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The Palestinian frontier: A critical approach 

Areej Sabbagh-Khoury 

During my brief  address, I would like to share an update on my current project and 

the implications of  my research on future approaches to the study of  Palestine and 

Palestinians.  

Presently, I am working on a book project based on my Ph.D. dissertation, entitled 

Colonization Practices and Interactions at the Frontier: Ha-Shomer Ha-Tza‘ir Kibbutzes and the 

Surrounding Arab Villages at the Margins of  the Valley of  Jezreel/Marj Ibn ‘Amer, 1936-1956, 

which explores the moral and political deliberations and debates that accompanied the 

colonization processes and appropriation of  Palestinian lands and properties.  

The kibbutzes of  Ha-Shomer Ha-Tza‘ir occupied a position on the far left of  the 

Zionist movement, yet they played a central role in a colonization process that turned 

large portions of  Palestinian land into sovereign Jewish territory. My research explores 

such questions as, to what extent were colonization practices influenced by the 

socialist ideology and vision of  bi-nationalism that the members of  Ha-Shomer Ha-

Tza‘ir formally adhered to? Did these beliefs lead to good relations with neighboring 

Palestinian villages, as the literature developed by the kibbutzes asserts? How do the 

kibbutz members portray their actions when they self-narrate the events leading to the 

displacement of  their Palestinian neighbors? Were the events of  1948 actually 

“forgotten” by kibbutz members, or were they pushed to “the margins of  

consciousness,” as commonly argued in the academic literature? I explore these 

questions through a meticulous examination of  local archives of  the three kibbutzim 

(Mishmar Ha-Emek, Ein Ha-Shofet and Ha-Zore’a), as well as the Yad Ya‘ari Archive, 

the Israel State Archive, the Central Zionist Archive, the Pinhas Lavon Institute for 

Labor Movement Research, and the Haganah Archive. Together they offer a unique 
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perspective for examining the relations between kibbutz settlers and Palestinians in 

the surrounding villages in the context of  the ongoing colonization of  Palestine.  

My work contributes to a growing collection of  academic literature that analyzes the 

question of  Israel/Palestine within the comparative framework of  settler colonialism. 

Most academic works dealing with the history of  Palestine through the settler colonial 

paradigm emphasize the transfer of  resources from Palestinians to Zionists, relations 

with colonial states, and the ethnic cleansing of  Palestinians in 1948. But there are 

other significant facets of  settler colonialism that are apparent in the social 

interactions between Zionist settlers and indigenous Palestinians that have not yet 

been examined.  By studying the development of  relations between Palestinians and 

Zionist settlers, my research suggests certain themes, theoretical methodologies, and 

sources of  critical insight that I want to share with you.  

One of  the significant aspects of  my research that I can draw upon is methodological: 

relying on the local archives of  Zionist settlements in addition to national state 

archives. Zionist national archives document information related to bureaucracy and 

political decision-making and inform on fundamental Zionist practices. The 

information in local settlement archives, on the other hand, sheds light on the socio-

economic characteristics of  Palestinian society that cannot always be extracted from 

other existing Palestinian sources (such as family papers, oral history methods, UNRA 

archives, sharia court records, and published books on villages).  Given this valuable 

source of  information, I want to advocate for mining local Zionist archives to 

facilitate the writing of  historical and sociological accounts of  Palestinian rural society. 

It would constitute a significant complementary source to “reintroduce the 

Palestinians back into Palestinian history” given the absence of  institutionalized local 

and national Palestinian archives.  
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Indeed, analyzing local Zionist archives might impact the research agenda on Palestine 

and Palestinians. The nationalist Palestinian research agenda has focused on the 

resistance of  Palestinian society to Jewish colonization of  Palestine.  But the frontier 

is not merely a place of  resistance to the colonization process but also a place of  

social and economic interactions. In spite of  that, there exist hardly any studies on the 

interactions between Palestinians and Jewish settlers on the frontier before 1948. 

While much of  the research done thus far is valuable and significant in its own right, it 

has veiled the daily interactions between settlers and colonized and has not given 

sufficient attention to cultural historical aspects related to everyday experience and the 

interactions between the colonizer and the colonized. 

