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Heroic and Tragic Pasts: Mnemonic Narratives 
in the Palestinian Refugee Camps1

Laleh Khalili 
School of Oriental and African Studies, Th ornhaugh St., Russell Sq., London, 

WC1H 0XG, UK 
laleh.khalili@soas.ac.uk

Abstract 
 To contest exile and political exclusion, Palestinian refugees have invoked their past 
as both a constitutive component of their identity and as a basis of their political 
claim-making; but they have done so in historically situated and discursively diverse 
ways. In this article I examine the oppositional performances at work when the heroic 
national past is invoked, or alternatively, when capital victimaire is acquired through 
narratives of suff ering; and I attempt to explain the force and effi  cacy of each dis-
course. I attribute the transformations in Palestinian mnemonic narratives, fi rstly, to 
shifts in available transnational discourses from celebrating Th ird-Worldist nationalist 
movements to advancing humanitarian narratives of victimhood. Secondly, these 
shifts can be traced to the importance of political factions in one era, and the 
priority of NGOs subsequently.

 Keywords 
nationalism, Palestinian refugees, collective memory, mnemonic practices, heroic 
narratives, victimhood narratives 

“Don’t tell them only about our suff ering. 
Tell them that we are strong; that we are 
still resisting.”
Mahir Yamani, former PFLP guerrilla, 
November 2001

1 I am grateful for the reviewers’ useful feedback. I would also like to thank Jean-Pierre Reed 
and John Chalcraft for their help in tightening the arguments of this article.
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  Introduction 

 During the 1970s, Palestinian fi da’iyyin guerrillas – dressed in olive green 
fatigues, Kalashnikov in hand, their heads covered in the familiar black and 
white checked kufi yas – became celebrated icons of Palestinian nationalism. 
Th e fi da’iyyin personifi ed the narrative of “heroic” armed struggle for national 
independence, and until the 1980s, they and the battles in which they 
were engaged were celebrated in posters, postcards, periodicals, political 
pamphlets, literary texts, ceremonies, artwork and popular narratives. Since 
the 1980s, however, the fi gure of the guerrilla has receded to the background 
of Palestinian refugees’ commemorative narrative, and tragic renderings of 
the past have replaced heroic ones. Th e iconic fi gure of the martyr – who 
may or may not have chosen martyrdom has come to the center-stage of 
Palestinian commemoration in the refugee camps of Lebanon, and massacres, 
which had been only one element of the Palestinian narrative of loss and exile, 
are now represented as primary transformative moments in the refugees’ 
“mnemonic practices” (Olick 2003).

By mnemonic practices, I mean not the psychological act of remember-
ing, but the social invocation of past events, persons, places, and symbols 
in variable social contexts. By focusing on practices2 of remembering, rather 
than cognitive manifestations of individual memories, I aim to locate the 
person who remembers within the larger context of social and political 
relations; to understand the dynamic processes that mutually shape indi-
vidual and collective ‘memories;’ and to make sense of political action in 
light of the latter two goals. Focusing on memory as social practice allows 
us to view ‘memory,’ for one, as more than a metaphysical construct “inside 
people’s heads” and, two, as both an individual and collective event (Olick 
1999a). Ultimately, analyzing mnemonic practices/narratives is an indis-
pensable analytical tool for making sense of those dynamic processes – e.
g., identity formation, contestation, and cultural production/reproduction 
(Olick and Robbins 1998) – that shape the historical transformations of 
political terrains.

Mnemonic practices take particular forms. Th ese forms act as containers 
for specifi c narratives. Examples of mnemonic forms are commemorative 

2  On theory of practice see Bourdieu 1977, 1992; de Certeau 2002; Ortner 1996. 
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ceremonies, funerals, monuments, “history-telling” 3 (Portelli 1997), and 
holiday cycles. Each of these forms of commemoration explicitly or implicitly 
contains a story. Th e mnemonic narratives that are at the core of ceremonies, 
rituals, monuments, and history-telling, all order disparate past events into 
coherent sequences, with protagonists (or dramatis personae), plots, and a 
distinct narrative voice (White 1987:6; also see Somers 1992:601; 1994:616). 
A monument can be made to tell of the heroism of the dead or the suff ering 
of the survivors. Ceremonies celebrate or mourn specifi c events or persons 
about whom narratives are told. Celebrated fi gures – guerrillas or martyrs – 
embody heroism or tragedy. Mnemonic narratives constitute a signifi cant 
element of refugees’ identity and understanding of their past. Refugees can 
utilize heroic and tragic narratives of their past as “mnemonic and moral 
frames” (Tilly 1994:244) to inform, explain, and give form to their political 
claim-making. In response to shifting politico – historical confi gurations, 
moreover, they can use these narratives strategically to confi gure their 
political aims and courses of action. A transformation in mnemonic narra-
tives from heroic to tragic occurs because the ongoing interpretative pro-
cesses that go into the generation, reproduction, and conversion of these 
narratives are political performances intended for discrete audiences and 
performed in particular contexts as “dialogic modes of constructing reality” 
(Schieff elin 1985:717). Th e dialogic nature of the political performance  – 
the way in which the performance is shaped in the fl uid interaction between 
performer and audience – and the specifi city of the contexts of performance 
facilitate the realignments in mnemonic practices. New mnemonic narratives 
appeal to new audiences, or engage former audiences through new perfor-
mative rhetoric, thus transforming the underlying modes of mobilization.

Th e scholarship of commemoration and social memory show the processes 
that go into representing the past. Some studies emphasize the malleability 
of mnemonic narratives (Gillis 1994; Halbwachs 1992; Hobsbawm and 
Ranger 1992), while others point to the constraints of “available pasts” 
(Schudson 1989), which hinder manipulation of narratives about these pasts 
(see Brubaker and Feischmidt 2002; Malkki 1995; Olick 1999b). I argue that 

3 Portelli describes “history-telling” as a practice in which the narrative form is utilized to 
establish “a connection between biography and history” (1997:6).  I utilize this useful term to 
refer to the narration of large-scale historical events through a recounting of personal memories 
in a social setting. 
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transformations in the narrative content of mnemonic practices are con-
strained not only by “available pasts” but also by available political discourses 
and by local institutions.4 Th e transformation in the mnemonic narrative in 
the Palestinian context has a particular trajectory – from heroic to tragic – 
because of the specifi cities of both transnational and local environments. 
Heroic mnemonic narratives emerge when the predominant local  institutions 
are political factions that use the rich Th ird-Worldist transnational discourse 
of national liberation to appeal and mobilize a local audience of Palestinians 
and move them to militant activism. Tragic narratives are forged in the post-
Civil War landscape of defeat, and where local non-governmental organiza-
tions (NGOs) have replaced political parties. Th ese NGOs tap into the 
prevalent transnational discourse of their time – the humanitarian rhetoric – 
to frame the experience of refugees as a past of unabated suff ering, and to earn 
capital victimaire (Bensaid 1999) through representing this narrative of suf-
fering for a transnational audience in an appeal for sympathy and support.

