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Ilan Pappe, University of Exeter
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and Martyrs. Stanford: Standford University Press, 2015. 328 pp.

Thomas Philip Abowd, Colonial Jerusalem: The Spatial Construction of 
Identity and Difference in a City of Myth, 1948-2012. Syracuse: Syracuse 
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One of Michel Foucault’s enduring scholarly legacies is his formula-
tion of biopolitics as a potent force in our lives. What he had in mind, 

among other issues, was the pervasive and comprehensive power of 
states and industries to affect all aspects of life. Power, for Foucault, could 
insinuate itself into all microphysical social and physical contact and thus 
disciplined bodies and minds alike. Ever since his death in 1984, we are 
looking for ways of shaking off his gloomy observation that rings true and 
yet we wish to resist (Foucault 2003:242–243). 

Quite surprisingly, Foucault did not relate the concept of biopolitics, or 
biopower, to racism and colonialism as Robert Young observed already 
in 1995. For Foucault this was the domain of the modern nation state 
and its particular mode of domination (although he inspired one of the 
most important work on colonialism, Edward Said’s Orientalism [1979]). 
However, what happens if the modern state is a settler colonial state? Are 
we allowed to apply this micro domination to such a case study? I think 
we can, as the two books under review—without committing them to this 
paradigm they have not chosen—indicate the usefulness of this possible 
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departure point for discussing the relationship between the settler colonial 
state of Israel and the native Palestinian population. 

The first book, Palestinian Commemoration in Israel: Calendars, Monu-
ments, and Martyrs, by Tamir Sorek examines the commemorative culture 
of the Palestinian minority in Israel through formative events in their na-
tional lives (beginning, of course, with the 1948 catastrophe, the Nakbah). 
For Sorek, these commemorative spaces empower the minority within the 
Jewish state, but also indicate its willingness to dialogue with it. His ap-
proach is multidisciplinary and he provides us with a very thorough and 
comprehensive view on this culture in various manifestations since the 
inception of the Jewish State. 

In Colonial Jerusalem: The Spatial Construction of Identity and Difference 
in a City of Myth, 1948-2012, Thomas Philip Abowd roams the streets of 
Jerusalem with local friends and tries to share with them the harsh real-
ity of colonization. His focus is the urban reality as a scene of colonialist 
erasure and counter commemoration by the colonized. The book moves 
in and out of history, covering some of the most known acts of urbicide 
that Israel committed in Jerusalem as well as less known instances of the 
colonization as a project of the de-Arabization of the city. He gives much 
space to the people themselves and conveys not just their thoughts, but 
their emotions and aspirations as much as he can. 

There are still today quite a few students of Israel and Palestine who 
find it hard to append the adjectives colonial, or settler colonial, to the 
Jewish State. However, recent scholarship is quite adamant that this is the 
appropriate paradigm for analyzing the past and the present of Israel and 
Palestine.1 This paradigm was applied by scholars to review the events of 
1948; the Judaization policies in the south of Israel; the economic policies 
of Israel in the occupied West Bank and the industrial relationship dur-
ing the Mandatory period, to mention but few of the major works in this 
area of inquiry (Lloyd 2012, Nasara 2012, Hever 2012, Mansour 2012). 
Major works in the field are those by Patrick Wolfe (2006), Lorezno Veracini 
(2006), and Gaby Piterberg (2008).

The modern settler state of Israel represents a rare combination in our 
time of a nation-state still practicing settler colonialism (and by this, I do 
not mean just in the occupied West Bank but rather all over Israel). Zionism 
was not the only settler colonial movement and Israel was not the only 
settler colonial state. However, most of the nation-states, which were 
born out of settler colonial projects, defeated, and nearly annihilated, the 
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native population. The nation-state of Israel is still toiling to successfully 
complete the settler colonial project. Settler colonialism in Israel is not a 
chapter in history. Rather, it is a depiction of the present day realties in the 
land. Its pervasive power is thus both hidden and apparent: it is worthy 
of a Foucauldian and post-colonial deconstruction, but at the same time 
still worthy of resisting through more classical forms of anti-colonialism. 
For some of us, resistance is real and the forces we face are ontologically 
powerful and visible much more than Foucault assumed but as pervasive 
as he suspected. 

