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In October 2023 a small team of Palestinian staff working for the United Nations 
Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA) drove from south to north Gaza. It was an 
exceedingly dangerous journey. North Gaza, where the UNRWA headquarters 
were located in Gaza City, was under an Israeli military evacuation order.1

Hundreds of thousands of Palestinians had been forcibly displaced from the 
region, which was under constant bombardment by the Israeli military. In 
driving north, the aid workers were moving in the opposite direction to most 
of the Strip’s population. But what makes the workers’ journey all the more 
remarkable is its purpose: rescuing an archive.

The UNRWA staffers drove back and forth three times between the southern 
town of Rafah – where the agency had temporarily relocated – and its evacuated 
headquarters in Gaza City. At the latter, they loaded more than 200 boxes of 
archival documents into three UN trucks, later unloading them at a food storage 
depot in Rafah. The boxes contained the original registration records for 
approximately 200,000 Palestinians who were made refugees during the 1948 
war (known to Palestinians as the Nakba or ‘catastrophe’), as well as hundreds of 
thousands of others who were born into exile in Gaza in the decades that 
followed.2 The staffers were not just saving historical documents. They were 
preserving invaluable evidence of Palestinian life before and after Israel’s 
ethnic cleansing of Palestine in 1948.3

Following the Hamas-led attacks of 7 October 2023, in which 1,195 Israelis 
were killed and 251 captured, the state of Israel unleashed a devastating war on 
Gaza.4 At the time of writing in July 2025, Israel has killed at least 60,000 
Palestinians in a war now widely recognized as genocidal.5 While much of the 
resulting commentary has highlighted the unprecedented ferocity and scale of 
Israel’s current war on Gaza, some historians have also pointed out the longer- 
term dynamics at play, situating it within the decades of displacement, violence 
and occupation that Palestinians have suffered at the hands of the Israeli state.6 In 
this article, we address another historically-relevant dimension of the war on 
Gaza: the danger posed to Palestinian historical memory by the military 
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destruction of historical artefacts and institutions in the Strip.7 We focus in 
particular on the fate of UNRWA’s archives, whose partial salvage provides a 
rare positive example of a successful rescue mission during the recent – and, at 
the time of writing, ongoing – genocidal war.

To understand the significance of the UNRWA archival rescue in Gaza, it is 
necessary to first consider the role of the agency itself in Palestinian and wider 
regional history. Created by a UN resolution at the end of 1949, UNRWA 
provided an international response to the Palestinian refugee crisis engendered 
by the creation of the state of Israel the previous year. To establish a Jewish state 
in Palestine, Zionist militias and the Israeli national army had carried out the 
large-scale expulsion and displacement of the Palestinian people, forcing at least 
750,000 into exile over 1947–49, in events later described as the Nakba.8 When 
UNRWA began operations in May 1950, hundreds of thousands of Palestinian 
refugees were surviving in dire conditions across the Levant.

UNRWA provided essential relief services in the areas where it was mandated 
to work: Gaza, the West Bank (including East Jerusalem), Lebanon, Jordan and 
Syria – known collectively as the ‘five fields’. (It also provided services to 
refugees inside Israel, 17,000 of whom were Jewish, until the Israeli 
government requested that it cease doing so in 1952).9 As the years passed and 
it became clear that the Palestinian refugee crisis would not be resolved 
imminently, UNRWA’s operations increasingly moved into the sphere of 
service provision, with the agency running large-scale health and education 
programmes across the five fields. As a result, it was sometimes described as a 
‘quasi-state’ for the stateless Palestinians.10

With its work virtually contemporaneous with the Palestinian refugee crisis, 
UNRWA’s archive provides a crucial record of Palestinian national history across 
both time and space. This is especially important in view of the Palestinian 
people’s long-term statelessness, which has prevented the establishment of a 
unified national archive in Palestine – notwithstanding important initiatives in 
Ramallah and Beirut, and grassroots community collections in various spaces.11

In such a context, the UNRWA records may be understood as the closest thing to 
a Palestinian national archive that currently exists, encompassing refugee 
community histories from the early aftermath of the Nakba and across much of 
the Levant.12

UNRWA’s archival collections are even more important given the long history 
of Zionist-Israeli erasure of Palestinian history and heritage, including the theft, 
looting and destruction of private archives by Zionist militias across historic 
Palestine during the Nakba, the theft of Palestine Liberation Organization 
(PLO) archives and collections in Lebanon by the Israeli military during the 
occupation of 1982, and the destruction of Palestinian records and heritage that 
has accompanied Israeli military violence across the West Bank and Gaza since it 
began occupying these territories in 1967.13 Accordingly, the fate of the UNRWA 
archive is embedded in questions about Palestinian heritage, institutional 
memory, survival, and legal claims, as well as broader themes around the 
politics of history and erasure, especially during war.14
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In this article, we discuss the wider significance of military threats to 
UNRWA’s archival collections in Gaza, alongside agency staff’s moves to 
rescue the archive by transferring it out of the Strip in the middle of continuing 
genocidal warfare. We also look at the efforts to preserve this archive and make it 
accessible for future generations of Palestinians. In the process, we probe how 
military threats to archives – and the attached threats to history and collective 
memory – intersect with other forms of physical and cultural destruction in 
warfare. We consider documentary salvage within the wider spectrum of non- 
violent resistance to settler colonialism. And we ultimately engage with underlying 
theoretical questions about the politics and meaning of archival collections: who 
owns history and the documents that represent it in the form of an archive; and 
what wider meanings are attached to the physical preservation and survival of an 
archival collection?

UNRWA’S ARCHIVAL COLLECTIONS: AN OVERVIEW
The holdings of the UNRWA archive contain an array of files and visual 
materials: registers, reports, correspondence, photographs, videos, memoranda 
and budgetary information. First, there is UNRWA’s photo and film archive, 
which includes more than 430,000 negatives, 10,000 prints, 85,000 slides, 75 
films and 730 videocassettes. This holding is among the best preserved of the 
agency’s collections, with much of it digitized. Since 2009 it has been inscribed 
by UNESCO in the Memory of The World list. Some of this material has already 
been made accessible to the general public via UNRWA’s website.15

The second holding is UNRWA’s Organizational Archives (previously known 
as its Central Registry). This includes documents created and/or archived by 
UNRWA, which contain demographic and administrative data regarding the 
refugees, agency staff communications (internal and external) as well as the 
voices, experiences and contestations of Palestinian refugees since the early 
aftermath of the Nakba. As such, these holdings convey different facets of 
Palestinian history since the Nakba. In the late 1970s, when the agency 
controversially moved its headquarters from Beirut to escape the Lebanese 
civil war, a large part of this archival holding was relocated to Vienna.16 After 
Israel and the PLO signed the Oslo Accords in the mid-1990s, the Organizational 
Archive was split into two main collections: documents covering the years up to 
1992, and those from the post-1992 period. UNRWA opted to store the post-1992 
records in Gaza, in a decision that reflected the political realities of the time: in 
the 1990s, the Strip was the location of the newly-created Palestinian Authority 
(PA)’s headquarters, and UNRWA moved its own headquarters there at a point 
when it envisioned an eventual handover to the PA upon the creation of an 
independent Palestinian state.

