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Al-Nakba (‘The Catastrophe’ in Arabic) is what Palestinians call the
ethnic cleansing of their people between 1947 and 1949. The
Nakba was marked by the destruction of Palestinian villages and
towns, the killing of thousands, and the forcible displacement and
exile of over 750,000 Palestinians. 

Over 500 villages were destroyed by Zionist Israeli forces, and urban
areas were cleared of their Palestinian inhabitants.

However, the Nakba was not confined to the 1940s. Major ethnic
cleansing was also carried out with the 1967 Israeli conquest of the
West Bank and Gaza and since then the rights of the Palestinians
have been abused by Israeli governments to "encourage" them to
leave. Colonial rthnic cleansing continues today in Jerusalem, the
West Bank and the Jordan Valley.

Today, there are over 5 million
Palestinian refugees in the
world, from Syria to Ireland to
the US. In violation of
international law, all of them
are denied their Right of Return
by the Israel state.

Boycott Israeli Goods Campaign - www.ipsc.ie/big

IREALND-PALESTINE SOLIDARITY CAMPAIGN - www.ipsc.ieIRELAND-PALESTINE SOLIDARITY CAMPAIGN - www.ipsc.ie



WhAT IS The NAkbA?

The Nakba (Arabic for ‘catastrophe’) refers to the ethnic cleansing of
Palestinians and destruction of Palestinian communities that took place
with the establishment of the State of Israel in 1948. Around 85-90% of
Palestinians who lived in what became Israel were expelled (some 700-
800,000). Four out of five Palestinian towns and villages were destroyed,
or repopulated by Jewish Israelis. In cities like Haifa and Acre, Palestinian
neighbourhoods were emptied, and resettled.

The displacement of Palestinians was well under way by the time of
Israel’s unilateral declaration of independence. Between March 30 and
May 15, some 200 Palestinian villages were, in the words of Israeli
historian Ilan Pappe, “occupied and their inhabitants expelled.” Thus
before the ‘Arab-Israeli’ war even began, around half of the final total of
Palestinian refugees had already lost their homes.

The ethnic cleansing not only began before May 1948, it also continued
for some time after; the expulsion of Palestinians from al-Majdal to the Gaza Strip, for example, was not
completed until late 1950. Emptied of its Palestinian residents, Al-Majdal became the Israeli port city
Ashkelon.

Why DID PAleSTINIANS leAve TheIR homeS?

The overriding reason for the evacuation of hundreds of Palestinian villages in 1947-’48 was a combination
of force and fear, something long maintained by Palestinian historians. The work of Israeli historians like
Benny Morris has provided further evidence; according to Morris, of the roughly 400 destroyed Palestinian
villages he examined, “abandonment on Arab orders” was the decisive factor in the evacuation of the
population on just six occasions.

Massacres by Zionist forces – of which there were at least two dozen – played a key role in fomenting terror
amongst Palestinians. Deir Yassin, where 100-120 villagers were killed on April 9, 1948, is the most famous
atrocity, but there were many others: in al-Dawamiya, in October 1948, more than 100 villagers – men,
women, and children – were killed.

In many towns and villages, Palestinians were expelled at gunpoint, such as in Lydda and Ramla. After
hundreds had been killed in the conquest of the towns, an estimated 50,000 inhabitants were forced to
march to the West Bank. In many other villages, columns of refugees were targeted with mortar fire “to
speed them on their way.”

Why DIDN’T The PAleSTINIANS ReTURN To TheIR homeS AFTeR The FIghTINg eNDeD?

Palestinian refugees were prevented from returning home by violence, and by legislation. As early as June
1948, David Ben-Gurion – Israel’s first prime minister – told his cabinet that “no Arab refugee should be
admitted back.” He was true to his word. Palestinians attempting to return were dubbed ‘infiltrators’ by
the Israeli authorities, and viewed as a security threat. By 1956, as many as 5,000 Palestinian refugees
attempting to return home had been killed by Israeli forces; most died as they attempted to return home,
access their crops or lost possessions, or search for loved ones.