The most pervasive and ultimate form of human power, and indeed 
the most destructive one, is held by those speaking on behalf of collec-
tive identities, be they religious or national. In their most fanatic mani-
festations, those who speak in the name of these identities can go as 
far as perpetrating crimes against humanity such as ethnic cleansing and 
genocide. In the past, colonialism—and even more so, settler colonial-
ism—played a similar devastating role. The settlers who came within this 
ideological framework were usually running away from persecution of one 
kind or another and were looking not only for a safe home but also for a 
new homeland. The natives in the lands coveted by these European set-
tlers were, together with climate and nature, the main obstacle to success. 
They were, therefore, doomed to be subject to genocide, ethnic cleansing, 
or being enclaved. 

Only recently has the scholarly world been willing to include Palestine, 
or rather Zionism, as a proper case study of settler colonialism. The more 
conventional and still prevalent approach to the conflict in Palestine, main-
ly in the social sciences, is to view the conflict there as one waged between 
two national movements and not a clash between colonizers and colo-
nized. The choice of how to depict the conflict in Israel and Palestine influ-
ences our understanding of the Israeli policies as well as the Palestinian 
responses to them, as they affect our aspirations about future solutions. It 
also relates to the way we understand the struggle over memory, which is 
the core issue the two books reviewed here deal with. 

Tamir Sorek recognizes the applicability of the colonialist paradigm to a 
point (you will not find colonialism or settler colonialism in his index, for in-
stance). In his very lucid and clear introduction, he refers to the Palestinian 
minority in Israel as a trapped ethno-national group, which can also be 
analyzed as an indigenous colonized people. However, when one goes 
deeper into the book, Sorek describe the Palestinian struggle as informed 
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by two pressures: civil assimilation into a state that does not want them 
and a national struggle which is suspect by other Palestinian groups as 
not being loyal enough. Therefore, for Sorek, the Palestinian minority is 
primarily a trapped ethno-national group, while for Thomas Philip Abowd 
they are people overwhelmed and plagued by the yoke of colonialism. 

It is clear from Abowd’s title that colonialism is the paramount paradigm 
he uses and prefers. Sorek includes it as one of five conceptual and com-
parative points of reference in examining the Palestinian minority in Israel 
(18–19), but it is not a favorite reference of his. The latter is very impressive 
academically; the former brings us closer to reality as an experience and 
less as a constructed formulation. However, both approaches are benefi-
cial and provide a nuanced view of the major topic of inquiry: the role of 
memory in the lives of Israelis and Palestinians. 

However they understand the conflict, both Sorek and Abowd are fully 
aware of the imbalance of power between the two sides and chose the 
signage of this imbalance as their main object of inquiry. The imbalance 
and its affects are imprinted in commemorative ceremonies, processions, 
monuments, discourses, and architecture. When both authors allow the 
Palestinians to speak for themselves, one can appreciate how Zionist set-
tler colonialism, whether in the Galilee or in Jerusalem, scratch the souls 
of the colonized as much as it wounds their bodies. 

The Palestinians are not always recognized as victims of either visible 
or hidden power of control and oppression. How pervasive is this power 
in the lives of Palestinians we learn from Abowd’s Colonial Jerusalem. 
And in a way we learn from Sorek’s book how memory is employed to try 
and confront it (as he shows us in two illuminating examples on pages 6 
and 200). In a way, both books leave us with a sense of desperation. Our 
despair depends very much on where we think we are in the history of 
the Zionist colonization of Palestine. If we are within the last phase of the 
project, as many of us suspect, then indeed memory seems to be the only 
tool left for the colonized not so much to oppose the colonization, let alone 
dismantle it, but rather survive in it. 