Th is study is based on a year of fi eldwork and participant observation in 
the refugee camps of Lebanon (2001–2) during which I conducted fi fty 
in-depth (and nearly 200 informal) interviews with refugees and activists, 
examined political party and third-sector pamphlets and periodicals in detail, 
and researched extensively in the archives of Institute for Palestine Studies. 
Following Julie Peteet (1991) and Rosemary Sayigh (1994), I throw the 
spotlight on the narratives and practice of the refugees themselves, and 
hope that their voices, “the small voice of history” in Ranajit Guha’s evocative 
phrase, seep through the academic scholarship.5 In this essay, I fi rst provide 
a schematic historical background of the political events that so crucially 

4 I focus on the transformations in the narrative content of remembering and commemoration. 
Forms of commemoration (e.g., ceremonies, monuments, histories told, etc.) can change not only 
because of institutional and political changes, but also because of changes in technologies of 
commemoration. I am grateful to an anonymous reviewer of the essay for pointing this out.

5 In order to trace the changes in Palestinian commemorative practices over time, I had to 
compare the content of the interviews I conducted against accounts collected at other time periods, 
when the political context was diff erent. To do so, I used oral accounts gathered in the books of 
Rosemary Sayigh (1979, 1994) and Julie Peteet (1991), and other researchers who have worked 
in the camps of Lebanon. Th e danger here was that I was interviewing diff erent people than 
those in the secondary sources, and that these authors had already fi ltered the oral accounts. 
Nevertheless, because I was looking at narrative patterns, commemorative practices, and simi-
larities and ruptures, rather than specifi c stories, I could compare narratives and stories from one 
source to another and confi rm patterns through the interpretation of the previous researchers.
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underpin the transformations in Palestinian refugees’ modes of claim-making. 
I then analyze the content of Palestinian mnemonic practices, interrogate 
their production and reproduction, and assess their eff ects and effi  cacy as 
public performances. Finally, I will draw broader conclusions about com-
memoration and its relations to political contention.

Palestinians in Lebanon 

Episodic recurrence of political violence has been a part of the Palestinian 
experience of their dispossession and life in exile. In 1948, some 726,000 
Palestinians fl ed or were expelled from Palestine, around 110,000 of whom 
eventually settled in Lebanon (Morris 1987:297, 2004; Sayigh 1994:17). 
Th e number of Palestinian refugees now registered with the United Nations 
Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA) in Lebanon stands just under 400,000, 
half of whom live in the camps with a minimum of civil rights and a nearly 
total lack of access to political, economic and social power.

In the 1950s and 60s, and before Palestinian political organizations were 
able to secure administration of the camps, the refugees lived with consider-
able economic hardship under Lebanese secret service surveillance and con-
trol. After 1969, the emergence of the Palestinian Liberation Organization 
(PLO) in Lebanon transformed the lives of the refugees in the camps (Sayigh 
1979). In the period between late 1960s and 1982, known as the Th awra 
(Revolution) era, the socio-economic condition of the refugees improved 
noticeably, and politically, the camps became the central node of the trans-
national Palestinian national movement and the primary base of Palestinian 
military operations against Israel. In 1982, subsequent to the Israeli invasion 
of Lebanon and the two-month long siege of Beirut, the PLO guerrillas 
departed Lebanon, and by the end of the Lebanese civil war, many of the 
refugees’ social, economic and political gains had been reversed.

Th roughout the civil war (1975–1991), and especially after the evacua-
tion of PLO, Palestinian civilians in the camps were targets of successive 
massacres and sieges, enacted by Lebanese militias backed by either Syria or 
Israel (Hagopian 1985; Sayigh 1994; Sayigh 1997). Th e Tal al-Za‘tar siege/
massacre of 1975/6 (perpetrated by the Maronite Phalange with both Israeli 
and Syrian complicity), the Sabra and Shatila massacres of 1982 (committed 
by Phalange with Israeli military support), and the War of the Camps 
between 1985 and 1988 (sieges of the camps by Shi’a Amal militia and with 
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the support of Syria) are the best known instances of atrocities committed 
against the refugees. In recent decades, the refugees have seen a constant ero-
sion of their legal and civil status in Lebanon. Under Lebanese law, Palestin-
ians were until recently unable to fi nd employment in over seventy 
occupations,6 cannot own or inherit property,7 cannot petition to gain Leba-
nese citizenship,8 have to obtain permits before they can repair their homes, 
and have to pay a substantial fee to attend Lebanese universities that before 
2002 were open to them with little or no restrictions. Since the departure of 
Palestinian leadership from Lebanon in 1982, and especially after the onset 
of the Oslo negotiations in 1993, the refugees have found themselves increas-
ingly marginalized from Palestinian political processes (Peteet 1996, 1997). 
One of the most contentious items on the negotiation agenda between the 
Palestinian leadership and the Israeli state has been that of the refugees (Aruri 
2001). Many of the refugees fear that in return for the possible establishment 
of a Palestinian state in the areas occupied by Israel in 1967, the Palestinian 
Authority (PA) would abdicate the 1948 refugees’ right of return; and since 
the refugees have no representatives among the Palestinian leadership, PA’s 
decision-making will in eff ect determine the refugees’ fate without their 
input (Peteet 1996; Sayigh 1998; Sayigh 2000). In response to the drastic 
transformations in the lives and experiences of the refugees, the Palestinian 
political position has been articulated, fi rst as a nationalist movement, and 
subsequently as a marginalized community struggling for political recogni-
tion. Th e mnemonic narratives which frame their experiences and infl uence 
their strategies have – as we shall see below – also undergone transforma-
tions, fi rst celebrating the heroic and later evoking the tragic.   

6 Th e Republic of Lebanon Ministry of Labor Decision No. 621/1 stipulates that most profes-
sional and managerial positions (including occupations in the service industry), small-business 
ownership, engineering and teaching professions are open only to Lebanese.  

7 Property Law No. 296, published on 5 April 2001, is specifi cally designed to disinherit Pales-
tinians (rather than other aliens residing in Lebanon) from properties they own.  

8 In 1994 a deal between Nabih Berri (leader of the Shi’a Amal party) and Sunni political 
notables facilitated the naturalization of around 15-20,000 Palestinians, some of whom were Shi’a 
and all others Sunni; they mostly belonged to seven villages in Galilee near the border between 
Israel and Lebanon and to which Lebanon lays historic claims (Peteet 1996:29). Th e naturalization 
of Shi’a Palestinians was part of confessional/demographic maneuvering by the political leaders, 
rather than a sign of humanitarian concern for the plight of Palestinians. A recent court ruling 
in Lebanon has declared illegal the 1994 deal described above, and the Lebanese government has 
seized on this ruling in order to declare a ‘review’ of the naturalization of Palestinians.
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Celebrating the Heroic: Militant Pasts and Nationalist Struggle 

After 1948, Palestinians had been dispersed throughout the Middle East, 
and until mid-1960s, no sustained transnational political movements that 
could unite them under the aegis of a specifi cally Palestinian nationalism – as 
opposed to pan-Arab nationalism – emerged. What heralded the rise of the 
PLO was, on the one hand, the defeat of the Arab states and pan-Arab 
ideologies in the June War in 1967, and on the other hand, the failure of 
the international community to insist on the return of the evicted 1948 
refugees (Cobban 1987).9 Th e PLO required a unifi ed national identity, and 
a base or “sanctuary” for its political project of (re)forging a Palestinian nation 
(Brynen 1990). Because the other Palestinian communities in Gaza/West 
Bank, Syria, and Jordan were closely controlled by and under the surveillance 
of the state of Israel, the Ba‘ath Party, and the Hashemites respectively, the 
Palestinian community in Lebanon became the focus of PLO nation-
building activity.