Within the framework of  a monolithic national paradigm, and in retrospective 

observation of  the events of  1948 and the years that preceded it, the relations would 

be too easily labeled as "collaboration," or "betrayal." The difficulty is not solely 

political but also related to the research itself: Jewish settlers indeed used relations 

with the Palestinians to gather intelligence and promote the colonization process. 

However, we must not reduce all aspects of  the relationships that existed during the 

British Mandate to the strategic use of  Zionist settlers. The problem being that the 

lack of  research contextualizing different patterns of  interactions can lead to a one-

dimensional perception of  the interactions and exchanges between Jews and 

Palestinians as Palestinian collaboration with the Zionist project or to the perception 

of  local understanding between Jews and Arabs in a utopian alternative to the ultimate 

confrontation, the Nakba.   

There is a crucial need for transcending the binaries of  these two one-dimension 

perceptions and examining the relations as they were. I do not assert here the utility 

of  a relational history paradigm that seeks to analyze both Palestinian societal 

development and the development of  Jewish settler society in Palestine in relation to 
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each other. The approach I am suggesting challenges the approach that perceives the 

conflict as one between two national movements, and replaces it with an approach 

that foregrounds the interactions between the two sides in the context of  a settler 

colonial process. My approach tackles the abusive ways in which the settler society—

especially those considered amongst the leftist political camps—uses their activities to 

establish control of  indigenous lands and solicit the peaceful reconciliation of  

Palestinians to the colonization of  Palestine. Thus, this approach aims to frame the 

perception of  indigenous Palestinians and their interactions with settlers within an 

anti-hegemonic analysis that reflects on their traditions of  hospitability and 

community and the abuses of  settler society.  

My research explicitly shows that kibbutzim established an exclusive society that was 

distinct from its surroundings. It also transpires that most of  the interactions between 

the kibbutzim and the local Arab inhabitants took place through the mediation of  a 

small group of  members who “specialized in relations with the Arabs.” For a limited 

number of  people, the maintenance of  relations with the Arabs became their area of  

focus, with some later recruited to official positions on behalf  of  colonizing and 

military institutions. Only in marginal instances could one come across interactions 

based on cultural curiosity or an aspiration to become acquainted with the 

Palestinians. 

But things are different if  we examine these relations from the perspective of  

Palestinians. So far, my impression from the interviews I have conducted and the 

reports I have read on interactions with Palestinians from the local archives presents a 

different picture. The Palestinians, in the examined villages from Bilad al-Ruha, did 

not have a strategic approach to how they should navigate relations with the Jewish 

settlers. Rather, they perceived the Jewish settlers as neighbors, especially amongst 

inhabitants whose villages were not affected by the Zionist land purchase. Palestinians 
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were acting due to their tradition of  hospitality and care, not out of  naivety. These 

cultural components were found to be a potential basis for abuse from the settler 

society that came with a different cultural background that did not respect these 

morals to a similar extent. 

Finally, drawing on this examination of  the relations between the kibbutzim and the 

Palestinian neighboring villages, my hypothesis is that relations between Palestinian 

and Zionist settlers in the frontier at times affected the collective behavior of  

Palestinians during the Nakba. This behavior had its ramifications on the collapse and 

disintegration of  Palestinian society in 1948. 

I will find it fruitful if  the New Directions of  Palestinian Studies Symposium can help 

deepen and nuance the application of  the settler colonial paradigm to the Palestinian 

context by exploring everyday relations in rural areas where the majority of  

Palestinians lived. It would be also useful to discuss the relationship between Israel 

and Palestine studies in light of  the cross-fertilization of  archives.  Furthermore, a 

detailed examination of  the relations, interactions, and socio-economic dynamics 

between Palestinians and Jewish settlers in the frontier can help us to analyze and 

understand the silenced facets of  Palestinian history, such the internal dynamics of  

Palestinians villages, the vocabulary and concepts which they used to express 

themselves, notions of  hospitality, and so on. I would further suggest having a 

thematic workshop focused on archives, ethnographic research, and other research 

methods that can give voice to silenced subaltern Palestinian experiences. 
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