This measure of despair is mitigated if we contextualize the present 
phase historically within the chronicles of the Palestinian liberation project. 
Our appreciation of the significance of memory both as a tool of oppression 
and as resistance needs to be viewed against the objectives of the coloniz-
er’s ultimate goal and the aspirations of the colonized. Palestinian citizens 
of Israel are increasingly populating towns and areas previously designated 
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as purely Jewish2 and their younger generation is not giving up on the lib-
eration project of Palestine as a whole. As Nelson Mandela observed the 
ANC struggle against Apartheid in South Africa became effective when the 
communities became intertwined and the movement of liberation began to 
resonate with the population at large (to topple it down completely it was 
necessary to rely on international solidarity and boycott as well).

Historical works these days quite often adopt a conceptual entry point. 
Both books chose to look at how settler colonialism affects the role of 
memory and history in present day Israel and Palestine. However, they 
reached very different conclusions about this role. When the ambition of 
memory is to establish some sort of national gain (salvaging the minority 
from its trapped ethnic reality), then it becomes a less charged or essen-
tial objective in the overall national struggle (compared with other objec-
tives of the national struggle such as statehood and self-determination). 
Moreover, from this perspective certain Palestinian modes of behavior, 
such as the ones examined closely by Sorek, can been seen as reconcili-
ation with, and even legitimization for, Israel and its democratic system, 
despite all its flaws (135–136). 

For Abowd, clearly Israel is not a democracy and hence reconciling 
with it is, in fact, submitting to its power until circumstances enable de-
colonization. Thus, symbolic acts of recollections, such as a procession of 
Palestinians in Israel to a destroyed village of 1948 can be analyzed either 
as reconciling with the state of Israel or adversely, as an act of defiance, 
symbolizing a different identity than that of the state. There is of course a 
golden mean where such act is neither a reconciliation with the state or a 
protest against it. The identity and purpose of the procession can change 
according to existential questions and thus if commemoration does not 
endanger the survival of the individual or the community, then it will be 
practiced widely. However, the inner logic of any settler colonial project, 
as Israel of 2015 proves, is to see the very presence and existence of 
the native as an existential threat to the project—regardless of whether 
they commemorate the past or not. Therefore, a demographic rise in the 
number of Palestinians in Israel can trigger a new and drastic campaign 
of ethnic cleansing in the future, with or without the spread of memorial 
ceremonies commemorating the Nakba or the killing of 13 Palestinian citi-
zens in October 2000. 

If the application of the settler colonial paradigm to Israel and Palestine 
is accepted, then commemorative journeys into the past are mostly 
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instances of maintaining an identity that according to the logic of the 
settler colonial project had to disappear. The cry, “I am still here”—even 
if my village was destroyed, my family killed or my land taken, precedes 
the call for liberation and freedom. This was the greatest success of the 
PLO under Yasser Arafat, who led a liberation movement, which failed to 
liberate its homeland but succeeded in retaining Palestine in the local, 
regional, and international consciousness. 

This is where I thought Abowd got it right by stressing the inward role 
of commemoration as a strategy that helps to shape the national iden-
tity of the Palestinians. In this respect, commemoration is less a political 
protest directed towards the Israeli Jewish public as Sorek maintains, but 
is for domestic consumption of the minority group itself (as comes out 
from his discussion of the Nakbah commemorations on pages 64–66). 
The Palestinians are in trouble today because the major political actions 
they took in the 21st century are not formidable enough to deal with the in-
ner logic of the Zionist settler colonial movement. As Patrick Wolfe (2006) 
described, the logic of settler colonialism is the logic of elimination of the 
native and it seems that large sections of the Palestinian leadership are not 
convinced that this is what they are facing and nor does the international 
community regard the reality in such terms. 