In crafting a Palestinian national identity, the PLO, like many other 
guerrilla organizations of the Th ird World, employed a discourse of heroic 
and radical nationalism. Parallel to the military units, PLO established exten-
sive parastatal social welfare and service institutions in the camps; and 
alongside the material services it provided, it also propagated nationalist 
sentiments, symbols, and narratives. Calendars celebrated the dates of dif-
ferent “battles” and honored militant heroism, while PLO periodicals traced 
the origins of the Palestinian nation to a history of Arab victories in battles 
of centuries ago. Palestinian political publications, transcripts of political 
festivals, the mood and content of political and community meetings, offi  cial 
commemorative events, the text of demonstration slogans, and all memorials 
built by the PLO during this period were saturated with the heroic narrative.

In this political context, the heroic narrative entails the rise of a central 
character (in this case the Palestinian nation) out of the twilight of occasional 
and cyclical division, decay and despondency. Looking back at the 1950s 

9 A Fatah leader, Abu Jihad, explained, “Every representative in the United Nations was speak-
ing about how to sympathize with the Palestinian ‘refugees’, how to give them aid – tents, medi-
cine, and so on. It was treated as a matter of refugees, a matter of borders, a matter of clashes. Th is 
was the Palestinian problem. A Palestinian cause? No. A cause as a people, a national cause? No. 
Th erefore we began to search for a way to tell the world ‘we are still alive as a Palestinian people’”  
(Quoted in Brynen 1990:23).
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on the eve of the full-scale political mobilization which was to transform 
the Palestinian life in Lebanon, a Fatah leader described the prior period as 
one of squalor and suff ering, “[T]he Palestinians were divided between the 
residents of the [refugee] camps, eaten by diseases of laziness, dependency 
and indiff erence and young people who [obtained education] and went off  
to seek [ways of ] improving their personal condition” (Anonymous Fatah 
leader speaking in 1968; quoted in Sayigh 1997:92). Here, the Fatah offi  cial 
considered the story of the Palestinians in Lebanon (the central character 
of the story) to be a narrative of social bifurcation, decay and devastation. 
For him, Palestinian armed resistance – or Revolution (Th awra) as it was 
called – was legitimated by the very decline that preceded it. Th is retro-
spective narrative overlooks the refugees’ dignifi ed and bitter struggle for 
survival in the camps, the episodic and localized guerrilla raids conducted 
throughout the 1950s, and even the emergence in the 1960s of a core of 
dedicated activists – mostly UNRWA teachers – who mobilized camp 
residents, the very same “young people who have obtained an education” 
and who were to become party cadres in Lebanon.

Setting aside these temporary and recent ruptures, the heroic narrative 
claims for Palestinian nationalism an ancestry of revolt reaching into ancient 
times, assimilates the defeat of the Crusaders as its own victory, and tra-
verses deep into ancient/mythico-history, to the time of the Canaanites, in 
order to counter the equivalent Israeli claim to the land on the basis of quasi-
biblical history (Abu el Haj 2001). For example, the Palestinian Declara-
tion of Independence reinterprets all historic revolts of Palestinians as part 
of the perpetual national movement: “For what has been the unbroken 
chain of our people’s rebellions but the heroic embodiment of our will for 
national independence?” (Palestinian National Council 1988). Th e heroic 
narrative is not only performed for the members of the community, who 
are thus encased within the boundaries of the nationalist movement, but 
also for an external audience who is to be convinced that a continuous history 
of struggle legitimates the nationalist claims of the political groups and 
underscores their revolutionary commitment.    

Heroic Events: Battles as Iconic Moments 

 At the height of the Th awra, battles were considered not only the continuation 
of politics by other means, but also as fulfi llment of Palestinian destinies. 
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As “transformative events” (McAdam and Sewell 2001:101) they wrought 
changes not only in the political equations, but also in the very “Palestinian 
personality” (Filastin al-Th awra, 19 March 1978:6). Battles were celebrated 
in songs and on their anniversaries; memorial ceremonies and marches 
were held. Non-military social and political activism – propagation of 
community identity, behind-the-lines mobilization of the refugees, even 
adult literacy – was transformed into “battles,” while actual armed struggle 
on the battlefi eld was elevated to the status of an iconic moment. For 
example, the pivotal battle of Karama (1968), which marked the begin-
ning of full-scale armed struggle, was placed along “Dhu Qar, Yarmuk, 
Qadisiyah, and Hattin,”10 battles that were decisive moments of Arab or 
Islamic conquest.

With the adoption of armed struggle as the primary – if not sole – means 
of nationalist resistance in the 1960s and early 1970s, ‘battles, came to 
present the heroic concretization of the national(ist) ideal. Th e ‘battles’ where 
newly-trained guerrillas’ mettle was tested and where camaraderie was 
forged under fi re, thus became the site of reproduction and renewal of the 
Th awra. Th e aura of sacralization (taqdis) or ‘iconization’ (Sayigh 1997:208), 
which surrounded the battle, legitimated the losses and sacrifi ces entailed. 
Iconization is the process by which an event, object, or being is decontex-
tualized, shorn of its concrete – and human – details and transformed into 
an abstract symbol, and is then ‘fi lled’ with necessary ideological rhetoric 
ready to be instrumentalized as a mobilizing tool. In the process of iconiza-
tion, transformative events that explicably transform political and social 
structure (McAdam and Sewell 2001:102) are wrapped in the cloak of 
national purity (Anderson 1991:144), sacralized and made transcendental. 
Fighting in the battle for the nation then gains the kind of legitimacy that 
is usually reserved for fi ghting for god (also see Johnson 1982:90–93), 
reinforced through commemorative artifacts, rituals, and monuments that 
valorize and dignify death in battle.

Th e posters for the Battle of Karama are typical in their valorization of 
warrior virtues. Fatah posters show iconic images of fi ghters arm-in-arm, 
with ammunition belts crisscrossing their chests, and their kufi yas slung 

10 At Dhu Qar (604) the Arabs defeated the Persians.  At Yarmuk (636) the Arabs defeated the 
Byzantine Empire and captured Damascus. At Qadisiyah (637) the Arabs defeated the Persians and 
captured Persia.  At Hattin (1187), the forces of Salah al-Din defeated the Crusaders and captured 
Jerusalem.
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across their shoulders or on their heads, while DFLP posters picture young 
guerrillas (a Japanese recruit among them) running across hills into battle. 
Th e preponderance of heroic posters imagining battle scenes during the 
1960s and 1970s is striking when contrasted with their dearth in the years 
following the 1975/6 Civil War and especially after the ‘Battle of Beirut’ 
(1982). Despite military defeats and relatively large numbers of Palestinian 
casualties in most decisive moments of confl ict, most of the former fi ghters 
I interviewed continue to commemorate the fi ghting in glowing terms. 
One former guerrilla recounted a particularly bloody episode in defense of 
Beirut against incessant Israeli bombardment during the summer of 1982, 
recalling by name and village of origin the fallen and the injured, and yet 
his manners were nostalgic, almost dreamy, and he ended his story by aes-
theticizing the battle, “Th e condition was very bad in Hayy Sallum. Th e 
fi ghting was individual because there were no orders to fi ght. Only the 
group of Colonel Sayil, God rest his soul, were fi ghting against the Israelis, 
and so many of them were killed there except for one person who was 
injured . . . One guy lost his legs right in front of us. Th e fi ghting was very 
hard and very beautiful” (Abu Husayn, Burj al Barajna, 14 February 2002). 
Even the fi ghting that preceded the fall of Beirut to Israeli military forces 
in 1982, and which eventually led to the massacre of thousands of Pales-
tinians in Sabra and Shatila, is remembered as such a victorious battle. For 
example, Fatah’s Colonel Abu Musa claimed that