In the event, of course, the Oslo set-up turned out to be a huge disappointment 
for the Palestinians. Rather than independent statehood, they endured further loss 
of land, as Israel continued to expand its settlements and seize more land in both 
Gaza and the West Bank.17 In 2004, Israel’s heavy bombardment of Gaza City 
during the second intifada (Palestinian uprising) led UNRWA to relocate its 
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headquarters to East Jerusalem and Amman, but it continued to store the post- 
1992 files in Gaza. Since 2007, the Israeli blockade of Gaza has cut off access to 
this part of the archive from most of the world – including, crucially, the majority 
of the Palestinian people, whose history it concerns.

UNRWA’s third major archival holding is its registration documentation. These 
files record demographic data about the refugees, alongside information pertaining 
to their eligibility to receive the agency’s services. Given the importance of the 
registration documents in evidencing the refugees’ legal status, their eligibility for 
UNRWA services and any possible future compensation claims, it is worth briefly 
elaborating here on the development and content of these files, which, like the 
refugees themselves, span multiple generations.

The first generation of these documents is the registration cards that UNRWA 
inherited from its predecessor agency, UN Relief for Palestine Refugees 
(UNRPR), which had functioned as an umbrella body that delivered services 
through the American Friends Service Committee (AFSC) in Gaza and the Red 
Cross in the other four fields.18 When UNRWA began work in 1950, a second 
generation of registration files (also referred to as the UNRWA Master Cards) 
was created. These resembled the cards that UNRWA had inherited from 
UNRPR. However, the Master Cards were based on UNRWA’s determination 
of refugee eligibility for agency services (since UNRWA used an operational 
definition) and accordingly included some additional information not contained in 
the UNRPR files. The Master Cards also recorded changes to family status, 
including the registration of children born in exile, in accordance with 
international law and consistent with policy across the global refugee regime. 
A third generation of documents covers the period 1958–95, after UNRWA 
introduced a system whereby a separate index card was created for each 
individual family member. The registration process was also standardized at 
this time: a code number was created to allow agency staff to trace family 
connections, and additional documentary evidence of changes in family status 
had to be submitted to the agency.19

Computerization of refugee registration files started in 1979. Copies of the 
registration documents were sent to and stored in the agency’s headquarters, 
located at the time in Vienna. In the early 2000s, UNRWA created a field 
registration database (the fourth generation), which was updated to a web- 
based refugee registration information system in 2010 (the fifth generation). 
Most recently (in 2022) a mobile platform (e-UNRWA) was developed to 
streamline the registration process. This platform is integrated with the refugee 
registration information system and digital archive. As more of UNRWA’s 
archive is digitized, it will be possible to link current refugee files to those of 
their ancestors.20 While UNRWA maintains separate information systems for 
other services (health, education, social safety and emergency assistance) the 
refugee registration number serves as a unique common identifier.

UNRWA’s registration documentation is vitally important not only because 
it determines eligibility for UNRWA services but also because it provides 
tangible evidence of the Nakba’s scale and scope. As such it may be used to 
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support future efforts at truth, reconciliation and compensation for Palestinian 
losses.21 But as of October 2023, only two-thirds of the registration files 
created before 2010 had been digitized and none of the scanned documents 
were systematically classified.22 In other words, hundreds of thousands of 
historical records existed only in paper form in each of UNRWA’s five fields – 
including the Gaza Strip, which was about to endure near-total annihilation at the 
hands of the Israeli military.

It is worth noting that from the outset, UNRWA’s registration process and 
associated documentation was beset by challenges and mistrust from Israel, the 
Arab host state governments (meaning Lebanon, Syria and Jordan, as well as 
Egypt in its guise as the administering power in Gaza until 1967), and the 
Palestinian refugees themselves. As a subsidiary agency of the United Nations 
– the same organization that had advocated the partition of Palestine in 194723 – 
UNRWA faced considerable suspicion from Palestinian and other Arab actors. 
This was exacerbated by overt American involvement in UNRWA’s affairs, often 
exercised via its financial leverage. Not only did the US government heavily 
influence UNRWA’s initial purpose as a job creation programme (hence the 
‘works’ in its title), intended to entice the refugees into giving up on their right 
of return, but it also pressured the agency to reduce the number of registered 
refugees for several decades after UNRWA’s establishment. Meanwhile the 
Israeli state, whose founding myths included a denial of the Nakba and its 
associated ethnic cleansing, viewed UNRWA’s registration process as an 
existential hazard, culminating in an antipathy towards the agency that has 
grown over time. This hostility co-existed uneasily with a tacit Israeli 
recognition that UNRWA’s works ultimately served its interests, by providing 
services in the West Bank and Gaza that would otherwise have been the 
obligation of the Israeli occupying power after 1967.24 Consequently, 
UNRWA’s holdings and any efforts to change its registration processes or 
criteria have always been loaded and deeply politicized.

Making matters worse still, UNRWA has long operated with a serious 
financial deficit, and its budgetary constraints have only worsened in recent 
years. As a result, its ability to systematize, digitize and make its archival 
holdings more accessible has been hampered by limited resources alongside 
the complications of a contested political landscape and the fragmentation that 
structures the Palestinian experience.25 At the start of the 2023 war on Gaza, 
UNRWA’s archives were scattered across its five areas of operation – an 
arrangement that had persisted even though Commissioner-General Philippe 
Lazzarini stated in 2021 that ‘four of the five fields are in severe crisis’.26

Indeed, it is worth noting that even before October 2023, Palestinian refugee 
communities across the Levant were living through protracted emergencies, 
with long-term Israeli occupation and militarized violence in the West 
Bank and Gaza since 1967, an ongoing political and economic crisis in 
Lebanon since 2019, and a devastating war with mass displacement in Syria 
since 2011.
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RESCUING THE GAZA ARCHIVE
Within the first month of the war on Gaza, Israel had killed more than 10,000 
Palestinians.27 At the time of writing in July 2025, that number has surpassed 
60,000 - a figure that is likely to be a significant underestimate.28 The reports and 
images coming out of Gaza also bear witness to the massive destruction of 
infrastructure, homes and arable land – material and environmental losses 
which greatly undermine the sustainability of life in the Strip. Although 
UNRWA’s holdings in Gaza had survived sixteen years of Israeli blockade, 
intensive Israeli bombardments in 2008–9, 2012, 2014 and 2021, and the 
constant lower-level violence that has regularly killed Palestinians in the Strip, 
UNRWA staff quickly recognized that this totalistic war posed a serious threat to 
the agency’s archive and all it represented.

Their fears were far from unfounded. Early in the war, UNRWA’s main 
archivist in Gaza was killed – one in a death toll of more than 320 UNRWA 
staff in what has proved the deadliest war ever for UN aid workers.29 At the time 
of writing, Israeli bombardment has also damaged more than 300 UNRWA 
installations in Gaza, including schools, health centres and food depots that 
were sheltering displaced families.30 In October 2023, the post-1992 files that 
formed part of the Organizational Archives were destroyed when an Israeli 
airstrike damaged the UNRWA compound and fire broke out. Combined with 
Israel’s persistent violations of UN immunities – something that was also a 
feature of Israeli conduct in previous attacks on Gaza31 – concerns grew about 
the fate of the rest of the agency’s archives in the Strip.

