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Approaches to Research on Palestine and the Palestinians  

Introduction:  

The field of “Palestine Studies” encompasses an unusually rich and diverse terrain for what is, 

essentially, a miniscule “area” in “area studies”: already abundant in works from traditional (for 

the subject) disciplines such as history, political science, sociology, and anthropology, it is now 

also proving fertile ground for contributions from geography, literary criticism, legal studies, 

gender and sexuality studies, and psychology. That Palestine (and the Palestinians) has become a 

well-plumbed area of research for so many disciplines is heartening, for the hope is that all this 

academic study will yield a better understanding of the problem of Palestine; and thus to a better 

resolution, and, so, to a better life for all the people who live there. But this surfeit of academic 

attention is also, at times, disquieting: because what if it contributes, in some unintended and 

unforeseen way, to the persistence of the problem? Worse, what if it leads to some profiting, in 

the name of scholarship, from the misery of others? Worst of all: what if the very people who 

have to live through that misery see no benefits at all from all these – all our – collective 

scholarly efforts? 

These concerns colour my own thinking and writing on the economic and financial history of 

Palestine, and I find myself hoping that my book, when it is out, will serve some concrete and 

useful purpose to people today: that, above all, it will help ordinary middle class Palestinians 

who lost their savings and investments and financial property in 1948 get their money back; that 

it will tell the stories of once-thriving Mandate era entrepreneurs so as to somehow bring them 

back to life; that it will serve as a testament to the fact that, going right back to the late Ottoman 

era, there were Palestinian bankers and insurance agents and accountants and clerks who knew 

the language of business and finance; who knew their rights; and who strove to fight to defend 

their property as best they could despite being ranged against forces larger and stronger than 

themselves.  

But do my ambitions have academic merit, or is it merely that I look at the dismal realities of the 

Palestinian present, and the state of disrepair of its economy and financial life, and go back to the 

past, looking for something better, because I want my work to be useful? This anxiety is not, I 

fear, a desirable quality in a historian – because it can so easily cloud one’s reading of sources; 

so quickly impair judgment – but it is one that I live with, and one that I feel we all share.  

And yet, at the same time, I also find myself wrestling with the hope that my work might be 

taken seriously as scholarship; that it might, eventually, make a lasting contribution to the field; 

that it might be considered of relevance to readers beyond the confines of Palestine Studies and 

Middle East Studies. The conflict between these two aspirations – to be useful and relevant to 

Palestinians today, on the ground; and to be thought theoretically and empirically rigorous by a 

wider audience, in the academy – is something that perhaps we all struggle with (especially those 

of us who are the younger, less established scholars in this gathering). I am not sure that it is an 

easy struggle to resolve, but, in my case, I’d like, in addition to all that I’ve stated above, that my 

work might be considered relevant to economic historians who work on the history of property 

rights and expropriation; to economists who care about states and the ways in which states 

regulate the economy; to financial historians who are interested in the internal lives of banks, but 

who tend to overlook Palestine in their consideration of global banking and financial history; to 
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cultural anthropologists who care about the lived experiences of people; and to political theorists 

working on questions of sovereignty and statelessness.  

Trends in economic history: 

I thought it would be useful if I were to provide the briefest of summaries of the main features of 

works on the economic history of Palestine. These can be roughly grouped into two categories.  

The first consists of broad, state-centric analyses of the economy in different historical periods, 

and tend to largely be concerned with macro indicators such as trade, credit, fiscal regimes and 

land tenure (the work of Alexander Scholch on the late Ottoman period being a stellar early 

example of this type; works by Jacob Metzer and Barbara Smith on the Mandate period; and, 

more recently, there has been some really interesting work on micro-credit and debt by Harker, 

DiMartino and Sarsour, on the post 1967 period). A sub-set of this category are works that are 

more narrowly focused but which remain nonetheless interested in macro analyses, either of a 

particular institution in a particular period (such as the Histradut or banks or credit cooperatives 

in the Mandate period, in the writings of Nachum Gross and Amos Nadan); or of a particular 

social class (in which case the focus has been more on either the elite land-holding classes; or the 

peasants; or labourers). Much less attention has been paid, in this category, to the middle classes; 

far less, regrettably, to gender.  

The second category, comprising micro-level analyses of individuals (and, sometimes 

households), either at specific points in time, or through the lifetime of the individual in question, 

is less well-populated. We know far too little, consequently, about the consumption, savings, 

financial and general economic behavior of individuals during all historical periods from the late 

18
th

 century to the present. The works of Martha Mundy and Richard Saumarez Smith, and 

Beshara Doumani on property and family disputes shed valuable insight into this little-explored 

subject; while Serene Seikaly and Salim Tamari’s recent works provide wonderfully fine-grained 

information in this vein. But there is a lot that we don’t know about individuals in Palestinian 

history and their economic and financial lives.  

Broadly speaking, the problems that beset economic historians, when it comes to Palestine, are 

the problems that beset many scholars of Palestine: the difficulty of finding reliable (and non-

politicized) data; the difficulty of finding a suitable frame of reference (the old debate about 

whether there was, and is today, a separate “Jewish” and “Arab” economy being one example; 

another being the debate about whether Palestine is a settler colony, or a normal colony, or 

something else entirely). Then there is a tendency to focus on the state as the colonizer/occupier 

at the expense of the individual; the inclination to consider each particular period as independent 

and distinct from what has come before, and thus to ignore continuities; the temptation to write 

“against” the dominant narrative established by Israeli and Zionist historiography, and the 

consequent predilection for presenting the Palestinians as mainly political beings, whether 

hapless victims or brave resistance fighters, but not as economic actors.  

A few concluding thoughts on potential topics for future workshops: 

As a historian I believe in the specificity and particularity of time and place – and so, in the 

specificity and particularity of events in Palestinian history – but as an economic historian I 
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know I must challenge myself to pursue questions that have to do with generalization and 

comparison: to what extent, for instance, is the story of what happened to Palestinian private 

property and assets in 1948 a story about what happened to stateless people’s property and assets 

in other places, at other times?  

While my work is based on research conducted in government archives (British and Israeli) and 

bank archives (Barclays and Ottoman banks), it also relies heavily on oral history, and one of the 

ongoing discussions to which I’d love to contribute is the importance of being “in place” as a 

researcher – of living among the people one studies, of “knowing” the place (and what does that 

entail? And who is entitled to that sort of knowledge?), and of pushing oneself to go beyond 

archives to be able to “discover” (or, uncover) historical events and facts that have been hidden, 

or erased, from the official record. 

The thematic workshops in which I would be honored to participate, and the ongoing discussions 

to which I’d love to contribute over the years, would thus include: 

- Anything to do with the economic history of Palestine, broadly defined, and more 

particularly, the history of its institutions, currency, private property, economic life 

 

- Anything to do with sources: explorations of the virtues and pitfalls of doing oral history; 

of going beyond archival and official document-based historical research to look for 

information in unusual or underutilized sources, such as court records, private family 

document collections, diaries; and, of course, oral history. How can one use these kinds 

of sources without compromising one’s academic “neutrality”  

 

- Anything to do with questions about the particularity and specificity of Palestinian 

history, versus comparative and generalizable aspects  

 

- Anything to do with the problem of statelessness (which is the larger theme of my work) 

 

- Anything to do with legal history (as my work relies heavily on court documents as a 

source) 

 

- Anything to do with interdisciplinarity: how might economists, anthropologists, 

historians, political scientists (and people from any other discipline) work together and 

influence each other’s ways of asking questions and looking for answers  

 


