that were naturally inclined te #rab nationalist project and convinced
that the Palestinian cause was an Arab cause,tbegfart played subsequently by more rural
and less urbanised Palestinian forces in detadhmdpalestinian cause -- at least at the level
of identity -- from the Arab nationalist one andniging it into conflict as much against its
immediate Arab environment (in Syria and Jordarggesnst Israel.

The Arab regimes were defeated in 1948 becauseditepot take part in the fighting or
because their engagement was governed by theiliatenkith and conspiracies against one
another. The Palestinians were defeated becaugentisealculated their own timing and the
strength of their enemy. Israel won for an endlassiber of reasons, from which we select
the following: Arab armies did not actually engdgeael in battle and did not possess the will
to combat; the Zionist project was the offshooa@olonialist project, having been adopted as
one of the missions of the British mandate ovee$tale; waves of European anti-Semitism
had reached unprecedented proportions in the fornth@ Nazi holocaust; the Zionist
leadership had succeeded in building political,neooic and military state structures in
Palestine under the British mandate, long befoeerige of the Nazis in Germany. Because it
was a pragmatic and rational leadership, it asdegseown strength vis- a-vis that of its
enemy and it planned and timed its moves accorging|

Arab memory of the Nakba denied or ignored thessesinstead of confronting them. Early
denial was manifested in the claim that Britain Fetbd to understand where its true interests
lay, or in the claim that the catastrophe was #wilt of a British-Zionist-reactionary Arab
conspiracy (we still hear strong echoes of thisyorh the attempt on the part of some Arabs
to convince the US, supplanting Great Britain, vehi&s true interests lie).

The Arab relationship with the third cause for #ienist victory in Palestine -- European
anti-Semitism -- has been even more confused. ThebsAhave varyingly denied the
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holocaust and regarded it as a Zionist inventiomimised its magnitude and significance,
and unjustifiably and incomprehensibly likenedatthe Palestinian Nakba. Some Arabs, in
the heat of anger and frustration, have scoffetlttteaJews deserve what they get wherever
they land. The Arabs reacted foolishly towards wivas unquestionably a black mark on
Europe and Western civilisation that the Arabs thelires had nothing to do with. It would
not have hurt them to recognise that shameful tdstioreality in Europe, for it furnishes no
moral justification whatsoever for uprooting anatipeople outside of Europe. Nor is there
any reason not to add it to the causes of the Ndkb#he Zionist movement did, indeed, use
it very well to further its aims, as did Arab cositon in dealing with it.

Europe was more than happy to shed that weighuitif lgy casting it onto the Arabs. Israel
was more than happy to conspire with Europe in tbagard by easing for it of the task of
dealing seriously with its past and present. Isstél helps Europe separate the Jewish
guestion of the past from European racism and Xaviwp today and Europe, in exchange,
helps Israel cast the burden of anti- Semitism leen Arabs and hastens to Jerusalem to
participate in the celebrations of Israeli "indeg@nce” as though this event were of the
stature of the international celebrations markhmgestablishment of the UN.

Palestinians who do not perceive this contextifalvith it. They believe that international
concern for the Palestinian cause is for their sakereas, in fact, such concern is for Israel
and the Jewish question.

The Palestinian cause has given rise to a globlalsiny that thrives on conferences, seminars
and studies. In this "peace process" era, all tlaesgities are taking place in one way or
another within the general framework of Jewish tdgrand the Jewish-Western relationship.
The Palestinians are merely unwitting "extras",reifehe industry has attracted many Arab
and Palestinian political and intellectual elitelsoytoo, now thrive on "the cause". But they
are mistaken if they believe that internationala@n for the cause is a source of strength. It
is not; it is a reflection of the European conclnnridding itself of the Jewish question as a
factor in its own identity and shifting it onto Arashoulders. What would be a source of
strength is Arab concern for the Palestinian catisenslated into effective action at the
regional and international levels and into prattitstermination to defeat Israel.

Like the first three causes of the Zionist victatywould be of little avail to deny the fourth
and to pretend, for example, that Zionism was puaetolonial myth concocted to mask an
imperialist spearhead into the region and that Zfenists' democratic practices and the
institutions they created in the course of a swgfaésolonisation process were no more than
a figment of propaganda about an oasis of democrattye Middle East. This is where Arab
imagination that seeks to "understand” the meaafripe Nakba could suddenly leap to the
belief that the Zionist establishment is truly widé miracle that will crush everyone that does
not bow down and efface himself before it. If put the spot, the Arab who is keen to
"understand” the meaning of the Nakba will tell yihat he favours peace with Israel even
without realising justice for the Palestinians dinel Arabs. This, he will insist, is not because
of his admiration for Israel, but because whatesisrael is war. So with peace, Israel would
soon implode under the weight of its internal disguand contradictions.