It is incorrect to call what Beirut underwent “the siege of Beirut.” Th ere is 
nothing called “the siege of Beirut.” What we have is the “sumud [steadfast-
ness] of Beirut.” Th ere is a diff erence between siege and sumud. Siege means 
that the side that is under siege is waiting for its destiny to be determined by 
the encircling side. But sumud is something else entirely. Th e sumud of Beirut 
didn’t mean that Israel could dictate the conditions of peace or exit or 
defeat. . . . It was only after the Th awra left Beirut that the Israeli military was 
able to invade it; not before then. (Abu Musa in Al-‘Umd 1983:63)

Th is casting of defeats as victories (see also Khalili 2005:181–8) and the 
celebration of militant resistance helped transform the ‘Battle’ into the 
primary iconic space for the playing out of heroic discourses of nationalist 
wars of liberation. Th e battle, however, was not celebrated simply – or only – 
because of its inherent valorization of heroism, but rather because it was 
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originally intended as the means to achieving political ends, namely the 
longer-range goal of Palestinian nation-state.

Fida’yi Guerrillas as Embodied Heroes

 If the battle is the iconic heroic moment, then the fi da’yi guerrilla personifi es 
heroism. Th e (re)emergence11 of the fi gure of fi da’yi as the romantic hero 
(Jallul 1994:35) of Palestinian national iconography dates from the 1960s, 
when the national movements began to actively recruit in the Palestinian 
refugee camps throughout the Arab world. Th e nascent Palestinian move-
ment rooted itself in a history of Arab/Palestinian insurrection, identifi ed 
itself in solidarity with other anti-colonial and anti-imperial revolutionary 
movements, and chose guerrilla warfare as the primary strategy of its 
Th awra,12 which was intended to “increase Palestinian ‘self-awareness’ ” (Abu 
Jihad quoted in Sayigh 1997:82) and be the catalyst for a mass movement, 
with the aim of “liberation of the homeland” (Abu Iyad 1981:36–37). As 
protectors of the camp, the guerrillas prevented abuse of camp residents by 
Lebanese hostile groups (Peteet 1991:180). Th ey also assumed the responsi-
bility of “solving social problems,” a role previously played by the elders of 
the camp, thus subverting the extant social hierarchies and promoting the 
youth to positions of prestige and power (Sayigh 1994:94). On a symbolic 
level, the guerrilla came to embody the ideas of armed resistance and revolu-
tion, and the iconography surrounding guerrillas was produced and repro-
duced in daily usage and social and ritual interactions in the camps.

In a very real sense, guerrillas embodied social mobilization of the camp 
residents. Joining armed factions entitled young men and women to priv-
ileges henceforth unknown: they were taught reading and writing and 

11 Th e irregular combatants who fought against the British and Zionists in Palestine in mid-
1930s were also called fi da’iyyin (Khalidi 1997:177–209) [AU: check year]. 

12 Th e reasons Palestinians choose armed resistance and (clandestine) guerrilla warfare as the 
strategy of resistance can be listed as follows: a) the experience of violent expulsion by the various 
Zionist forces in 1948, and the desire to emulate the victory of the Zionist forces;  b) the disper-
sion of Palestinians across several borders and under repressive Arab regimes preventing mass 
mobilization (Sayigh 1997:86); c) the combat experience of many cadres of the future guerrilla 
organizations as offi  cers in various Arab armies (Sayigh 1997: passim);  e) the desire for independ-
ence from Arab powers and their military decision-making apparatus (Sayigh 1997:87–92);  and 
g) to express an “independent will, a proof of existence” ( Sayigh 1997:91; Cobban 1984:95).  
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organizational skills, they were provided with a communal environment in 
which some of the more restrictive social norms on the interaction of 
women and men were circumspectly loosened, and they were paid a monthly 
salary that allowed them to moderately upgrade the standard of living of 
their families (Peteet 1991:194; 134). Th e guerrillas also increasingly 
became the warrior of the family, a source of familial pride and prestige, 
perceived as restoring the lost honor of the community through a mythico-
heroic presence (Sayigh 1994:97). Abu Husayn, once a guerrilla and now a 
shop-keeper, remembered his military tour with nostalgic fondness:

As a civilian, you don’t do anything. You are lazy, you sit around, drink coff ee 
and visit with people. But as a military person, military life is respected, it 
teaches you discipline, bravery, pride of your dignity, ethics, how to treat 
people, which is why I prefer the military life. It was my aim in life to fi ght, 
so when I was wounded I was happy to get better and go to fi ght some more. 
My main idea is to give something to my [home]land, and I was happy with 
that. When you stop doing that, you are useless. (Abu Husayn, Burj al-Barajna, 
14 February 2002)

Th e guerrilla embodied notions of self-sacrifi ce central to mobilization in 
violent political contention. Th e word fi da’yi in Arabic means “one who 
redeems a captive” or “who self-sacrifi ces.” Th at the nascent national move-
ments of Palestine in the 1950s and 1960s chose ‘fi da’yi’ rather than mujahid 
(holy warrior) as the moniker for their fi ghters, subtly points to a religion-
neutral, even secular, notion of self-sacrifi ce. What made the fi da’yi the hero 
fi gure that it became in the 1960s and 1970s was its symbolic contrast with 
the image of hopeless, helpless and fearful refugee; the fi da’iyyin – by 
embodying active armed resistance and the willingness to sacrifi ce the self – 
were seen as taking their fate in their own hands.

Tragic Pasts: Evoking International Sympathies

By contrast to heroic narratives and fi gures, the tragic narrative organizes 
the experiences of pain and suff ering into a coherent whole framed within 
the larger story of exile and dispossession, and casts the past as an unstop-
pable series of catastrophes. In tragic narratives, suff ering begins with a 
moment of loss or defeat (in this case the Nakba of 1948), and subsequent 
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events can intensify, alleviate, or redeem it. As Eagleton (2002:36) points out 
“the very word ‘suff ering’ suggests narrative and temporality,” as it indicates 
an ongoing condition, generated by a particular event and perhaps open to 
a “positive conclusion.” Tragic narratives obscure moments of resistance or 
even small victories by the political community, and paper over individual 
and collective resilience and survival –much less achievements and affi  rmative 
experiences – of the community despite their suff ering.

