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The Taboo of the Nakba and its Consequences for Palestinians

in Germany and Switzerland

The Nakba, the expulsion of at least 800,000 Palestinians in 1947/1948 - about half of the total

population of historical Palestine - is to this day neither remembered nor mourned as part of

European history. Instead, it is excluded from European collective memory and public discourse.

It  is  usually  linked  with  the  history  of  National  Socialism  in  a  one-sided  fashion,  i.e.  by

representing Palestine and (after 1948) Israel as a safe-haven for European Jews. The trauma of

the Nakba is perceived as threatening because it might perturb the belief in the uniqueness of the

genocide of European Jews as well as in the exclusivity of guilt for the Shoah and thus the desire

for reparations. This makes the systematic expulsion of Palestinians possible to this day. This

paper  is  based on the conclusions  of my dissertation  "Taboo,  Trauma  and Identity.  ‘Subject

Constructions’ of Palestinians in Germany and Switzerland, 1960-2015" (El Bulbeisi, 2020). In

this paper, I show how turning the violent experiences and visibility of Palestinians into a taboo

repeats  the  trauma  of  expulsion,  how  this  trauma  is  reflected  in  the  relationship  between

Palestinian parents and their children, and how it continues to shape lives and approaches to the

self and the world.

Making the Palestinians Expulsion and Experiences of Violence Taboo

The  violence  to  which  Palestinians  in  Western  Europe  were  and  continue  to  be  exposed

symbolically  repeats  Israeli  physical  violence  -  the  destruction  of  Palestinian  society  and

identity.  In Western Europe, the Palestinian experience of violence is neither recognized nor

mourned  by  state  and  society.  This  is  essentially  achieved  through  a  victim-perpetrator

dichotomy in which Palestinians are assigned the position of perpetrators and moral deviants.

They are pictured, in ever new variations, as threatening ‘savages,’ terrorists, Islamist extremists,

and anti-Semites,  while  being contrasted with Israel as a  victim that  is  part  of the so-called

Judeo-Christian Western culture, and community of values. 
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Consequently, the Palestinians' experience of violence is made to appear as justified and self-

inflicted.  By this  device,  Palestinians  become people  who are  deservedly  banished from the

politico-legal community and legitimately suffer violence. The visibility of Palestinian identity

and history, but also the culture of Palestinian memory, as in the commemoration of the Nakba,

are  suppressed.  This  tabooing  of  ‘  being  Palestinian’  and  of  the  Palestinian  experience  of

violence  in  the  public  discourse  and the  collective  memory  in  Germany  and Switzerland  is

accompanied by a long history of criminalizing Palestinian activism (which consists primarily of

awareness raising). After the Munich hostage-taking in 1972, these practices were intensified.

Hundreds  of  Palestinians  were  forcibly  expelled  from  Germany  as  part  of  a  collective

punishment without any trial,  which violated applicable German law. These mass expulsions

were the largest wave of deportations of people of Arab origin from Germany. It sufficed to have

done public relations work as a university student, and even men married to German women

were forced to leave the country. Many came to Switzerland because they were not allowed to

return to Palestine due to the Israeli occupation (since 1967) of the West Bank, Gaza Strip and

East Jerusalem. In addition to the illegal deportations, Palestinian institutions were dismantled:

workers' associations and student organizations were dissolved and bans on public gatherings

were imposed.  This suppression of gatherings and events by  denying spaces to associations or

persons who wished to highlight the human rights situation in Palestine/Israel or commemorate

the Nakba, as well as assembly bans for Palestinians continue to this day. In May 2022, for

example,  the  Berlin  police  banned  demonstrations  commemorating  the  Nakba  and  forcibly

dispersed rallies.

The Profound Consequences of Making the Palestinian Experiences of Violence into a Taboo

The social disregard of their experience of expulsion and the criminalization of their activism

had a re-traumatizing effect and led to feelings of shame, guilt and melancholy among many

Palestinians, as well as to the ‘desubjectification’ of members of the first generation, i.e. they felt

themselves  to  be unreal  because they  and their  experiences  of  violence  did not  exist  in  the

society in which they lived. Not only was the violence they experienced not mourned, their fury

and spirit of resistance was broken, their struggle for self-determination criminalized, and their
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networks fragmented.  Fear became a structural  element:  not only fear of their  own pain and

visibility, but also the fear of their anger and agency. To escape the injury of experiencing shame

and social stigma instead of recognition, those affected began to deny their Palestinian identity.

They withdrew from society and even from family and friends. The perceived invisibility of the

parents often translated into an emotional absence in the relationship with their children. This

had a strong impact on the second generation of migrants and played a significant role in the

transmission  of  the  parental  experience  of  violence  to  the  children:  in  order  to  maintain  a

relationship with their parents (which is particularly vital for children), they first had to help

them feel like ‘subjects’ again. In a certain sense, this led to the reversal of social roles between

parents and children.

However, the children of Palestinian migrants are not only shaped by the traces of their parents’

history, but also by their own experience of non-recognition and criminalization in the societies

in which they grew up. For many of them, this violence reached a peak during Israel’s Gaza

offensive in 2014. Even as the ruthless Israeli  military offensive, mainly directed against the

Palestinian civilian population of Gaza, was more-or-less portrayed as a defensive war in leading

German and Swiss media, discrimination against Palestinians in these countries also intensified.

Palestinians  who  made  themselves  publicly  visible  as  such  and/or  criticized  Israeli  military

violence were stigmatized as anti-Semites. For many members of the second generation, 2014

therefore became a turning point. The discrepancy between the violence of the Israeli army and

the way this violence was portrayed and defended in Western reporting came as a shock to many.

Whereas  until  then they had interpreted  the Western public's  justification  of Israeli  violence

against Palestinians as ignorance, they now interpreted it as racism. The society in which they

were born and raised became foreign to them and their existence an exile.  As a result, they

increasingly  countered their  parents'  repression and denial  of Palestinian  identity  and history

with an increasingly visible assertion of  Palestinian identity. Visibility became an essential act

of emancipation and resistance, despite a fundamentally critical  attitude towards any form of

nationalism.
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