In situation of settler colonialism memory play a crucial role, indeed an 
existential, role for both colonizers and colonized. The colonizer attempts 
to deny and eliminate the colonized memory in order to create a new real-
ity on the ground, while the colonized employs memory in order to redeem 
what was taken by the colonizer. The imbalance between the two projects 
of memorization can only be fully appreciated if the two books are read 
together and along with, other excellent works such as Susan Slyomovics’ 
The Object of Memory (1998). The power of the national mythology Israel 
employs in its transformation of the Palestinian Jerusalem overshadows 
the attempts of counter-memorialization in the rest of Israel so aptly de-
scribed by Sorek. Abowd’s book deconstructs the settler colonial nature 
of the Zionist project in Jerusalem, and in inference to the rest of Palestine, 
through it imprint on buildings and urban spaces. He pays too little atten-
tion to the urbicide carried out by the Zionist forces in 1948, but he is fully 
aware of what lay behind it, even if his departure point is the occupation of 
the eastern city in 1967.

Abwod differs not only in his paradigmatic approach, but also in the 
methodology he employs. Sorek’s methodology stems from a clear 
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conceptual framework and is very academic, clinically offering a descrip-
tion of an event, its analysis, and its location in the general argument. 
In doing this well he is able to cover all the events and even add other 
instances that many readers were probably unaware of (such as the com-
memorative events in the West Bank between 1949 and 1967). In contrast, 
Abowd is a participant observer of a kind and a very committed one at 
that. At times, one feels for the Palestinian community in Israel: they have 
been the case studies for many sociological and anthropological theories 
and yet, we are none the wiser. They miss the empathy that can be inter-
woven into a scholarly work, which Abowd displays in abundance towards 
his friends living in colonized Jerusalem.

It should be clear by now that the theoretical and methodological ap-
proaches betray the authors’ ideological biases, a fact that enriches the 
scholarly contribution. In any case, there are no and should not be any 
“neutral” observes of such human calamities. Thus biases are inevitable, 
and do not necessarily undermine the quality of the research. Both care 
deeply for the Palestinians and are critical, with various degrees of po-
tency, of Israel, and yet they produce immaculate professional research. 

In both books, the suffering and harsh experience of the Palestinians 
is visible despite their academic jargon and theoretical scaffolding. When 
the approach is overly committed and there is no fear of being allegedly 
biased then wonderful things happen: interviews are being reconstructed 
not just as moments in which information is being transferred from the in-
terviewee to the researcher but also as instances of silences (namely, for 
the researcher the subtext, and what is not said, is as important as what 
was said). Silence is an important way of protesting and surviving within 
the settler colonial reality. It also brings to the fore the researcher’s sensi-
tivity to the anguish of the people; and in the case of Abowd almost like 
a good novelist the gender of the writer does not preclude deep insights 
into the particular anguish experienced by women living under colonial 
rule (this becomes forcefully evident in his interviews with two women 
from Talbiyeh [49]). 

Sorek’s more distanced approach and the listing of all the attempts of 
the Palestinians in Israel to memorialize landmarks in their own history 
highlights memory as tool of recovery and empowerment. The limits of 
this power are fully explored by the open empathetic engagement Abowd 
employs towards the victims of the colonial erasure of memory (95). Sorek 
focuses on the institutional and more organized struggle (see for instance 
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his discussion on the early 1970s [49–50]), while Abowd, throughout his 
book, charts the feeble individual tussle with the power of memory. It is 
through the individual cases that we better appreciate the priorities of the 
colonized in their struggle for survival: memorizing is not a strategy, but 
rather an existential act when you live within the geography of destruction 
mapped by the Zionist movement. 

There is a correlation between the way one chooses to frame the con-
flict and one’s ideological background, and indeed vision for the future. 
The depiction of the conflict as either nationalist or colonialist affects 
the way we appreciate the role of memory on both sides of the divide. In 
national struggles, memory is often manipulated to galvanize solidarity 
and action, and thus memory will also be seen as an orchestrated human 
event. Within the paradigm of settler colonialism, especially when it is in its 
most successful stage ever (controlling the whole of Palestine and keep-
ing more than 5 million Palestinians in refugee communities), the struggle 
to memorize is more individual and is not prompted by texts or leader-
ships, but by the traumatic existence under a never-ending oppression 
exercised daily and omnipresent.

