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INTRODUCTION

Phantom Archives in 
a Dispersed History
Francesca Biancani and 

Maria Chiara Rioli

Guest Editors

On 8 December 1949, the United 

Nations established the UN Relief and 

Works Agency for Palestine Refugees 

in the Near East (UNRWA) to assist 

Palestinian refugees expelled from their 

homes and displaced from their towns 

and villages after the outbreak of the 

Arab-Israeli war in 1948–49.1 Over 

the decades since then, UNRWA came 

identity and self-representation, as well 

as the social, educational, and cultural 

history of the Palestinian diaspora in 

the Middle East and beyond. It also had 

profound impact on the domestic politics 

of the countries hosting the refugees and 

UNRWA operations. Despite its often 

invoked, and in fact quite problematic 

and controversial, apolitical nature, 

the organization not only operated in 

a politically saturated environment, 

but UNRWA can also be considered 

a political arena in itself, a dense 

whereby the allegedly apolitical norms 

of international humanitarianism were 

deeply shaped and manipulated locally, 

becoming an incubator of Palestinian 

political identity and agency. 

A fair assessment of the importance 

of UNRWA at the crossroads between 

international, regional, and domestic 

levels begs the question of why 

UNRWA remains understudied and 

under-theorized. Despite the centrality 

of the Middle East in the history of 

modern “organized compassion” and its 

integration within shifting international 

orders over time, global histories of 

humanitarianism tend to have a Middle 

Eastern blind spot, so to speak. As 

Keith Watenpaugh rightly observes, the 

region is conspicuously absent in the 
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global history of both human rights and humanitarianism.2 Recent regional histories 

of Middle Eastern humanitarianism mostly focus on the Levant in the interwar 

period as the breeding ground for contemporary human rights thinking in response 

humanitarian crisis and with a mandate separated from the UN High Commissioner 

for Refugees (UNHCR) after World War II, is marginal in most accounts of later neo-

humanitarianism.

Recent historical and anthropological scholarship offers an important corrective to 

sociological and juridical accounts of UNRWA,3 while Ilana Feldman, Jalal Al Husseini, 

and others demonstrate UNRWA’s emphasis on technocratic developmentalism and 

its imbrication within the contemporary “full-blown humanitarian industry . . . with 

its increasing professionalization, standardization, and evaluation metrics.”4 Most 

importantly, they investigate UNRWA as a prism of divergent claims and aspirations: 

Palestinian refugees came to inhabit institutional taxonomies while at the same time 

making use of them to constitute themselves as autonomous and political subjects, 

despite being inscribed within a present of eternal emergency.5 New works provide 

accounts of the social and cultural history of UNRWA, as in the case of educational 

policies,6

private collections, to explore the forms and meanings in how Palestinian refugees are 

represented.7 Work in critical development studies has complemented these narratives, 

focusing on recent UNRWA organizational crises, setbacks, and chronic lack of 

funding, and highlighting the profound limits of UNRWA’s humanitarian action in the 

context of a technocratic, apolitical mandate.8

Despite this relevant scholarship, the establishment of UNRWA in the aftermath 

of the 1948 war for Palestine and its daily management and operations in connection 

with a number of humanitarian, political, and religious institutions of the time remains 

largely overlooked. Likewise, little has been written about the transformations wrought 

on UNRWA’s internal politics and operations by such turning points as the 1956 Suez 

social history of UNRWA, from its involvement in the life and networks of the camps, 

to its role in the broader history of Middle Eastern and global humanitarianism and 

beyond, still lacks source-based historical investigation.