During my fi eldwork I found the tragic narrative most prevalent. Th e 
rhythmic repetition of a litany of grievances, some explicitly political, others 
having to do with physical pain and deterioration of the teller’s health, 
were predominant, as if the literal embodiment of pain itself had become 
a mnemonic device, invoking the suff ering of the social corpus. Conner-
ton (1989) has argued that bodily habits are a repository of remembrances, 
and in a sense, invoking physical pain embodies memories of external social 
suff ering. Th e elderly but vibrant Umm Faruq began her story with an 
explanation of the pains in her knee. After she had spoken with me for an 
hour about her memories of the Nakba and subsequent life in the camps, 
I asked her what her best memories were. She threw her head back and said 
that she had none, “because we have been so tormented; we have suff ered. 
I want my sons and my grandsons to know what happened; what the 
world and the Arabs have done to us; how they betrayed us. Th ey all 
opened their borders to us, and the Arab Rescue Army betrayed us. Th ey said 
that they were going to defend us, but they betrayed us.” When I asked her 
whether there was anything that could improve her situation, she responded, 
“Like what? We can’t do anything. We can’t change anything. Palestinians 
even can’t record their names for an apartment . . . Th ere isn’t anything for 
us to do. You can’t have a job even if you are a doctor. We have no protectors, 
and Palestinians are totally forbidden” (Burj al-Barajna, 6 February 2002).

For Umm Faruq the pain in her knee and the suff ering of her body were 
inseparable from the larger communal suff ering (‘You can’t have a job even 
if you are a doctor’), and the national one (‘Th e Arab Rescue Army betrayed 
us’). In her narrative, the bleakness of the situation could not be mitigated 
by Palestinian agency (‘We can’t do anything; we can’t change anything’) 
and she explicitly wished for international intervention. However, even Umm 
Faruq realized that the tragic narrative is political, and when she spoke of 
the betrayals of Arab regimes, she was evoking the struggles over power that 
had led to the Palestinian defeat of 1948. As we were fi nishing our interview, 
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like so many others, Umm Faruq declared that as a foreign researcher, I 
had to “tell the world” about the refugees’ suff ering. Th e tragic narrative 
often reveals the hope that international attention and sympathy would 
alleviate the immediate hardships of life in the camps. Massacres and mar-
tyrs are the tragic icons.

A Palimpsest of Massacres

Signifi cantly, one third of the events commemorated on many Palestinian 
national calendars hanging in community centers in the Lebanese camps 
are massacres (e.g. at the village of Dayr Yasin in Palestine in 1948, camps 
of Tal al-Za‘tar in 1976 and Sabra/Shatila in 1982 in Lebanon, and at the 
Ibrahimi Mosque in Hebron in the Occupied Territories in 1994). Chron-
icles of atrocities – successive massacres linked together through the Pales-
tinian identity of their victims and their linkage across borders and calendar 
pages – are a crucial focus of Palestinian commemorative practices in exile. 
Th at almost all the refugees in Lebanon have had a kin, friend, or acquain-
tance who has been a massacre victim over successive decades makes these 
horrifi c events not only a locus of offi  cial rhetoric, but also an acute and 
consequential component of Palestinian popular experiences of exile, vio-
lence, and war in Lebanon.

However, massacres have not always been cast as instances of unalloyed 
suff ering; rather, the demands of the times have transformed the way a 
particular massacre is commemorated, where an event has been mnemon-
ically reproduced as a massacre at one time, and as a battle at another. For 
example, in the immediate aftermath of Tal al-Za‘tar, the survivors of the 
siege and the subsequent slaughter recounted the horrors they had experi-
enced in darkly humorous songs and narratives. Th ese songs were neither 
entirely heroic, nor wholly suff used with suff ering. Th ey gave a portrait of 
daily life under siege, and reproduced the sheer resilience needed to have 
survived 72 days of hunger, thirst, sniper fi re, and mortar attacks. Among 
them, ‘lentil tales’ are prominent. Siege and massacre survivor, Bushra ‘Adil, 
recalls: “Everybody in the camp was rationed lentils. People had little pro-
visions, and if it weren’t lentils, we would die from hunger. Lentils in the 
morning, lentils at noon, and lentils at night” (Mandas 1977:22). Hamda 
Muhsin’s narrative similarly commemorates the days of lentils: “It was all 
lentils and lentils. Nothing else. For two months . . .” (Ibid.). During the 
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siege, the most ordinary routines of daily life became deadly: even collect-
ing water was dangerous as Phalange snipers fi red upon the queue of 
women at the communal water well at the edge of the camp. A song writ-
ten shortly after the massacre similarly remembered the travails of daily life 
under siege alongside its more macabre elements:

Tal al-Za‘tar, the light of my eyes
Th ey envy your steadfastness
In the neighborhood of Burj al ‘Ali
Th ey attacked the refugees
In the neighborhood of Miya
Steadfastly resisted the Fida’iyyin
When they occupied Talat al-Mir
We had to drink from the wells
We ate lentils without any appetite
We drank water full of blood
Our daughters were in the trucks
Or in the hospitals being examined
We have no sons left who can be concealed
For their shelters were destroyed. (Al-Hadaf, 27 November 1976:18)

Th e song refers specifi cally to the geography of the siege and fi ghting. It 
also catalogues the hardships civilians had to endure, from the endless diet 
of lentils to well waters bloodied by fallen bodies of women who had come 
to gather water. Th e song paints the image of the women who had to be 
trucked by the ICRC through the Green Line from East Beirut to West 
Beirut, after having survived beatings, attacks, and rapes subsequent to the 
fall of the camp. Th e fi nal line of the song points to the predicament of 
mothers who could not hide their sons from the Phalange militiamen who 
executed all males over the age of 12 in the procession of refugees leaving 
the camp.

Th e song, though bitter, is nevertheless full of a quiet resolve and is far 
from an unqualifi ed story of suff ering; nor is it a narrative of heroism. How-
ever, interestingly, in the immediate aftermath of Tal al-Za‘tar, all political 
factions saw the event as an instance of heroic struggle, “the symbol of Pal-
estinian revolutionary existence, the evidence of reactionary fascism and of 
Syrian intervention, the symbol of power of sumud, the symbol of the cause” 
(Filastin al Th awra, 8 August 1976:6–7). Similarly, some accounts in the 
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year following Tal al-Za‘tar spoke of how the siege was redeemed through 
the increased activism of some of the besieged women. In subsequent years, 
and especially with a more general repositioning towards narratives of suf-
fering, and with an actual increase in hardship, remembering the siege 
shifted in emphasis again, focusing on the suff ering of the survivors: 

Even when we surrendered they killed some of us at the church [near the 
camp], even some of the children and some of the women. . . . Th ey were kill-
ing anyone who was on the streets . . . Some weren’t killed, but we don’t know 
where they are . . . My husband ran away and until today I don’t know where 
he is. . . . Th ey loaded all the women on a truck at the church and brought us 
to the Museum [crossing] and there, the fi da’iyyin came and took us and 
brought us to the Camp. Some women were lucky, they were hiding the chil-
dren, covering them with blankets, but the rest were taken away, left at the 
church; and we don’t know what happened to them. (Umm Husayn, Burj 
al-Barajna camp, 29 January 2002)