The issue was especially loaded because Israel’s war on Gaza involved not 
only the mass killing of the Palestinian population, but the large-scale destruction 
of their history and heritage. As the Israeli military razed libraries, educational 
institutions, museums, public records offices and more, numerous Palestinians 
and international observers came to speak of cultural genocide in the Strip.32 It is 
worth noting that Raphael Lemkin, the jurist who originally coined the term 
genocide in the 1940s, explicitly identified this kind of cultural destruction 
(‘prohibiting or destroying cultural institutions and cultural activities’) as one 
element of the crime of genocide. He characterized the latter as ‘a 
synchronized attack on different aspects of life of the captive peoples’ – in 
other words, as a crime involving political, social, cultural and economic 
attacks alongside mass killings.33 During the original Nakba of 1948 and in its 
aftermath, Zionist militias and the Israeli state had worked to erase evidence of 
the Palestinian people’s presence and their connection to the land.34 From 
October 2023, the Israeli military was doing the same in Gaza. In such a 
setting, the UNRWA archive – with its written documentation of decades of 
Palestinian history in Palestine – gained an added importance.

Keenly aware of all of this, some UNRWA staff were quick to act in 2023, 
culminating in the rescue mission described at the outset of this article. But the 
transfer of the registration files from Gaza City to Rafah was only the first stage 
of a complex rescue operation. With Israeli forces ravaging the entire Strip, and 
long threatening a ground invasion of Rafah (which they ultimately launched in 
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May 2024), it was clear that nowhere in Gaza was safe. Still, transporting the 
collection out of the Strip seemed impossible; Israel’s stringent blockade meant 
that even essential items were not getting in or out.

Compounding the problem even further, the relationship between UNRWA 
and the Israeli authorities was at an all-time low. Even before October 2023, 
Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and his allies had spent years denigrating 
the agency and calling for its dissolution.35 With the Israeli government openly 
disparaging UNRWA as a perceived hostile entity, there was no hope of a formal 
agreement for the archival collection’s safe passage out of Gaza. Moreoever, 
since any trucks leaving Gaza need to exit via the Israeli-controlled Kerem 
Shalom crossing (Karem Abu Salem in Arabic), any attempt to transport the 
registration documents in bulk without prior clearance would risk Israeli 
seizure and appropriation, with no digital backup in place. The refusal of the 
Egyptian authorities to allow the documents to be transported through their 
territory unless there was prior coordination and approval from the Israeli 
authorities complicated the rescue attempt still more.36

With so few options, the UNRWA workers landed on a workable approach that 
was piecemeal, prolonged – and successful. Over a period of several months in late 
2023 and early 2024, UNRWA’s international staff, who were able to enter and 
leave the Strip, carried a handful of documents in their luggage each time they 
exited Gaza via the Rafah pedestrian crossing into Egypt. The cross-border 
operation required a great deal of care; staff were striving to rescue crucial 
documentary evidence while surviving a genocide themselves. The time-consuming 
and high-risk process ultimately worked; UNRWA workers eventually managed to 
transfer the files out of Gaza into Egypt. The rescue was completed mere days 
before the Israeli military invaded Rafah in May 2024. After it was collated 
across the border in Sinai, the collection was airlifted to Jordan.37

UNRWA has since turned to the digitization of the files rescued from Gaza, 
along with others.38 In 2022 the agency had embarked on a pilot project to 
digitize a limited number of registration documents, covering ten villages 
in historic (pre-1948) Palestine. This initiative engaged Palestinian refugees in 
Lebanon, providing them with training to scan, review, and classify documents 
and reconstruct family trees within the refugee registration information system. In 
this way it also gave a small number of refugees the opportunity to learn more 
about their national and family histories.39 This pilot project can be expanded to 
support the preservation of those files that have not been digitized.

Other future possibilities include connecting UNRWA’s registration files to 
the records of the United Nations Conciliation Council for Palestine (UNCCP). 
The latter’s records complement UNRWA’s registry by detailing the property 
losses and damages experienced by Palestinian families between 1947 and 1949, 
although they have been closed to researchers for much of the last two decades.40

Harmonizing and synchronizing these two archives would be essential for 
Palestinian refugees’ pursuit of legal claims against the state of Israel – and 
arguably other actors – since the start of the Nakba.
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But as UNRWA looks to expand its digitization work, including additional 
preservation efforts and making accessible the family files rescued from Gaza, it 
is faced with a number of challenges. Since 2018, when the first Trump 
administration defunded UNRWA, the agency has struggled to stay solvent. 
As important as the files are, funding for this endeavour must compete with 
the urgent need to provide basic essential services to millions of registered 
refugees across a crisis-ridden region. Whether or not wealthy donor states – 
many of which are abandoning rather than supporting the agency during this 
time of extreme need – are willing to fund the ongoing archival work remains 
to be seen.

A related consideration is timing. UNRWA staff estimate that it will take up to 
three years to digitize, trace and connect all the family files within the registration 
system. Not only are few donors willing to provide such sustained funding, but 
the precarious context within which the agency finds itself also makes planning 
ahead extremely difficult. Although Artificial Intelligence has the potential to 
greatly facilitate this process, this needs to be weighed against data protection 
concerns and the huge costs that AI systems can entail.

Digitization also comes with its own risks. Since October 2023, UNRWA has 
experienced numerous cyber attacks, some of which have disrupted its refugee 
registration system and online donation page. To guard against the loss of data, 
UNRWA took the registration system offline for a month and made important 
security upgrades. The system is now back online and a dedicated IT security team 
works to fend off the frequent cyber attacks. Nevertheless, the cyber attacks raise 
important concerns regarding the attempts to discredit and undermine UNRWA’s 
registration system. Although these concerns are not new, since October 2023 they 
have taken on an added urgency as UNRWA has become the subject of near constant 
disinformation by the Israeli government and its supporters.41

For Palestinians who have been displaced and disconnected from each other, 
including across impassable borders, greater access to the registration documents 
has the potential to reconstruct fragmented communities and families (even if 
only virtually). But this work must also be carefully managed. Not only can 
genealogical work pose legal and moral dilemmas, but reconstituting family 
trees for people who have long been forcibly separated from each other 
requires care, not least in the shadow of this war on Gaza during which Israel 
has killed so many families. The process must always centre the concerns and 
priorities of the Palestinian people themselves, who have so often been relegated 
to the margins of their own historical narrative.42

THE POLITICS OF PRESERVATION
Throughout this war, the UNRWA archive has been located at the nexus of two 
phenomena: cultural genocide and attacks on UNRWA. The former involves the 
large-scale destruction of Palestinian heritage sites, libraries, educational 
institutions, museums, and more. The latter includes the unprecedented level of 
physical attacks on UNRWA’s staff and infrastructure as well as political 
campaigns against its mandate, operations and reputation. All this culminated 
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in the Knesset (Israeli parliament) voting to ban UNRWA in October 2024 and 
many western governments choosing to cut their funding to the agency, with full 
budgetary defunding by the US Congress in March 2024.