Archival Labyrinths 

In this context, the question of archives is a substantial one. The “phantom sovereign” 
9 UNRWA’s 

archives have undergone a troubled history of displacement and dispersion. Since 

the 1990s, various inventory projects have addressed the UNRWA archives’ multiple 

collections over a number of locations.10

factors hampered this work, leading to the current situation whereby, with the 
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exception of the UNRWA visual archive, only irregular and limited access to archival 

material is possible.11 

In the second half of the 1990s, when the availability of precise quantitative data 

became a pressing concern for Palestinian negotiators in the context of the faltering 

Oslo agreements and the breakdown of bilateral talks, the Institute of Jerusalem Studies, 

with funding from the Swiss Development Cooperation, the Swedish Government, 

Agency, deployed a series of initiatives to identify, examine, and digitalize the 

UNRWA archives, as well as the relevant collections of the International Red Cross 

located in Geneva and Bern, and of the American Friends Service Committee. These 

efforts resulted in Reinterpreting the Historical Record: The Uses of Palestinian 

Refugee Archives for Social Science Research and Policy Analysis, edited by Salim 

Tamari and Elia Zureik, still a fundamental compass for all advocates of Palestinian 

epistemic justice. The passing of Elia Zureik on 15 January 2023, while this issue 

of the Jerusalem Quarterly

revisit his work and his claims about the restoration, preservation, and accessibility 

of Palestinian archives. With that in mind, we are republishing Zureik and Tamari’s 

introduction to Reinterpreting the Historical Record in this issue. 

The present issue of JQ 

approach, engaging and connecting historical, anthropological, and sociological 

methods. Originally conceived as a single issue, the number and variety of contributions 

has led us to publish two separate issues, with diverse but complementary scopes 

and contents. This issue concentrates on the history of the UNRWA archives from 

their creation to the present; the trajectories and various placements of the written, 

oral, and visual collections; the politics behind their material and digital preservation 

policies; their appearance, dispersion, or cessation; conditions of access or denial; and 

intertwining curatorial practices, critical archival theory, and politics. 

Anne Irfan and Joe Kelcey’s article “Historical Silencing and Epistemic In/Justice 

through the UNRWA Archives” places the question of UNRWA archival opaqueness 

and random accessibility squarely within the important critical scholarship on archives 

curation of UNRWA’s central registry archive, now stored in Amman and previously 

located in Vienna, Gaza, and Beirut. UNRWA’s headquarters, as its central registry 

have little or no solid information on whether and which documents were lost or 

destroyed during these phases, especially as a consequence of the Lebanese civil war. 

Moreover, Irfan and Kelcey point out that 

the under-representation of refugee voices in the archive and the 

concentration of decision-making power in the hands of a small 

and predominantly non-Palestinian cadre of senior management, 

is suggestive of a neo-colonial institutional set-up. This points to a 

decidedly undemocratic model of governance vis-à-vis the agency’s 
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main constituents: Palestine refugees. It also contrasts with accusations 

that the agency is biased toward Palestinians – and poses a challenge to 

UNRWA’s own claim that it is a neutral actor on the question of Palestine.

Jalal Al Husseini draws on the archives of UNRWA, the Arab Development Society 

(ADS), and the International Committee of the Red Cross to unpack the partnership 

between UNRWA as an international agency and local institutions. “Dilemma of 

Local Development Partnerships: UNRWA and the Arab Development Society in 

Jericho (1950–80)” engages development and humanitarian studies to show how 

refugee (geo)politics, local development, and host authorities shaped how UNRWA 

service delivery worked or – not infrequently – did not work. Al Husseini shows 

the fundamental irreconcilability between humanitarian and developmental priorities, 

and forms of intervention at the local level. His work illuminates the tensions between 

the refugees’ coping strategies and stances vis-à-vis UNRWA, whose aid they feel 

provisionally entitled to pending the implementation of their right of return, and the 

ADS’s aim to develop Palestinian society beyond humanitarian assistance, irrespective 

of refugee status.

