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What 1948 meant
for Palestinians

Victor Kattan
For The Sunday Times

Next month marks the 70th anniver-
sary of the Nakba, when Palestini-
ans commiserate over their exodus
following the creation of Israel in
1948, when thousands lost their
homes.

This year, there is an additional
cause for concern, as the United
States has said it will celebrate the
opening of its embassy in
Jerusalem, the day before Nakba
Day on May 15, even though the call
to move the embassy provoked
widespread condemnation after
President Donald Trump an-
nounced it last December.

Bearing in mind the stalemate in
peace talks, worries over the suc-
cession of Palestinian President
Mahmoud Abbas, and that tens of
thousands of Palestinians have
been holding protests in the Gaza
Strip since Land Day on March 30
in the “Great March of Return”,
there is concern that on this occa-
sion, events may get out of hand.

One matter that has not been
widely addressed in articles on the
Gaza protests are the reasons Pales-
tinians protest atall.

While we hear a lot about the
protests in the Gaza Strip and how
Israel responds to them, there has
been comparatively less debate as
to why Palestinians take to the
streets year after year on Nakba
Day. The Land Day protests began
in 1976, and Palestinians have been
marking May 15 - originally Pales-
tine Day - throughout the Arab
world since the 1950s.

There are at least three reasons
Palestinians still commiserate over
the Nakba despite the passage of
time.

The first and most obvious rea-
son is that their dispute with Israel
remainsunresolved.

While the current Israeli leader-
ship appears to believe that it can
live without a deal and manage the
Palestinians for another 70 years,
one of the results of not having a
comprehensive peace settlement
in place is that the grievances that
arose in 1948 remain unaddressed.
Just think of the millions of Pales-
tinian refugees who remain in
limbo, living cheek by jowl, day by
day, with no closure.

Theapparent disinterest in nego-
tiating a peace agreement also un-
dermines the idea that peace is pos-
sible and that compromise is neces-
sary over Jerusalem, the settle-
ments, borders, refugees and wa-
ter. These issues were supposed to
have been addressed in the final
status negotiations with a view to

resolving the conflict. They are no
longer being discussed, perhaps in
the hope that Palestinian national-
ism will wane. But this is mistaken
- as the protests demonstrate. So
long as Palestinian statehood re-
mains an aspiration, if nota dream,
and so long as Palestinians remain
stateless, unable to exercise their
rights of citizenship, there will be
no closure, and the dispute will con-
tinue to fester.

Second, there is still denial about
what happened in 1948. For Is-
raelis, it was a year of pride, emanci-
pation, independence and ultimate
victory. For Palestinians, it was the
reverse. It signalled the loss of
home, livelihood and the memory
of a past that can never be re-
claimed.

Unlike other longstanding politi-
cal disputes - including those in Ire-
land, South Africa, and Chile -
there has been no serious attempt
to address the past in the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict with both com-
munities remaining trapped in
their narratives. No Arab-Israeli
“truth and reconciliation commis-
sion” has been set up, for example,
which could address not just the
Nakba but also Palestinian vio-
lence against Israelis. Nor has there
been an attempt to establish a
claims commission to compensate
those Palestinians who lost their
homes, farms and factories in 1948.

Little thought has been given in
the Arab world to compensating
Jews expelled from their countries
after the creation of Israel.

Whilethe current Israeli
leadership appears to
believe thatitcanlive
withoutadeal and manage
the Palestinians for
another 70 years, one of
theresultsof nothavinga
comprehensive peace
settlementin placeisthat
the grievances thatarose
in1948 remain
unaddressed. Just think of
the millions of Palestinian
refugeeswhoremainin
limbo, living cheek by jowl,
day by day, withno
closure.
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ight of return for refugees who fled their homes during the 1948 Arab-

The conflict remains a zero-sum
game. The winners take all and the
losers suffer what they must.

The third reason, I think, is the
failure to reach a comprehensive
agreement between Israel, the
Palestinians and the broader Arab
world.

A comprehensive agreement, in
my view, should not just be an elab-
orate ceasefire agreement like Is-
rael’s peace treaty with Egypt and
Jordan.

Instead, it should be a deal that ac-
tually leads to a genuine people-to-
people relationship between Is-
raelis and their Arab neighbours.
But for this to work, there must be
a common understanding about
the past and not just about the
present or the future. Otherwise
there will never be a meeting of
minds, which is a prerequisite for
peace.

A comprehensive agreement be-
tween Israel and the Arab world
would have to address the refugee
issue and, therefore, the Nakba, as
many of these countries are hosts
to millions of Palestinian refugees
who were displaced by the fighting
in 1948. Accordingly, it would be
necessary to address the Nakba
head on for such a people-to-peo-
ple relationship to succeed.

In this connection, it should not
be forgotten that thousands of
Jews were also expelled from their
homes in the Arab world, in some
cases in retaliation for what hap-
pened to the Palestinians. They
must also be offered compensation
for their losses.

A quid pro quo would be impracti-
cal, however, given that a far
greater number of Palestinians
were displaced in 1948, and then
again in 1967. But this should not
be insurmountable. Where there is
awill, there isaway.

While Israel might be able to
strike a secret deal with some Arab
leaders to deter a common enemy,
acomprehensive peace deal will re-
main elusive so long as the stale-
mate between the Israeli govern-
ment and the current Palestinian
leadership endures.

The Nakba is a gaping wound
that cannot heal unless it is ad-
dressed and dealt with. It cannot
be sweptunder the carpet.

For many Palestinians, pre-1948
Palestine represents alost world of
relative Arab-Jewish co-existence
when they participated in each
other’s festivals, weddings and cer-
emonies (even if these stories are
prone to exaggeration). The memo-
ries are kept alive in the stories
passed from father to son and from
mother to daughter.

There can be no closure for Pales-
tinians so long as their grievances
remain unaddressed. Only then
will they be able to reconcile them-
selves with the reality that Israel is
here tostay.

® The writeris a senior research
fellow with the Middle East Institute,
National University of Singapore.