Although the extent of Israel’s attacks on UNRWA during this war far surpasses 
anything the agency has previously experienced, Israel’s efforts to erase Palestinian 
national history are not new. Long-term tactics include the promulgation of narratives 
that deny or grossly underplay Palestinian presence in their historic homeland as well 
as the events that led to their displacement, the physical razing of depopulated 
Palestinian communities, the de-Arabization and Judaization of place names, and 
the widespread and organized destruction of Palestinian cultural heritage.43 It is no 
exaggeration to say that the establishment of Israel as an exclusive (and exclusionary) 
state for Jewish people was in large part predicated on historical erasure.

As Palestinians have long contended, the Nakba did not end in 1948.44

Historicide has continued to play a defining and enabling role in Israel’s 
ongoing dispossession of the Palestinian people. Since 1950, UNRWA has 
served as not only an aid agency, but an important witness and rapporteur of 
the ongoing Nakba. Its family files provide crucial historical evidence of 
the enormity of human and material losses suffered by the Palestinians at the 
hands of the Israeli state. Its Organizational Archive also offers a lens into the 
bureaucratic politics and decision making that has shaped the lives of millions of 
Palestinian refugees in the eight decades since. As such, UNRWA’s records 
provide a glimmer of hope for future accountability. It is this dual role of the 
agency, as both a provider of aid and an international witness, that have made it – 
and its records – a prime target of the current Israeli government.

It is highly unlikely that the registration documents in Gaza would have 
survived this genocidal war intact without the resourceful and courageous 
efforts of the agency’s staff. Their heroic efforts to save the files attest to 
Palestinians’ appreciation of the significance of UNRWA’s documentation and 
their associated drive to resist the historical erasure that underpins so much of their 
dispossession. At the same time, the challenges the agency now faces in where to 
store these rescued archives, how best to preserve and make them accessible, and 
how to manage the myriad risks that archiving in the Palestinian context poses to 
individuals and the institution, speak to the legacies of historical erasure and 
related political sensitivities that continue to overshadow UNRWA’s historical 
records and their potential uses.

The destruction of historical records is of course not unique to the context of 
Palestine-Israel. In the last few years alone, archives in Ukraine, Syria and the 
United States have been threatened, damaged and, in some cases, intentionally 
destroyed during major political upheavals.45 From this perspective, the 
destruction – and rescue – of UNRWA’s archives in Gaza can be understood 
as part of a broader emergent struggle over the present and future of post-war 
liberal internationalism. And to the extent that history is one of the forgotten 
victims of this struggle, individual and institutional acts of historical preservation 
can also serve as an important tool of resistance.

9 Turbulent Times: Saving Palestinian History D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/hw

j/advance-article/doi/10.1093/hw
j/dbaf024/8267967 by U

niversity C
ollege London (inactive) user on 02 O

ctober 2025



Dr Jo Kelcey is an Assistant Professor of Education at the Lebanese American 
University (LAU) and an NAEd/Spencer Postdoctoral Fellow (2025). Her research 
broadly focuses on the intersection of globalization, education and social justice 
and has been published in journals including Archival Science, the Journal of 
Refugee Studies, and Jerusalem Quarterly. joalix.kelcey@lau.edu.lb

Dr Anne Irfan is Lecturer in Interdisciplinary Race, Gender and Postcolonial 
Studies at University College London (UCL). She is author of the book Refuge 
and Resistance: Palestinians and the International Refugee System (Columbia 
University Press, 2023) and has published widely on Palestinian refugee history 
in outlets including the Journal of Refugee Studies, Journal of Palestine Studies, 
Archival Science and Jerusalem Quarterly. anne.irfan@ucl.ac.uk

NOTES AND REFERENCES

To protect the safety of individuals and guard against the extreme risk of retaliation, we are not 
revealing here any details about the staff who carried out this rescue mission. We are grateful to the 
relevant UNRWA team for their kind cooperation in researching this article.

1 Laure Stephan, ‘From Gaza to Amman, how UNRWA’s family archives were rescued under 
fire’, Le Monde, 22 July 2025, https://www.lemonde.fr/en/international/article/2025/07/22/from- 
gaza-to-amman-how-unrwa-s-family-archives-were-rescued-under-fire_6743596_4.html

2 At least 750,000 Palestinians were made refugees during the Nakba due to Zionist-Israeli 
expulsion and displacement. Around 200,000 ended up in Gaza. See Jean-Pierre Filiu, Gaza: A 
History, London, 2014, pp. 69–71.

3 On the Nakba, see Nur Masalha, Expulsion of the Palestinians: The Concept of ‘Transfer’ in 
Zionist Political Thought, Beirut: Institute for Palestine Studies, 1992; Walid Khalidi, All That 
Remains: The Palestinian Villages Occupied and Depopulated by Israel in 1948, Beirut: Institute 
for Palestine Studies, 1992; Benny Morris, The Birth of the Palestinian Refugee Problem Revisited, 
Cambridge, 2004; Ilan Papp�e, The Ethnic Cleansing of Palestine, Oxford: Oneworld, 2007.

4 Figures taken from: UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), 
https://www.ochaopt.org/; Human Rights Watch, ‘October 7 Crimes Against Humanity, War 
Crimes by Hamas-led Groups’, 17 July 2024, https://www.hrw.org/news/2024/07/17/october-7- 
crimes-against-humanity-war-crimes-hamas-led-groups.

5 At the time of writing, the official death toll in Gaza stands at more than 60,000 people. See UN 
OCHA, Reported impact snapshot: Gaza Strip, 30 July 2025, https://www.ochaopt.org/content/reported- 
impact-snapshot-gaza-strip-30-july-2025. However, the real number of deaths is likely to be significantly 
higher. See Rasha Khatib, Martin McKee and Salim Yusuf, ‘Counting the Dead in Gaza: Difficult but 
Essential’, The Lancet 404: 10449, July 2024, pp. 237–8, https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/ 
article/PIIS0140-6736(24)01169-3/fulltext; Smitri Mallapaty, ‘Gaza: Why is it So Hard to Establish 
the Death Toll?’, Nature 634: 18–19, 2024, https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-024-02508-0. For 
accounts of the genocidal nature of this war by human rights experts and scholars of genocide, see 
Francesca Albanese, ‘Genocide as Colonial Erasure. A/79/384: Report of the Special Rapporteur on the 
situation of human rights in the Palestinian territories occupied since 1967’, 1 October 2024, https://www. 
ohchr.org/en/documents/country-reports/a79384-report-special-rapporteur-situation-human-rights- 
palestinian; Amnesty International, ‘“You Feel Like You Are Subhuman”: Israel’s Genocide Against 
Palestinians in Gaza’, 5 December 2024, https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/mde15/8668/2024/en/; 
Human Rights Watch, ‘Israel’s Crime of Extermination, Acts of Genocide in Gaza’, 19 December 2024, 
https://www.hrw.org/news/2024/12/19/israels-crime-extermination-acts-genocide-gaza; M�edecins Sans 
Fronti�eres, ‘Gaza: Life in a Death Trap’, December 2024, https://www.msf.org/sites/default/files/ 
202412/20241229_REPORT_Gaza%20Life%20in%20a%20death%20trap%20Report_FINAL.pdf; Raz 
Segal, ‘A Textbook Case of Genocide’, Jewish Currents 13 October 2023, https://jewishcurrents.org/a- 
textbook-case-of-genocide; Nimer Sultany, ‘A Threshold Crossed: On Genocidal Intent and the Duty to 
Prevent Genocide in Palestine’, Journal of Genocide Research 26: 2024, doi.org/10.1080/ 