The importance of looking at UNRWA beyond its institutional archives is also 

evident in Halima Abu Haneya’s contribution. Combining oral history and ethnography, 

she navigates Shu‘fat refugee camp, whose history has been revisited by a number of 

important contributions over the last decades,12

narratives of Palestinian life after the Nakba. Her work adds to academic and civic 

efforts by historians, curators, activists, and associations to collect, archive, and use 

Palestinian oral histories.13 Abu Haneya explores the diverse paths that brought the 

Palestinians she interviewed to live in Shu‘fat camp, as well as the processes that 

Palestinians, refugees, and Jerusalemites. As Abu Haneya’s interviews trouble the 

notion that “refugee” is a clear, stable, or self-evident category, Nadim Bawalsa’s 

Transnational Palestine, reviewed in this issue by Maria Chiara Rioli, also contributes 

to an effort to think more critically about Palestinian mobilities (voluntary and 

involuntary) and displacement. Through a study of Palestinian migrations to Latin 

America in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Bawalsa powerfully 

argues that any history of Palestinians’ exclusion from Palestine – and consequently, 

their articulation of a Palestinian right of return to Palestine – must begin before 1948.

Cetorelli and Dorothée Klaus. Cetorelli and Klaus retrace turning points in the history of 

UNRWA archives, from the use of Red Cross cards created in 1948–49 to computerization 

latest endeavors, such as the scanning and classifying of documents to reconstruct family 

trees in the refugee registration information system – a process of archival preservation 

in Palestine in 1948 were linked back to their ancestors through their digitized family 
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trees. While UNRWA collections remain largely inaccessible to scholars, such efforts 

demonstrate the need to replace the chimerical regime of documentary (non)consultation, 

not only to respond to scholarly needs by making documents available to scholars from 

various disciplines in a transparent way, but also, and more importantly, to acknowledge 

and realize the legitimate rights of Palestinians to re-appropriate their own histories and 

cultural heritage. Encouraging precisely such a paradigm shift in archival custody and 

policy of consultation is a main goal of these special issues.

Finally, the current issue is enriched by historical photographs, mainly related 

to Shu‘fat and Jericho, whose geographies are discussed in several articles here. A 

number of the published photographs were generously made available by the UNRWA 

Film and Photo Archive,14 while UNRWA donated others to the Institute for Palestine 

Studies in the late 1970s and early 1980s, forming part of the IPS collections in Beirut. 

This represents another unexplored case of record circulation, bespeaking UNRWA 

archival fragmentation. 

An increasing interest and attention to Palestinian refugee archives and the 

availability of funding from Arab, European, and international institutions for 

research activities and cultural heritage preservation contribute to drive the archival 

and scholarly work on UNRWA and the opening of its collections. The articles, essays, 

and interviews in these special issues distill critical knowledge from scholarship and 

draw on institutional and non-institutional written, oral, and visual sources. They offer 

a kind of collective call to advocate for and explicitly demand a radical change in the 

regime of conservation and access to UNRWA records. This could serve to retrace the 

journeys of an archive, as much “phantasmatic” as tangible, and situate the history of 

UNRWA in a global framework;15 but foremost, it should serve to reconnect refugees 

– Palestinian women, men, children – to their own history. 

Although this introduction is the fruit of joint research, Francesca Biancani is 

author of pages 6-7 (and endnotes at page 11), and Maria Chiara Rioli 8-10 (and 

endnotes at page 11-12).

In this special issue, Rioli’s and Al Husseini’s researchs have received funding 

from the European Union’s Horizon 2020 Research and Innovation Programme under 

grant agreements No 835758 and No. 101004539.

Francesca Biancani is associate professor of Middle Eastern history and international 

relations at the University of Bologna. She is an expert on Middle Eastern colonial 

history with a special interest in critical archival theory, subaltern studies, biopolitics, 

gender, and migration. She is the author of Sex Work in Colonial Egypt: Women, 

Modernity, and the Global Economy (I. B. Tauris, 2018). 

Maria Chiara Rioli is tenure-track assistant professor at the University of Modena and 

Reggio Emilia and Co-PI of the ITHACA – Interconnecting Histories and Archives 

for Migrant Agency project. She is the author of A Liminal Church: Refugees, 

Conversions, and the Latin Diocese of Jerusalem, 1946–1956 (Brill, 2020).
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