When I asked Umm Husayn about life in the camp in those years, she 
responded that it was

full of suff ering . . . But we had to get jobs here. I had 5 daughters and 3 sons. 
One of my sons was paralyzed by a bullet and he is in Germany [to get health 
care] and the other son has a problem with his blood and he is getting treat-
ment there; something wrong with his red cells and white cells. When we 
came here, we worked [as maids] in people’s houses. Now, we talk about our 
memories to other people who have lost their children, but we can’t just cry. 
If we cried for everything, we would die. If we started crying, where would we 
stop? My mother died last year, and I have problems in my kidneys, but what 
can I do? (Umm Husayn, Burj al Barajna, 29 January 2002)

Umm Husayn’s narrative contained stories about the murder of male chil-
dren, the forced dispersion of families, the disappearance of the men, current 
fi nancial and political vulnerabilities of the widows, and tales of embodied 
physical pain and illness. Th ese narrative elements are all encompassed by 
an overall framework of suff ering which speaks to a wider audience, demands 
its attention and its moral judgment or even assistance. Like almost all the 
refugees I interviewed, Umm Husayn asked me to “tell the world” about 
what had happened and saw the only possible salvation through the inter-
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vention of the “international community.” Over a few decades, the repre-
sentations of violence had changed from a multi-faceted consideration of 
all aspects of a catastrophe – the quotidian or the heroic – to a more dis-
tilled representation of this event as sheer suff ering.

While the transformation in the mnemonic narratives about Tal al-
Za‘tar points to a diachronic shift from heroic to tragic, other events are 
more ambiguously and simultaneously commemorated as both battles and 
massacres. Th e dual nature of the War of the Camps – both armed resis-
tance and relentless siege during which more than three thousand Palestin-
ians perished – permits the event to be commemorated as both battle and 
massacre, both a moment of intense suff ering and of great heroism – and 
more often than not as an instance of sumud or steadfastness. Arguably, the 
absence of political and organizational infrastructure and the transitional 
character of that time-period have contributed to the fact that no particu-
lar narrative about the War of the Camps is privileged. Th e dearth of a 
dominant offi  cial narrative has in turn left some interpretative space for 
polysemic narration of the event. For example, Abu Mustafa spoke of his 
unpublished memoirs of the siege:

I wrote about good and bad things, I wrote about the massacres during that 
war and how 13 people were injured when a shelter collapsed, and how they 
lost their legs, and how in the hospital, we had no equipment, or bandage or 
fuel. We didn’t have fuel to do any operations on the injured people! I wrote 
about people who shared their bread and those who were stealing others’ 
bread. I talk about children who were brave, and adults who were cowards. I 
talk about women who were sewing sandbags out of their bed linens. I talk 
about the volunteer girls at the hospital who were fi ghting . . . I talk about the 
good and bad. I talk about women who were making bread and food and 
delivering them to the fi ghters. I talk about some guys who were giving blood 
far more than the once in 6 months, and about how a general doctor became 
a surgeon, and about how people died without knowing why they died. (Abu 
Mustafa, Burj al-Barajna, 6 February 2002)

Th at Abu Mustafa could speak of both heroism and cowardice attested to 
the non-hegemonic nature of a narrative of heroism. A great many narra-
tives about the War of the Camps refer to the role of women in sustaining 
the camp residents during the siege; most signifi cant among them stories 
about the ingenuity of the women in sneaking in necessities, women sewing 
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sandbags and provisioning the fi ghters, and of course the mortal dangers 
of gathering water at the communal tap. Th e constant reference to sumud 
in commemorating the War of the Camps is of interest. In the Lebanese 
refugee camps, sumud had come to mean surviving against all odds. In a 
sense, the strategy of sumud is a sort of infrapolitics of the weak (Scott 
1990:183): it neither demands that the refugees arm themselves in the 
cause of the nation, nor does it require that they perform their suff ering for 
a wider international audience. Its stubborn dignity in the face of insur-
mountable odds is perhaps a victory in itself. Th e multiplicity of stories 
about the War of the Camps emerges out of the absence of an active and 
hierarchical political institution eff ective in shaping narratives adhering to 
a predominant discourse. 

Martyrs’ Funerals

But I will be
A Bridegroom in my death, and run into’t
As to a lover’s bed.
William Shakespeare, Anthony and Cleopatra

Another aspect of the tragic narrative is the commemoration of ‘martyrs.’ 
Th ough martyrs – like guerrillas – are virtuous heroic fi gures, Palestinian 
martyrs have diff ered from the fi da’iyyin in that their death itself, rather 
than their agency, is the basis for how they are valorized. For Palestinians, 
martyrs are not only those who choose to go to death, but also those who 
are violently killed at the hands of an “unjust enemy” during a massacre or 
a bombing.13 Both the unwitting martyr and the willing self-sacrifi ce are 
commemorated publicly in photo-posters plastered on the walls through-
out the camps. During the Lebanese civil war, such “collage-like” photo-

13 In all cultures, the construction of martyrdom has depended on diff erential confl uence of 
several factors: the identity of the murderers, the identity of the murdered, the cause for which the 
martyr has died, the degree of suff ering, and whether death was chosen voluntarily.   For example, 
at times Catholic martyrologies have required the murderer to be explicitly non-Christian (Peter-
son 1997:94–5), or have prioritized the cause over the suff ering: an Augustinian epistle has it that 
martyrum non facit poena, sed causa, or “it is not the punishment that makes one a martyr, but the 
cause” (quoted in Fenech 2000:25 fn. 5).
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graphs proliferated through the beleaguered camps and cities, sometimes 
hundreds of them “pasted on the bullet-pocked walls” (Peteet 1991:2). Th e 
celebration of involuntary martyr in monuments, narratives, and ceremo-
nies shows that the commemorators value the narrative of suff ering at least 
as much as activism in the cause of the nation.

In comparison with these quietly commemorative photographs, martyrs’ 
funerals are often defi ant spectacles. Th e word used to refer to the funeral 
of the martyr, ‘urs, is also the word used to indicate weddings. Th e funeral/
weddings are very frequently spectacles performed for cameras, as a perfor-
mance intended for a wider audience. Th e funeral contains several elements 
that are more appropriate for celebratory occasions such as weddings. Ulu-
lation, the euphoric vocal gymnastics that introduce the bride or the groom 
in a wedding, are also used to announce the body of a martyr. Sometimes, 
‘wedding sweets’ are produced for the mourners. Th e grieving families of 
the martyr hold ‘wedding’ processions from the house of the martyr to his 
or her putative grave (which is sometimes symbolically called the ‘wedding 
chamber’). Male members of the procession fi re guns in the air, as they 
would in celebrating weddings. Jean Genet (1987:79), who spent some time 
in a Palestinian military camp in the 1970s, describes how young men 
prepared themselves – as if dressing for a wedding – for death before bat-
tles, “Th ey took particular care about how they dressed when they set out. 
Th ey would wear a leather jacket, quite tight. Th ey wore their uniform, a 
bracelet – it was a whole preparation that was almost formal. Th ey knew 
they were probably going to die, but they also knew that they were enact-
ing a ceremony that went beyond them, . . . a kind of ritual . . .” Th e celebra-
tory allusions in the funeral ceremony highlight how in having a wedding 
for a funeral, the martyr becomes a perpetual virtual groom (or less fre-
quently bride), begetting the nation in his (or her) death, and yet, empha-
size the untimeliness of death of a young person whose incomplete life and 
shortened line of descent are all a source of sorrow.14