10 History Workshop Journal D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/hw

j/advance-article/doi/10.1093/hw
j/dbaf024/8267967 by U

niversity C
ollege London (inactive) user on 02 O

ctober 2025

https://www.lemonde.fr/en/international/article/2025/07/22/from-gaza-to-amman-how-unrwa-s-family-archives-were-rescued-under-fire_6743596_4.html
https://www.lemonde.fr/en/international/article/2025/07/22/from-gaza-to-amman-how-unrwa-s-family-archives-were-rescued-under-fire_6743596_4.html
https://www.ochaopt.org/
https://www.hrw.org/news/2024/07/17/october-7-crimes-against-humanity-war-crimes-hamas-led-groups
https://www.hrw.org/news/2024/07/17/october-7-crimes-against-humanity-war-crimes-hamas-led-groups
https://www.ochaopt.org/content/reported-impact-snapshot-gaza-strip-30-july-2025
https://www.ochaopt.org/content/reported-impact-snapshot-gaza-strip-30-july-2025
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(24)01169-3/fulltext
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(24)01169-3/fulltext
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-024-02508-0
https://www.ohchr.org/en/documents/country-reports/a79384-report-special-rapporteur-situation-human-rights-palestinian
https://www.ohchr.org/en/documents/country-reports/a79384-report-special-rapporteur-situation-human-rights-palestinian
https://www.ohchr.org/en/documents/country-reports/a79384-report-special-rapporteur-situation-human-rights-palestinian
https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/mde15/8668/2024/en/
https://www.hrw.org/news/2024/12/19/israels-crime-extermination-acts-genocide-gaza
https://www.msf.org/sites/default/files/202412/20241229_REPORT_Gaza%20Life%20in%20a%20death%20trap%20Report_FINAL.pdf
https://www.msf.org/sites/default/files/202412/20241229_REPORT_Gaza%20Life%20in%20a%20death%20trap%20Report_FINAL.pdf
https://jewishcurrents.org/a-textbook-case-of-genocide
https://jewishcurrents.org/a-textbook-case-of-genocide


14623528.2024.2351261; Omer Bartov, ‘I’m a Genocide Scholar. I Know It When I See It’, New York 
Times, 15 July 2025, https://www.nytimes.com/2025/07/15/opinion/israel-gaza-holocaust-genocide- 
palestinians.html; B’tselem, Our Genocide, July 2025, https://www.btselem.org/publications/202507_ 
our_genocide; Physicians for Human Rights – Israel, Genocide in Gaza, 28 July 2025, https://www. 
phr.org.il/en/genocide-in-gaza-eng/.

6 See for example Avi Shlaim, Genocide in Gaza: Israel, Hamas, and the Long War on 
Palestine, Belfast: Irish Pages Press, 2024; Rashid Khalidi, ‘“A new abyss:” Gaza and the 
hundred years’ war on Palestine’, Guardian 11 April 2024, https://www.theguardian.com/world/ 
2024/apr/11/a-new-abyss-gaza-and-the-hundred-years-war-on-palestine; Mohammad Nijim, 
‘Gazacide: Palestinians from Refugeehood to Ontological Obliteration’, Critical Sociology 2024, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/08969205241286530.

7 On historicide in Palestine, see Hamdan Taha, Destruction of Cultural Heritage in Gaza, 
Beirut: Institute for Palestine Studies, 2024; Avi Shlaim, ‘Scholasticide in Gaza’, Journal of the 
British Academy 13: 1, 2024, https://doi.org/10.5871/jba/013.a16; Abdulla Moaswes, ‘The 
Epistemicide of the Palestinians: Israel destroys pillars of knowledge’, Institute for Palestine 
Studies blog, 2 February 2024, https://www.palestine-studies.org/en/node/1655161.

8 The term ‘nakba’ was coined by Syrian intellectual Constantine Zureiq in his analysis of the 
1948 war; see Constantine Zureiq, Ma’na al-nakba, Beirut: Dar al-Ilm, 1948 [Arabic].

9 Benjamin Schiff, Refugees unto the Third Generation: UN Aid to Palestinians, Syracuse, 
1995, p. 183.

10 On UNRWA’s quasi-state dynamics, see Schiff, Refugees unto the Third Generation; Sari 
Hanafi, ‘UNRWA as a “Phantom Sovereign”: Governance Practices in Lebanon’, in UNRWA and 
Palestinian Refugees: From Relief and Works to Human Development, ed. Sari Hanafi, Leila Hilal, 
and Alex Takkenberg, Abingdon, 2014, pp. 258–80; Anne Irfan, Refuge and Resistance: Palestinians 
and the International Refugee System, New York, 2023.

11 On these grassroots initiatives, see BBC ‘Museum of Memories’, 14 May 2008, http://news. 
bbc.co.uk/1/hi/7392732.stm; William Christou, ‘Amid Gaza’s destruction, Palestinians in exile push 
to preserve cultural heritage’, Inkstick, 9 January 2024, https://inkstickmedia.com/amid-gazas- 
destruction-palestinians-in-exile-push-to-preserve-cultural-heritage; Martin Roux, ‘A duty to 
remember’, Mashallah, 28 July 2016, https://www.mashallahnews.com/a-duty-to-remember/. See 
also Mezna Qato, ‘Forms of Retrieval: Social Scale, Citation and the Archive on the Palestinian 
Left’, International Journal of Middle East Studies 51: 2, 2019, pp. 312–15; Sherene Seikaly, ‘How I 
Met my Great-grandfather: Archives and the Writing of History’, Comparative Studies of South Asia, 
Africa and the Middle East 38: 1, 2018, pp. 6–20.

12 It should be noted that UNRWA does not serve all Palestinian refugees. Its geographical 
restrictions mean that Palestinian refugees in Iraq, Egypt, the Gulf and further afield are excluded, as 
are those who were made refugees during the Nakba but do not fully meet the criteria of UNRWA’s 
working definition.

13 For a more complete description of these forms of archival destruction, see Anne Irfan and 
Jo Kelcey, ‘Permission to Archive: Curating and Contesting Palestinian History’, Archival Science 
25: 7, 2025, https://doi.org/10.1007/s10502-025-09478-w.

14 On the politics of the UNRWA archive, see Anne Irfan and Jo Kelcey, ‘Historical Silencing 
and Epistemic In/Justice through the UNRWA Archive’, Jerusalem Quarterly 93, 2023, pp. 13–33, 
https://doi.org/10.70190/jq.I93.p13.

