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In March 2023, Israeli Finance Minister 
Bezalel Smotrich, who has administrative 
oversight over the occupied territories of 
the West Bank, controversially stated that, 
“Is there a Palestinian history or 
culture? There is none...There is no 
such thing as a Palestinian people.”
His declarative statement of denial -- an 
inarguable form of erasure -- is just one of 
a myriad of similar statements echoed 
since the emergence of Zionism in the late 
19th century, and mirroring centuries worth 
of the Western tradition of colonial 
rationalization. In 1969, for example, Israeli 
Prime Minister Golda Meir famously shared 
this sentiment with an almost eerie 
familiarity: “When was there an 
independent Palistinian people with a 
Palestinian state?...It was not as though 
there was a Palestinian people considering 
itself as Palestinian people and we came 
and threw them out and took their country 
away from them. They did not exist.” 
(Bunton).

Although Israel’s statements are 
flagrantly untrue (evidenced by the fact 
that there exists a land conflict at all), by 
assessing its history of violent militant 
control and suffocating policies upon the 
Palestinian people, it appears determined 
to make it true -- to alter the narrative of 
history. After all, land cannot be stolen 
unless it has an owner or inhabitant it can 
be stolen from. Currently, Palestine exists 
in an incredibly vulnerable position, 
wedged within a highly-intensifying 
geographic proximity to Israel, and 
caught in a cycle of economic 
dependency on the state as Palestine 
suffers the depletion of its own natural 
agricultural resources and rights.
Now, in December 2024, as Palestine 
undergoes a genocide on the world 
stage, it is clear that means of cultural 
survival are critical. One method of 
securing the future for Palestine is to 
secure the past: to maintain a voice in 
the narrative and to solidify the historicity 
of the region and its struggle 
necessitates the responsible 
maintenance of a cultural archive.



In “The Power of the Archive and Its 
Limits”, Achille Mbembe writes that 
“the very existence of the 
archive constitutes a constant 
threat to the state...the power of the 
state rests on its ability to consume 
time, that is, to abolish the archive 
and anaesthetise the past...It is a 
radical act because consuming the 
past makes it possible to be free from 
all debt. The constitutive violence 
of the state rests, in the end, on 
the possibility, which can never 
be dismissed, of refusing to 
recognise (or to settle) one or 
another debt” (23).
In other words, the “winning” or 
“dominant” state or institution holds 
the power of deconstructing and 
confusing the archive, which is to say, 
the power of rewriting, organizing, or 
erasing certain unfavorable histories 
which may disadvantage or damage 
the image of the dominant body. In 
several colonized spaces, this 
process has already occurred; for 
example, many cultural artifacts and 
documents were damaged or lost 
upon the European arrival to Central 
America. An erasure or manipulation 
of the perception of the past, as seen

in the case of both the New World as 
well as with present-day Palestine, 
diminishes the obligatory diplomatic 
guilt and consequently, inhibits 
accountability and the necessary 
execution of proper reparations for the 
colonized peoples.
The irreplaceable nature of the 
archive, which realizes history in a 
formal sense, means it needs to be 
preserved in cases of cultural 
genocide; but in post-conflict or during 
ongoing conflict, how can missing 
contributions be supplemented or 
understood, as destruction or 
disappearance of a colonized peoples’ 
archive is likely under the supervision 
of the colonial state?
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Or, additionally, what is the best strategy for 
construction historicity if the archives are made 
inaccessible. Omnia el Shakry writes “We might 
start [conceptualizing the archives of 
decolonization] by focusing on the two senses 
of the term, first my exploring the material 
inaccessibility of particular post-colonial state 
archives, and second, and more importantly, by 
questioning the compositional logics of archival 
imaginaries” (”History Without Documents: The 
Vexed Archives of Decolonization in the Middle 
East”, 921). This brings up a few questions: 
What constitutes an archive as “inaccessible”, 
and if it is “accessible”, accessible to whom? 
What is the “archival imaginary” comprised of 
without an accessible archive?What is 
determined to be worth archiving? Who makes 

this decision? And, How can archival 
documents be used to construct the 
“archival imaginary”, or narrative of history, 
and understand the moment of their 
creation? These questions are central to 
the line of inquiry and exploration 
presented in this essay.

When an archive is unreachable, the 
absences can function as presences, or 
viable options for understanding the 
conditions of the past through their 
(mis)handling in the present. Joanna 
Sassoon wisely states that there is “an 
opportunity to write histories of the absence 
of evidence in the archival records” 
(“Chasing Phantoms in the Archives”), 
which may be necessary route for 
colonized spaces and peoples suffering a 
cultural genocide, such as in the case of 
Palestine. In Pan-Arab historiography, this 
absence has resulted in resourceful 
substitutes, building histories upon oral 
histories, interviews, family albums and 
collections, and press reports (O.Shakry 
925).
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Artists have even seized upon this 
opportunity to formulate thier own 
alternative archives, such as with 
Lebanon’s Walid Raad and his project 
“The Atlast Group”, a fictional collective. 
In this way, Shakry characterizes the 
archive as having “elasticity” -- the ability 
to fluctuate between literal and nonliteral 
works -- which opens the door to 
explorations of what constitutes valid 
historical documentation. In the 
circumstances of incomplete archives, a 
creative approach of redefining the 
formal, academic archive may be 
necessary. In the same essay, Shakry 
remarks that: “As Foucault argues, the 
archive constitutes the limits and forms of 
the sayable, as well as its memory and 
appropriation, then what currents of 
thought and intellectual traditions belong 
to the archives of decolonization?” (925).
Is it time for the archive to transcend what 
has been the traditional “limits and forms 
of the sayable”?
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