Th e bloodied body carried in the funeral is also a potent political symbol. 
As Katherine Verdery (1999:1) has shown, “dead bodies have enjoyed 

14 Palestinian refugees’ representation of a funeral as a wedding – and of transformation of 
death into perpetuity – is not unlike the redemption of the Massada suicides in the Zionist nar-
rative, which ‘reframes’ self-sacrifi ce “as a necessary phase leading to a national rebirth” (Zeru-
bavel 1994:82). 
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political life the world over and since far back in time.” In the Palestinian 
context, the martyr’s dead body is carried wrapped in bloodied sheets 
through the streets, and depending on the context and audience, it can be 
interpreted both as a symbol of injustice and as the promise of continuing 
resistance. As Ben-Amos (2000:39) writes about the (state-sponsored) 
political funerals in France, “the dead bodies, exhibited with their mortal 
wounds, [are] tangible signs of an abstract plot and a heroic sacrifi ce. Th e 
emotional force of such a sight made it a powerful lever by which the revo-
lutionaries mobilized and directed the people toward an organized revenge 
against the conspirators.” Th ough in the context of camps in Lebanon, no 
state is sponsoring the funeral, the mobilizing eff ect of the ceremony is 
nonetheless the same. Th e procession of the martyr’s bloodied body through 
the camps has sometimes been accompanied by political speeches, and 
often with angry demonstrations. When Jihad Jibril, the son of Ahmad 
Jibril (chairman of Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine-General 
Command), was assassinated in Beirut on 20 May 2002,15 his bloody and 
mangled body was carried from the site of the car-bombing to the Burj 
al-Barajna camp, carried through its narrow streets to the offi  ce of the 
PFLP-GC therein, while the angry camp youth (belonging to a variety of 
political organizations) formed a procession and fi red their weapons in the 
air in his honor. In a sense, the funeral rite became “a political theatre, . . . 
[and] an occasion to make a statement about [the martyr’s] position in his-
tory [and] the invincibility of the ‘struggle’ in spite of losses along the way” 
(Ramphele 1997:107). Th ough Ramphele is writing about South African 
dissidents, her analysis is also applicable here: at such events, the speeches, 
demonstrations, and funerary objects (including photographs and banners) 
are marshaled to “reinterpret, re-enact, and represent” history in such a 
way that the primary mnemonic narrative fi ts within the dominant political 
framework (Ibid.). Th e funeral rituals express the refugees’ grief and loss. 
Th e narratives of suff ering use the wasted youth of the dead as evidence of 
victimhood and lay claim to the audiences’ sympathies and assistance.

15 Most indications point to a car-bombing assassination directed by Israeli secret services, 
since the Lebanese suspect sought in relation with Jibril’s assassination had been an Israeli col-
laborator during the Israeli occupation of southern Lebanon (Al-Sharq al-Awsat, 21 May 2002:1).  
Prior to his assassination, Jihad Jibril had been the PFLP-GC military liaison with Hizbullah for 
military operations against Israel (Al Hayat, 23 May 2002:6; Daily Star, 24 May 2002:2).
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Explaining the Transformations in Mnemonic Narratives

Despite the absence of a state, which because of its power and resources is 
often a predominant actor in nationalist commemoration, the cultural life 
of Palestinian refugees in Lebanon has been deeply shaped by their mne-
monic practices, by their understanding of their history, and by public 
acknowledgement and performance of this history. Th ough Palestinian 
mnemonic practices have had stable forms – ceremonies, monuments, 
history-telling, etc. – their content, the narratives which make of the past 
a coherent story through which the world is understood, have not remained 
stable or static. Although elements of both tragic and heroic narratives can 
be found throughout the history of Palestinian presence in Lebanon, I argue 
that an overall mnemonic transformation from performative heroism to a 
drama of suff ering can be observed, and it can be attributed to concurrent 
shifts in available transnational discourse on the one hand, and transfor-
mations in the character of local institutions on the other.

Available Transnational Discourses

Internationally, a major shift in available political discourses was of great 
signifi cance in changing the Palestinian mnemonic narrative. Until the 
1980s, tiersmondisme and anti-colonial nationalism were the prevalent 
legitimizing discourse for collective political action in most of the Th ird 
World.16 Th is discourse traversed national boundaries and transcended 
continental geographies inspiring and variously mobilizing insurrectionary 
movements, guerrilla groups, and revolutionary contestation. Th e dis-
course was promulgated through transnational activist networks, anti-
imperialist conferences, and the support of various states (whether because 
of state interests, as in USSR, or because of political solidarity, like Algeria’s 
support for the Palestinians). Th e Th ird-Worldist mobilizational discourse 
of this era often viewed the (colonial) past as one of torpor and political 
timidity, valorized political violence as a means of mobilizing publics, and 
sought to instill national dignity and pride in what it perceived as humbled 
and exploited peoples.

16 Th e Th ird-Worldist ethos was also celebrated in radical European circles (see Malley 1996).
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In the 1960s and 1970s, Palestinian political organizations’ combination 
of “nationalism, quasi-Marxism, and Tier-Mondism [sic]” was representa-
tive of and in solidarity with this Th ird-Worldist ethos in Africa, Asia, and 
Latin America (Çandar 2000:68). In the networks of anti-colonial solidar-
ity, Palestinian armed struggle was considered a central node, providing 
both inspiration and material assistance to other political movements. 
While the Marxist-Leninist PFLP and DFLP valorized Che Guevara and 
Vietnamese or Cuban guerrillas (Khaled 1973), nationalist Fatah spoke of 
its solidarity with Algeria. Th e Th ird-Worldist discourse, inspired by the 
likes of Frantz Fanon, Che Guevara, Amílcar Cabral, and Leopold Senghor 
celebrated heroic resistance and defi ant national(ist) pride as constitutive 
and fundamental elements of liberation from foreign yoke (Malley 1996).

By the 1990s, the revolutionary movements of the previous decades had 
receded, been tamed, or had transformed themselves into statist organiza-
tions. At the same time, transnational political institutions had arisen, 
human rights norms had spread, and NGOs had expanded at a dizzying rate 
as potentially effi  cacious political forces in the international and domestic 
domains (Keck and Sikkink 1998; Risse et al. 1999). Th e confl uence of these 
events and especially the rise of humanitarian/human rights norms resulted 
in the emergence of a discourse of suff ering which identifi es as its central 
political protagonist a moral community of pain, whose members are there 
by virtue of their shared victimhood (Meister 2002). Problematically, the 
discourse of suff ering paints a dire picture of a group as helpless victims 
devoid of human agency, whose lives are entirely defi ned by trauma. Th is 
creation of a Th ird World “victim subject” in eff ect denies the ability of the 
suff ering party to secure for herself a just and desirable outcome (Kapur 
2002:1).