15 This collection is available via: https://www.unrwa.org/photo-and-film-archive, last accessed 28 
May 2025.

16 On the controversies surrounding this relocation, see Irfan, Refuge and Resistance, p. 186.
17 On Israeli settlement-building during the Oslo years, see Rashid Khalidi, The Hundred 

Years’ War on Palestine: A History of Settler Colonialism and Resistance, 1917–2017, London, 
2020, ch. 5; Ilan Pappe, The Biggest Prison on Earth: A History of the Occupied Territories, Oxford: 
Oneworld, 2017, ch. 11; Neve Gordon, Israel’s Occupation, Berkeley, 2008, ch. 7. For a prescient 
critique of the Oslo Accords, see Edward Said, ‘The Morning After’, London Review of Books 15: 20, 
21 October 1993.

18 On the preceding relief regimes for Palestinian refugees in the Levant, see Ilana Feldman, 
‘The Quaker Way: Ethical Labor and Humanitarian Relief’, American Ethnologist 34: 4, 2007, pp. 
689–705. https://doi.org/10.1525/ae.2007.34.4.689; Nancy Gallagher, Quakers in the Israeli- 
Palestinian Conflict: The Dilemmas of NGO Humanitarian Activism, Cairo: American University 
in Cairo Press, 2007; Jo Kelcey, ‘“Incredibly Difficult, Tragically Needed, and Absorbingly 
Interesting”: Lessons from the AFSC School Program for Palestinian Refugees in Gaza, 1949 to 
1950’, Journal on Education in Emergencies 5: 1, 2019, pp. 12–34, https://doi.org/10.33682/0414- 

11 Turbulent Times: Saving Palestinian History D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/hw

j/advance-article/doi/10.1093/hw
j/dbaf024/8267967 by U

niversity C
ollege London (inactive) user on 02 O

ctober 2025

https://www.nytimes.com/2025/07/15/opinion/israel-gaza-holocaust-genocide-palestinians.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/07/15/opinion/israel-gaza-holocaust-genocide-palestinians.html
https://www.btselem.org/publications/202507_our_genocide
https://www.btselem.org/publications/202507_our_genocide
https://www.phr.org.il/en/genocide-in-gaza-eng/
https://www.phr.org.il/en/genocide-in-gaza-eng/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2024/apr/11/a-new-abyss-gaza-and-the-hundred-years-war-on-palestine
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2024/apr/11/a-new-abyss-gaza-and-the-hundred-years-war-on-palestine
https://doi.org/10.1177/08969205241286530
https://doi.org/10.5871/jba/013.a16
https://www.palestine-studies.org/en/node/1655161
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/7392732.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/7392732.stm
https://inkstickmedia.com/amid-gazas-destruction-palestinians-in-exile-push-to-preserve-cultural-heritage
https://inkstickmedia.com/amid-gazas-destruction-palestinians-in-exile-push-to-preserve-cultural-heritage
https://www.mashallahnews.com/a-duty-to-remember/
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10502-025-09478-w
https://doi.org/10.70190/jq.I93.p13
https://www.unrwa.org/photo-and-film-archive
https://doi.org/10.1525/ae.2007.34.4.689
https://doi.org/10.33682/0414-3308


3308. On their records, see Jalal Al Husseini, ‘Red Cross Palestinian Refugee Archives 1948–1950’, 
in Reinterpreting the Historical Record: The Use of Palestinian Refugee Archives for Social Science 
Research and Policy Analysis, ed. Salim Tamari and Elia Zureik, Beirut, 2001, pp. 145–71; Julie 
Peteet, ‘The AFSC Refugee Archives on Palestine 1948–50’, in Reinterpreting the Historical 
Record, ed. Tamari and Zureik, pp. 109–130.

19 Valeria Cetorelli and Doroth�ee Klaus, ‘UNRWA Archives of Palestine Refugee Family 
Files’, Jerusalem Quarterly 93, 2023, pp. 80–87. https://www.palestine-studies.org/sites/default/ 
files/jqpdf/Jerusalem%20Quarterly%20%28Issue%2093%29%20for%20Web.-3.pdf.

20 Cetorelli and Klaus, ‘UNRWA Archives of Palestine Refugee Family Files’.
21 See also Salim Tamari and Elia Zureik, ‘UNRWA Archives on Palestinian Refugees’, in 

Reinterpreting the Historical Record, ed. Tamari and Zureik, pp. 25–60.
22 Cetorelli and Klaus, ‘UNRWA Archives of Palestine Refugee Family Files’.
23 General Assembly Resolution 181 (II): Future government of Palestine, A/RES/181(II), 29 

November 1947. https://docs.un.org/en/A/RES/181(II).
24 Anne Irfan, ‘UNRWA funding is Burdened with Conditionality’, The Cairo Review, Spring 

2024, https://www.thecairoreview.com/essays/unrwa-funding-is-burdened-with-conditionality/.
25 On fragmentation, see Rabea Eghbariah, ‘Toward Nakba as a Legal Concept’, Columbia 

Law Review 124: 4, May 2024, pp. 887–992, https://www.columbialawreview.org/wp-content/ 
uploads/2024/06/May-2024-1-Eghbariah.pdf.

26 Philippe Lazzarini, Speech of UNRWA Commissioner-General Philippe Lazzarini to the 
156th session of the League of Arab States Council, 9 September 2021. https://www.unrwa.org/ 
newsroom/official-statements/speech-united-nations-relief-and-works-agency-palestine-refugees-near.

27 ReliefWeb, Factsheet November 2023: ‘The impact of explosive weapons in Gaza – The 
people behind the numbers’, 9 November 2023, https://reliefweb.int/report/occupied-palestinian- 
territory/factsheet-november-2023-impact-explosive-weapons-gaza-people-behind-numbers

28 UN OCHA, Reported impact snapshot, 30 July 2025, as n. 5. See also Armed Conflict Location 
& Event Data (ACLED), Coding of fatalities in Gaza since 7 October 2023, https://acleddata.com/ 
knowledge-base/coding-of-fatalities-in-gaza-since-7-october-2023/, last accessed 31 July 2025.

29 Kaamil Ahmed, ‘Israel-Hamas war is deadliest ever for UN aid workers, with at least 88 
killed’, Guardian, 6 November 2023, https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2023/nov/ 
06/israel-hamas-war-deadliest-for-un-aid-workers-agency-leaders-ceasefire-call. At the time of 
writing in July 2025 the death toll stood at 336; UNOCHA, ‘Reported Impact Snapshot: Gaza 
Strip’, 30 July 2025. On the killing of the archivist, see Stephan, ‘From Gaza to Amman’.

30 See UNRWA, ‘UNRWA Situation Report 168 on the humanitarian crisis in the Gaza Strip and 
the West Bank, including East Jerusalem, 24 April 2025’, https://www.unrwa.org/resources/reports/unrwa- 
situation-report-168-situation-gaza-strip-and-west-bank-including-east-jerusalem, last accessed 29 May 2025.

31 On earlier Israeli violations of UNRWA’s immunity, see Al Haq, ‘“Operation Cast Lead:” An 
Analysis’, August 2009; B’tselem, ‘Three years since Operation Cast Lead: Israeli military utterly failed 
to investigate itself’, 18 January 2012, https://www.btselem.org/gaza_strip/20120118_3_years_after_ 
cast_lead; Institute for Middle East Understanding (IMEU), ‘50 days of death and destruction: Israel’s 
“Operation Protective Edge”’, 10 September 2014, https://imeu.org/article/50-days-of-death-destruction- 
israels-operation-protective-edge. See also UNRWA, ‘The most destructive assault’, n.d., https://www. 
unrwa.org/content/%E2%80%9Cmost-destructive-assault%E2%80%9D#:�:text=The%20UNRWA% 
20warehouse%20in%20Gaza,which%20is%20rebuilt%20by%202013, last accessed 29 May 2025.