This is the importance of the Nakbah, the 1948 catastrophe that befell 
the Palestinians. In a nine month span, the Israeli army expelled half of 
the Palestinian population from its homeland and destroyed more than 
500 villages and ten towns. Sorek underplays, unjustly to my mind, the 
crucial, and in fact dominant, role the memory of the Nakbah plays among 
the Palestinian community in Israel. In his view, the community attributed 
more importance to martyrdom than general catastrophes (as his third and 
fourth chapters demonstrate quite clearly). It does not stand on par with 
the other three formative events that he enumerates: the Qafar Qassem 
massacre, the Land Day of 1977, and the October 2000 killings. According 
the same gravitas, as Sorek does, to all of these events would be as wrong 
as equating the Holocaust memory in the Jewish society with other trau-
matic events in the memory of the Zionist narrative, be it the 1929 mas-
sacre in Hebron or the 1973 fiasco.

In their own way, the books talk to each other about what goes on in 
Palestine as a lieu de memoire, where politics appear in a less significant 
form, to the point of de-politicizing the struggle. Compared to proper po-
litical arenas and military battlefields, these are more fluid and are hid-
den spaces of human interaction be they commemorative ceremonies (in 
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Sorek’s work) or the individual Palestinian encounters with sites of erasure 
(in Abowd’s book).

For Sorek, the commemorative events are spaces in which Palestinians 
in Israel react to twin pressures, or what he calls cross-pressures (3), that 
have existed since 1948: the wish to be Israeli citizens and be loyal to the 
Palestinian national movement. He assumes further that the commemora-
tion rituals of Palestinians in Israel are exclusively a matter of these twin 
pressures. These commemorative spaces provide the community rare 
moments of clarity for a complex and dichotomous reality. 

Clarity can imply a resolution, or even a solution, and of course de-
politicization of the national struggle. If these spaces of commemoration 
are depoliticized then this is not out of choice, nor is it the result of a new 
strategy. They are such by default as the ceremonies and the other events 
described by Sorek are the only spaces left for the Palestinian community 
in Israel to protest against the Jewish state and the permanent colonial 
reality it imposes. The commemoration, as Sorek rightly points out, can be 
simultaneously seen as a protest against and a dialogue with the Israelis 
(211). However, for me it seems that the dialogue is left in the air since the 
settler states are only interested in dialogue after the final and successful 
implementation of the settler project (such as the Australian “Sorry Day”) 
as transpires clearly from Abowd’s reference to Partick Wolfe’s work on 
the annihilation impulse behind the settler colonialist project (although he 
does not refer to Wolfe in the book, the concept is there as can been seen 
in the discussion of the elimination of the Moroccan Quarter in the old city 
in 1967 [132–133]).

Abowd recognizes this aim of the settler colonial project when discus-
sion the native’s reaction to it. For him, there is no trade between national-
ism and civic rights. If the conflict was between two national movements, 
then de-politicization could have defused the tension, but with the inner 
logic of annihilation of the settler colonial project it is a sign of either defeat 
or temporary submission to power, with a patient wait for a better moment 
to resume a more active struggle against the colonization.

Finally, memory and time relate differently to each in these two excellent 
books. For Sorek, memory appears in confined spaces, at a certain calen-
dric, fixed, moment. People sort of go in and out of the memory zone. 
For Abowd, memory has a constant presence (169–172) and it becomes 
almost an organic part of daily life; indeed, an essential part of it. There is 



The Uses and Abuses of Collective Memory 

264

a vivid illustration for the role of memory in daily Palestinian life in the exilic 
communities around the world, where many families will have a small cor-
ner of Palestine in their living rooms. The two appreciations, of course, are 
not mutually exclusive, but they do indicate the paradigmatic difference 
between the two books. For Sorek, the commutative sites are battlefields 
since the national conflict continues. For Abowd, they are sites of coloni-
zation, testimony to the pervasive power of the settler state of Israel.