Meanwhile, the Israeli government quickly passed legislation that both appropriated the properties and
lands of the expelled Palestinians, and also stripped them of the citizenship that they had been entitled to
as residents of the new state.

Why Do PeoPle DeSCRIbe ThIS AS ‘eThNIC CleANSINg’?

There is no formal definition of ethnic cleansing in international humanitarian law, and it originates as a
term from the violence of the early 1990s in the former Yugoslavia. In 1994, an article in the European
Journal of International Law defined the long-term goal of a “policy of ethnic cleansing” as “the creation of

living conditions that make the return of the displaced community
impossible.”

The Nakba fits our understanding of ethnic cleansing: fear and violence
were used to empty hundreds of towns and villages and their inhabitants
were prevented from returning. Furthermore, the intent of the pre-state
Zionist leadership, who became Israel’s first government, was clear.
As historical scholarship has shown, the idea of ‘transferring’ “all or part
of Palestine’s Arabs out of the prospective Jewish state was pervasive
among Zionist leadership circles”, long before the Nakba. In 1930, for
example, the then-chair of the Jewish National Fund stated: “If there are
other inhabitants there, they must be transferred to some other place.
We must take over the land.”

During the Nakba, meanwhile, a common operational order instructed
Israeli forces “to conquer the villages, to cleanse them of inhabitants
(women and children should [also] be expelled)” and “to burn the greatest

possible number of houses.” When Ben-Gurion was asked what to do with the inhabitants of Lydda and
Ramla, his answer was short: “Expel them.”

In 1900, the population of Palestine was around 4 percent Jewish and 96 percent Arab, and by 1947,
Palestinian Arabs were still more than two-thirds of the population.21 Thus, as Israeli journalist and historian
Tom Segev has put it, “‘disappearing’ the Arabs lay at the heart of the Zionist dream, and was also a
necessary condition of its realization.”

Do PeoPle CommemoRATe The NAkbA IN The PAleSTINe-ISRAel AReA?

Palestinians mark Nakba Day on May 15, including Palestinians in the Occupied West Bank and Gaza Strip.
Many Palestinian citizens of Israel, meanwhile, mark the Nakba on the state’s official ‘Independence Day’,
which changes each year based on the Jewish calendar.

On this day, Palestinian citizens, joined by a number of Jewish Israelis, march to the site of a destroyed
village. This is not just an act of commemoration; as many as 1 in 4 of the Palestinians who live inside Israel’s
pre-1967 borders are so-called ‘present absentees’, internally displaced in the Nakba and to this day,
prevented by law from returning to their land and properties.

In recent years, the Israeli government has sought to undermine the Palestinian community’s Nakba
remembrance, passing a law which “fines bodies who openly reject Israel as a Jewish state or mark the
Israel’s Independence Day as a day of mourning.” In January 2012, the High Court of Justice rejected a
petition against the law, despite it harming “freedom of expression.”

IS The NAkbA jUST ‘ANCIeNT hISToRy’?

Palestinian refugees continue to demand that their internationally-recognised right to both return and
restitution be respected. Today there are around 5.2 million UN-registered refugees (the total number of
Palestinians in the diaspora is 7.5 million), with 2 million of them living in the West Bank and Gaza Strip
under Israeli military rule – and a few miles away from their lands.

Palestinians also refer to ‘The ongoing Nakba’, in the sense that Israeli policies of forced displacement and
colonisation have continued, and even expanded, over the decades. During the 1967 Israeli conquest of
the Gaza Strip and West Bank, for example, some 300,000 Palestinians fled or were expelled. Of those who
left the West Bank, less than 8% were allowed by Israel to return.

Contemporary, ongoing examples include the eviction of Palestinian families by Israeli settlers in Occupied
East Jerusalem, as well as the demolition of homes and displacement of Palestinians in various areas of the
West Bank, including the Jordan Valley and southern Hebron hills.

Text by ben White: www.benwhite.org.uk For more information about the Nakba see: ‘Nakba, 65 Years
of Dispossession and Apartheid’, Institute for Middle East Understanding at www.bit.ly/22u8YTu
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