32 See for example Ahmad Ibsais, ‘Israel’s Cultural Genocide Is Destroying Gaza’s Very Memory’, 
The Nation, 8 February 2024, https://www.thenation.com/article/world/gaza-cultural-genocide/, last 
accessed May 29 2025; Indlieb Farazi Saber, ‘A ‘cultural genocide’: Which of Gaza’s heritage sites 
have been destroyed?’ Al Jazeera, 14 January 2024, https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2024/1/14/a- 
cultural-genocide-which-of-gazas-heritage-sites-have-been-destroyed, last accessed 29 May 2025; Mariam 
Shah, ‘Vanishing Ink: Palestinian Culture Under Threat in Gaza,’ Sada Blog, 8 February 2024, https:// 
carnegieendowment.org/sada/2024/02/vanishing-ink-palestinian-culture-under-threat-in-gaza?lang=en, last 
accessed 29 May 2025; Pilar Montero Vilar, ‘Destruction of Gaza heritage sites aims to erase – and 
replace – Palestine’s history’, The Conversation, 9 October 2024, https://theconversation.com/destruction- 
of-gaza-heritage-sites-aims-to-erase-and-replace-palestines-history-240722, last accessed 29 May 2025.

33 Raphael Lemkin, Axis Rule in Occupied Europe: Laws of Occupation, Analysis of 
Government, Proposals for Redress, Washington DC: Carnegie Endowment for International 
Peace, 1944, p. xii. See also Leora Bilsky and Rachel Klagsbrun, ‘The Return of Cultural 
Genocide?’ European Journal of International Law 29: 2, 2018, pp. 373–96, https://doi.org/10. 
1093/ejil/chy025.

12 History Workshop Journal D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/hw

j/advance-article/doi/10.1093/hw
j/dbaf024/8267967 by U

niversity C
ollege London (inactive) user on 02 O

ctober 2025

https://doi.org/10.33682/0414-3308
https://www.palestine-studies.org/sites/default/files/jqpdf/Jerusalem%20Quarterly%20%28Issue%2093%29%20for%20Web.-3.pdf
https://www.palestine-studies.org/sites/default/files/jqpdf/Jerusalem%20Quarterly%20%28Issue%2093%29%20for%20Web.-3.pdf
https://docs.un.org/en/A/RES/181(II)
https://www.thecairoreview.com/essays/unrwa-funding-is-burdened-with-conditionality/
https://www.columbialawreview.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/May-2024-1-Eghbariah.pdf
https://www.columbialawreview.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/May-2024-1-Eghbariah.pdf
https://www.unrwa.org/newsroom/official-statements/speech-united-nations-relief-and-works-agency-palestine-refugees-near
https://www.unrwa.org/newsroom/official-statements/speech-united-nations-relief-and-works-agency-palestine-refugees-near
https://reliefweb.int/report/occupied-palestinian-territory/factsheet-november-2023-impact-explosive-weapons-gaza-people-behind-numbers
https://reliefweb.int/report/occupied-palestinian-territory/factsheet-november-2023-impact-explosive-weapons-gaza-people-behind-numbers
https://acleddata.com/knowledge-base/coding-of-fatalities-in-gaza-since-7-october-2023/
https://acleddata.com/knowledge-base/coding-of-fatalities-in-gaza-since-7-october-2023/
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2023/nov/06/israel-hamas-war-deadliest-for-un-aid-workers-agency-leaders-ceasefire-call
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2023/nov/06/israel-hamas-war-deadliest-for-un-aid-workers-agency-leaders-ceasefire-call
https://www.unrwa.org/resources/reports/unrwa-situation-report-168-situation-gaza-strip-and-west-bank-including-east-jerusalem
https://www.unrwa.org/resources/reports/unrwa-situation-report-168-situation-gaza-strip-and-west-bank-including-east-jerusalem
https://www.btselem.org/gaza_strip/20120118_3_years_after_cast_lead
https://www.btselem.org/gaza_strip/20120118_3_years_after_cast_lead
https://imeu.org/article/50-days-of-death-destruction-israels-operation-protective-edge
https://imeu.org/article/50-days-of-death-destruction-israels-operation-protective-edge
https://www.unrwa.org/content/%E2%80%9Cmost-destructive-assault%E2%80%9D#:%7E:text=The%20UNRWA%20warehouse%20in%20Gaza,which%20is%20rebuilt%20by%202013
https://www.unrwa.org/content/%E2%80%9Cmost-destructive-assault%E2%80%9D#:%7E:text=The%20UNRWA%20warehouse%20in%20Gaza,which%20is%20rebuilt%20by%202013
https://www.unrwa.org/content/%E2%80%9Cmost-destructive-assault%E2%80%9D#:%7E:text=The%20UNRWA%20warehouse%20in%20Gaza,which%20is%20rebuilt%20by%202013
https://www.thenation.com/article/world/gaza-cultural-genocide/
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2024/1/14/a-cultural-genocide-which-of-gazas-heritage-sites-have-been-destroyed
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2024/1/14/a-cultural-genocide-which-of-gazas-heritage-sites-have-been-destroyed
https://carnegieendowment.org/sada/2024/02/vanishing-ink-palestinian-culture-under-threat-in-gaza?lang=en
https://carnegieendowment.org/sada/2024/02/vanishing-ink-palestinian-culture-under-threat-in-gaza?lang=en
https://theconversation.com/destruction-of-gaza-heritage-sites-aims-to-erase-and-replace-palestines-history-240722
https://theconversation.com/destruction-of-gaza-heritage-sites-aims-to-erase-and-replace-palestines-history-240722
https://doi.org/10.1093/ejil/chy025
https://doi.org/10.1093/ejil/chy025


34 Walid Khalidi, All That Remains: The Palestinian Villages Occupied and Depopulated by 
Israel in 1948, Washington DC: Institute for Palestine Studies, 1992; Nur Masalha, The Politics of 
Denial: Israel and the Palestinian Refugee Problem, Sidmouth: Pluto Press, 2003; Adam Raz, Loot: 
How Israel Stole Palestinian Property, London, 2024.

35 Anne Irfan and Jo Kelcey, ‘UNRWA under fire’, Think Global Health online bulletin, 16 
February 2024, https://www.thinkglobalhealth.org/article/unrwa-under-fire, last accessed 29 May 
2025. By January 2024 many Israeli figures were accusing UNRWA of employing Hamas 
members, and in October 2024 the Knesset passed a law banning UNRWA from operating in Israel.

36 Stephan, ‘From Gaza to Amman’.
37 The UNRWA team then embarked on rescuing the files located in East Jerusalem, where the 

agency’s installations were being increasingly targeted with violence by Israeli protesters, including 
through an arson attack on UNRWA’s headquarters in the city in May 2024. See Stephan, ‘From 
Gaza to Amman’. See also Philippe Lazzarini, ‘This evening, Israeli residents set fire twice to the 
perimeter of the UNRWA Headquarters in occupied East Jerusalem’, Statement on X. 9 May 2024, 
https://www.unrwa.org/newsroom/official-statements/evening-israeli-residents-set-fire-twice- 
perimeter-unrwa-headquarters.