Th e force of the discourse of suff ering to garner capital victimaire (Ben-
said 1999) stems from its ability to help a political group, fi rstly, to acquire 
sympathy and political/fi nancial support (Bob 2002), and secondly to legit-
imate the demands of that group to be recognized and granted a series of 
rights usually promised by charters of universal human rights. Interestingly, 
the rise of Holocaust consciousness among both diasporan and Israeli Jews 
has perhaps played a factor in the emergence of this discourse of suff ering.17 

17 For the case of diasporan Jews, see Alexander 2002, Novick 1999.
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In the Israeli context, the heroic nationalist fi gure of the pioneers – gun in 
one hand and plough in the other – was replaced in the popular imagina-
tion with that of the suff ering victim or survivor of the concentration camps 
(Baumel 2002; Resnik 2003; Zerubavel 1995:87–89). Th is shift was vari-
ously attributed to defeats in wars (Bilu and Witzum 2000; Resnik 2003), 
incorporation of the experience of the Second World War into transna-
tional humanitarian laws and treaties (Osiel 1997), inter-generational 
change, and political entrepreneurship of elite actors (Novick 1999; 
Zerubavel 1995). Although Palestinian refugees in Lebanon did not directly 
respond to the Israeli conceptualization of Jewish national(ist) history, nev-
ertheless, they both operated in the same changing discursive environment, 
in which nationalist heroism was largely replaced by suff ering.

Local Institutions

In addition to transnational discourses, transformations in local institutions 
that organize Palestinian lives in the camps have also been decisive in shifts 
in mnemonic narratives. Not only have these institutions acted as conduits 
for various transnational discourses, but also their organizational functions, 
their institutional bases and material resources, their audiences and con-
stituencies, and the context of their operation were all decisive in shaping 
the contours of Palestinian mnemonic narratives. Th e displacement of mili-
tant political factions by humanitarian NGOs with links to the interna-
tional community has also entailed a shift in mnemonic narratives from 
celebrating militant heroism to lamenting victimhood.

Between the Cairo Accords of 2 November 1969 (when the PLO and 
the Lebanese state agreed to allow the former the control of the camps) and 
1982 (when the PLO abandoned Lebanon), militant political factions 
became the central organizing institutions of the Palestinian refugee com-
munity. Th e PLO’s nationalist rhetoric was aimed at an internal audience 
(usually of refugees), and resonated with them, meeting a felt need for 
crafting a national community, however fragmented and dispersed across 
borders. Th e heroism these narratives conjured legitimated and concretized 
the image of the nation and justifi ed its sovereign future (Anderson 1991). 
Institutionally, the factions valorized militancy, and their ‘welfare’ arms were 
organized to assist the family of guerrillas. Th eir supplemental education 
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programs focused on heroic pasts, their ceremonies honored the fi da’iyyin, 
their monuments commemorated fallen fi ghters, and their symbolism cel-
ebrated battles and armed resistance. Th e military camps of the various 
political organizations came to host and train fi ghters from around the 
world. Marxist PLO factions had relations with the Japanese and European 
Red Armies, the Baader-Meinhof group, and Iranian Marxist guerrillas, 
while Fatah trained volunteers from dissident groups from across the Th ird 
World (Çandar 2000). 

With the evacuation of Palestinian political factions from Lebanon in 
1982, and especially after the war ended in early 1990s, humanitarian NGOs 
came to the fore as the important institutions organizing life in the refugee 
camps of Lebanon. Th ese NGOs have been primarily funded by interna-
tional donors and are managed and operated by local activists. Th ese NGOs 
are crucial in sustaining the basic operation of the camps, as UNRWA 
funding is depleted, but to do so, the NGO managers have to write pro-
posals, host visiting delegations, give these delegations tours of the camps, 
and hire foreign volunteers or monitors. To make their appeals successful, 
the NGOs have learned the international language of funding proposals, 
geared to securing “sympathy, attention and money” (Bob 2002:36). In 
performing to an international audience, the NGOs inevitably engage their 
local constituencies in the theatre of victimhood. It is the homes and alley-
ways and camps occupied by the refugees that become the object of foreign 
attention in ‘pain and suff ering tours.’ Tragic narratives of loss and destruc-
tion are reproduced through ceremonies mourning the martyrs, educational 
material commemorating massacres, and electronic and paper publications 
promulgating images of suff ering for an audience far wider than the refugees 
themselves (Khalili 2007).

Representations of the refugees as mobilized agents or as helpless victims 
in these mnemonic narratives are crucially important in the formation of an 
“oppositional consciousness” (Morris 1992) and in defi ning strategies and 
targets of claim-making. As the institutional domains of politics changes 
from political parties nurturing nationalism to non-governmental organi-
zations appealing to universal values, so do the contexts and audiences of 
the narratives. In the fi rst instance, the context is that of guerrilla warfare 
and rousing nationalism, performed for an audience of refugees who are to 
be mobilized for action. Th e heroic narrative targets the much stronger 
Israeli state by positing an imagined community of militant Palestinians 
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united in their heroic militancy. In the latter case, the tragic narrative evokes 
for an international audience the refugees’ past suff ering as legitimating 
their right to social protection and demand for belonging to the family of 
nations. Using the familiar language of victimization borrowed from and 
reproduced by the NGOs, it posits an ‘international community’ as a strong 
and agential actor who can intervene on behalf of the refugees in securing 
their right to nationhood. 

Conclusions

In every social context where the past is commemorated, mnemonic nar-
ratives emerge whose mood, thrust and protagonists are in constant dia-
logic interaction with the audiences, discourses, and institutions extant 
within that context. Th e mood and narrative trajectory of mnemonic nar-
ratives in turn aff ect the claim-making strategies of the actors. In crafting 
their mnemonic narratives, Palestinians have in one era celebrated their 
pasts and presents as predominantly heroic, and in another era, they have 
lamented the tragedy of their histories and memories. Th e most infl uential 
factors in these shifts have been twofold: on the one hand, a transforma-
tion in dominant transnational discourses from a revolutionary Th ird-
Worldism to the discourse of suff ering prevalent in human rights or 
humanitarian circles. On the other hand, local institutions – whether they 
were political factions or NGOs – have not only acted as conduits of trans-
national discourse, but provided the material resources, technologies, and 
necessary points of contact with audiences for performance of heroism and 
suff ering.

Heroic nationalist narratives assist in creating a community centered 
around acts of bravery and self-sacrifi ce, by creating essentialized adver-
sarial characters (the heroic nation and its villainous enemies), thus rein-
forcing the boundaries of the ‘imagined community’ of the nation. Th ese 
narratives legitimate present activism by giving it an ancestry of other 
movements – whether it is of the Vietnamese resistance, or of past Palestinian 
revolutions – which are either similar or are made similar through narrative 
elisions and attentions. Th e heroic narrative often deliberately counters 
tragic narratives that have been prominent in the Palestinian camps during 
periods of political exclusion and fragmentation. Th e tragic narrative sees 
all events in the past as an accumulation of unmitigated disasters, and denies 
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the agency of the Palestinian refugees themselves, thus demanding from 
other political actors – whether these are the supra-national agencies, the 
Palestinian National Authority, or the regional states – a solution for their 
plight. Th e tragic narrative is intended to appeal to international audi-
ences, predominant among whom are transnational activists and the inter-
national community of the United Nations.

Transformations in mnemonic narratives show that memories and myths 
of a nation are not called forth in a simple way from a storehouse in the mind 
of the nation, but rather they are made everyday in the processes of institu-
tion-building and contestation that have played a key role in all claim-mak-
ing. Mnemonic narratives provide a medium through which those who are 
often silenced and marginalized can at least express that they exist, and their 
struggles are made meaningful by being cast as signifi cant political stories. 
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