Both books relate to the impact history on the present reality as a time 
factor—a question that informs the wider debates among scholars and ac-
tivists who try to unlock the conflict’s origin and find the solution. Sorek tells 
us that collective memory transforms historical events into political myth 
(6). However, the historical moment is not gone; we are still very much in it. 
This is an almost impossible duality: you memorize the moment and com-
memorate the present. The crime you refer to still goes on: Palestinians are 
still its victim and Israelis are still its perpetrators. The on-going Nakbah, 
as the Palestinians see their reality, does not enable them to turn historical 
events into political myths. In this duality, the Palestinians and the Israelis 
live simultaneously within a post-colonial and colonial reality. Hence the 
failure of the Palestinians to broadcast a clear project of liberation, and 
hence the confusion and misunderstanding in the world about the reality 
in Palestine. As long as this miscomprehension continues, it provides the 
best shield and immunity for Israel’s impunity on the ground.

Struggle to commemorate is not entirely separate from the struggle to 
liberate; the two are intertwined. The struggle is not linear but cyclical and 
is not always from above and quite often individual (as can be seen in the 
current Intifada). The struggle does not intensify with time—there are cy-
cles of struggles and passivity. Neither is always collective, it can be indi-
vidual and therefore is not also dictated from above. It can be an individual 
initiative. We can fully appreciate the role of memory if we do not overlook 
two crucial features within a settler colonial reality: first that the struggle 
is daily and quite often lonely; and second, it is subjective and organic in 
nature. The first appears clearly in Abowd’s book when he highlights in-
dividual stories (a point demonstrated powerfully by the daily struggles of 
Sami in pages 211–212). Every story he brings accentuates the hardship 
in the individual attempt to recover memory as both an act of survival and 
a protest against the brutal power of erasure. Both books clearly chart the 
second feature and show how the presence of the memory in community 
life is permanent. 
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Memory becomes such an important feature in commemoration as 
there is no history with a closure yet for the events that are commemo-
rated. They are still happening in our time. The Zionist settler colonial proj-
ect is not a finished or a triumphed one as the North American one. It still 
goes on today. Could one write the history of the Holocaust while it was 
still going on? Is there a memory for an event that has not yet ended? Only 
when there is a kind of closure, can recollection and amnesia interplay in 
the way offered by Paul Ricœur and others: you can then employ amnesia 
for reconciling with the present or to indulge unnecessarily in nostalgia. 
The script can be and should be re-written for the sake of reconciliation, 
and memory can be employed in a constructive way in a post-conflictual 
phase. However, in this case, the movie is still playing, there is no time as 
yet for reviews, and its genre is clearly a mixture of horror, tragedy, and 
individual heroism. 

A very gruesome and cynical scene in this reality film is the ironical 
locations of Jewish liberal NGOs in former Palestinian houses in West 
Jerusalem so neatly observed by Abowd in Colonial Jerusalem (see the 
stories of Malha [36], Musrara [177–179], and Talbieh [33–35]). While 
Sorek’s focuses on commemoration which is ceremonial—processions 
and events—and discursive, Abowd shows us that commemoration gaz-
es at us daily from buildings persisting in individual memories and not just 
in ceremonies and symbols. When Palestinians are able to look nostalgi-
cally or fondly at these buildings, we would know that a different time has 
arrived. In sum, these two excellent books are an important contribution, 
each in its own way, for the role memory and commemoration play in the 
lives of the Palestinians in our time. They assume prior knowledge of the 
history of Palestine and therefore will not be useful as introductory or basic 
books. However, experts in the field and advanced students would find 
them particularly useful. n

E n d n o t e s :
1See the 2012 special issue of Settler Colonial Studies 20(1), “Past is Present: Settler Colonialism in 
Palestine.”
2I have discussed this phenomenon in detail in my book (Pappe 2010).
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