38 UNRWA Strategic Assessment – UN80 Initiative. Report to the Secretary-General, 20 June 
2025, p. 8.

39 Cetorelli and Klaus, ‘UNRWA Archives of Palestine Refugee Family Files’.
40 On UNCCP’s records, see Michael Fischbach, Records of Dispossession: Palestinian 

Refugee Property and the Arab-Israeli Conflict, New York, 2003.
41 On disinformation, see UNRWA, ‘UNRWA Commissioner General statement on letter sent 

to the Israeli Minister of Foreign Affairs regarding the Government of Israel's continuous 
unsubstantiated claims against the Agency’, 27 May 2025, https://www.unrwa.org/newsroom/ 
official-statements/unrwa-commissioner-general-statement-letter-sent-israeli-minister?__cf_chl_tk= 
PIPnvlGGfjnMUvMaDqH7_3fK2k_DPBHzC7POCUp0JnE-1748352979-1.0.1.1- 
QzvqfT9jq09lZAEQA5JNgzS934.qkwQZr3w03S9C958; UNRWA, ‘The spread of disinformation 
against UNRWA is meant to create chaos & divert attention from the political aims to dismantle 
the Agency’, 25 November 2024, https://www.unrwa.org/newsroom/official-statements/spread- 
disinformation-against-unrwa-meant-create-chaos-divert-attention

42 On these dynamics, see Edward Said, ‘Permission to Narrate’, London Review of Books 6: 3, 
18 February 1984.

43 On Israeli erasure of Palestinian history, see among others R. Khalidi, The Hundred Years 
War on Palestine; Masalha, Politics of Denial; W. Khalidi, All That Remains; Raz, Loot.

44 On the concept of ongoing Nakba see Eghbariah, ‘Toward Nakba as a Legal Concept’; Nur 
Masalha, The Palestinian Nakba: Decolonising History, Narrating the Subaltern, Reclaiming 
Memory, London: Zed Books, 2012.

45 See for example Marwa Daoudy and Noureddine Jebnoun, ‘A Blind Spot in Post-Assad 
Syria: The Fate of State Archival Records’, Arab Center Washington DC., 21 January 2025, https:// 
arabcenterdc.org/resource/a-blind-spot-in-post-assad-syria-the-fate-of-state-archival-records/, last 
accessed 29 May 2025; Joseph Gedeon, ‘USAid employees told to destroy classified documents, 
email shows’, Guardian, 11 March 2025, https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2025/mar/11/usaid- 
staff-documents, last accessed 29 May 2025; Vaughn Hillyard, Abigail Williams and Megan 
Lebowitz, ‘USAID employees told to burn or shred classified documents’, NBC News, 11 March 
2025, https://www.nbcnews.com/politics/trump-administration/usaid-employees-told-burn-shred- 
classified-documents-rcna195853, last accessed 29 May 2025; ‘Russian Destruction Causes Loss 
of Ukrainian Archives,’ Kyiv Post, 1 December 2023, https://www.kyivpost.com/post/24920, last 
accessed 29 May 2025; Richard Ovenden, ‘Putin’s War on Ukrainian Memory,’ The Atlantic, 
23 April 2023, https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2023/04/russia-war-ukraine-occupation- 
libraries-archives/673813/, last accessed 29 May 2025.

13 Turbulent Times: Saving Palestinian History D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/hw

j/advance-article/doi/10.1093/hw
j/dbaf024/8267967 by U

niversity C
ollege London (inactive) user on 02 O

ctober 2025

https://www.thinkglobalhealth.org/article/unrwa-under-fire
https://www.unrwa.org/newsroom/official-statements/evening-israeli-residents-set-fire-twice-perimeter-unrwa-headquarters
https://www.unrwa.org/newsroom/official-statements/evening-israeli-residents-set-fire-twice-perimeter-unrwa-headquarters
https://www.unrwa.org/newsroom/official-statements/unrwa-commissioner-general-statement-letter-sent-israeli-minister?__cf_chl_tk=PIPnvlGGfjnMUvMaDqH7_3fK2k_DPBHzC7POCUp0JnE-1748352979-1.0.1.1-QzvqfT9jq09lZAEQA5JNgzS934.qkwQZr3w03S9C958
https://www.unrwa.org/newsroom/official-statements/unrwa-commissioner-general-statement-letter-sent-israeli-minister?__cf_chl_tk=PIPnvlGGfjnMUvMaDqH7_3fK2k_DPBHzC7POCUp0JnE-1748352979-1.0.1.1-QzvqfT9jq09lZAEQA5JNgzS934.qkwQZr3w03S9C958
https://www.unrwa.org/newsroom/official-statements/unrwa-commissioner-general-statement-letter-sent-israeli-minister?__cf_chl_tk=PIPnvlGGfjnMUvMaDqH7_3fK2k_DPBHzC7POCUp0JnE-1748352979-1.0.1.1-QzvqfT9jq09lZAEQA5JNgzS934.qkwQZr3w03S9C958
https://www.unrwa.org/newsroom/official-statements/unrwa-commissioner-general-statement-letter-sent-israeli-minister?__cf_chl_tk=PIPnvlGGfjnMUvMaDqH7_3fK2k_DPBHzC7POCUp0JnE-1748352979-1.0.1.1-QzvqfT9jq09lZAEQA5JNgzS934.qkwQZr3w03S9C958
https://www.unrwa.org/newsroom/official-statements/spread-disinformation-against-unrwa-meant-create-chaos-divert-attention
https://www.unrwa.org/newsroom/official-statements/spread-disinformation-against-unrwa-meant-create-chaos-divert-attention
https://arabcenterdc.org/resource/a-blind-spot-in-post-assad-syria-the-fate-of-state-archival-records/
https://arabcenterdc.org/resource/a-blind-spot-in-post-assad-syria-the-fate-of-state-archival-records/
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2025/mar/11/usaid-staff-documents
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2025/mar/11/usaid-staff-documents
https://www.nbcnews.com/politics/trump-administration/usaid-employees-told-burn-shred-classified-documents-rcna195853
https://www.nbcnews.com/politics/trump-administration/usaid-employees-told-burn-shred-classified-documents-rcna195853
https://www.kyivpost.com/post/24920
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2023/04/russia-war-ukraine-occupation-libraries-archives/673813/
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2023/04/russia-war-ukraine-occupation-libraries-archives/673813/


ABSTRACT 

Israel’s genocide in Gaza has entailed extensive attacks on Palestinian heritage 
and history, including institutional archives which preserve historical documents, 
like that of the UN Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees (UNRWA). 
In this article, we trace how a small team of UNRWA staff successfully resisted 
these attacks by rescuing the agency’s archival materials and transferring them 
out of Gaza. We situate their efforts within the decades-long context of 
Palestinian resistance against Israeli erasure of their national history. In the 
process, we also engage with broader questions about the meaning, ownership, 
and preservation of archival collections. 
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