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Abstract: In the study of the Palestinian diaspora, the trauma of displacement is not a closed
historical chapter but an ongoing, inherited reality. This paper explores how the second
generation of Palestinian Americans processes this inheritance in Susan Muaddi Darraj’s novel-
in-stories Behind You Is the Sea (2024). Severed geographically from their ancestral homeland,
the second-generation characters occupy what Homi K. Bhabha calls the “Third Space,” where
they must balance the inherited “roots” of their parents’ unarticulated grief with the forward-
moving “routes” of their assimilated American lives. Because they did not directly experience
the 1948 Nakba, this paper applies Marianne Hirsch’s concept of “postmemory” to examine
how trauma is transmitted across generations. However, since dominant Western trauma
models assume the catastrophe is completely in the past, this analysis decolonizes the paradigm
in dialogue with the decolonial turn (Mignolo 2011; Maldonado-Torres 2007) and with
postcolonial and Palestinian trauma scholarship, including the work of Stef Craps, Rosemary
Sayigh, Ahmad H. Sa’di, and Lila Abu-Lughod. It argues that the second generation
experiences a doubling of memory, in which inherited ancestral pain collides with ongoing
systemic marginalization in the United States. Finally, this paper investigates how the younger
generation utilizes material “testimonial objects” and digital networks of witness to bridge
paralyzing silences and construct an ‘“imagined homeland,” and demonstrates how this
diasporic sanctuary clashes with the occupied geographic reality upon physical return.

Keywords: postmemory, third space, testimonial objects, Palestinian American diaspora,
hybrid identity

Introduction

If the olive trees knew the hands that planted them —
Their oil would become tears
— Mahmoud Darwish

Arab American literature has long been a literature of necessity, born from the need to speak
back against a long history of misrepresentation that turned the Arab subject into a symbol
rather than a person. Within this broad field, Palestinian American writing carries its own
specific weight, inextricably bound to the 1948 Nakba: the forced displacement of hundreds of
thousands of Palestinians and the erasure of over five hundred villages from the map. What
makes this literature distinctive is that it has never been able to treat the Nakba as concluded
history, because Palestinian identity is shaped not only by the loss but by the open-endedness
of a catastrophe that has never ended. For Palestinian writers, then, the act of writing is itself
an act of resistance, a way of reclaiming what Edward Said calls “the permission to narrate”
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(Said 1984): the right to tell one’s own story in a world that has spent considerable energy trying
to tell it otherwise, or to erase it entirely.

Susan Muaddi Darraj has worked within this tradition since her debut. Her first collection, 7he
Inheritance of Exile (2007), traced the lives of Palestinian women across South Philadelphia
with a precision that resisted available stereotypes. She later created Farah Rocks, a children’s
book series featuring the first Palestinian American protagonist in mainstream American
children’s literature, a detail that says something important about the gap she has spent years
trying to fill. Behind You Is the Sea (2024) is her fullest fictional account of the Palestinian
diaspora in Baltimore. It is a cycle of nine interconnected stories tracing three Palestinian
American families, the working-class Baladis and Salamehs and the wealthier Ammars, through
the everyday textures of immigrant life: a paralyzed mother at a Wolfe Street window, an
estranged son escorting his father’s body across a border, a teenager refusing to play Princess
Jasmine, and a middle-aged divorcée placing her father’s olive-pit prayer beads back in his
hand. Although each story can be read on its own, together they form a single argument about
what displacement actually costs. Within Muaddi Darraj’s oeuvre, the novel represents the most
expansive synthesis of her recurring concerns: gender, generation, working-class precarity, and
the slow erosion of memory in a single multi-voiced text. I selected it both because of its
contemporary relevance and because of its refusal either to romanticize or to pathologize the
diaspora it depicts.

The catastrophe at the heart of this novel is the 1948 Nakba (Arabic for “catastrophe”), which
refers to the forced displacement and expulsion of Palestinians from their homelands. While
1948 represents the “War of Independence” for Israelis, it left countless of the defeated with a
trauma that does not function as a static historical memory but as an active, unfolding reality.
Darraj’s novel is set seventy-five years later, in Baltimore, but the Nakba runs underneath every
household in the book: in the patriarchs who refuse to redecorate, in the silences that fill the
kitchens, in the bodies that no longer remember why they ache, and in the children who must
answer for a homeland they have never seen. The novel’s stakes lie precisely in this temporal
continuity. It asks what trauma looks like when there is no “post” available, when the
catastrophe is still unfolding decades after the founding event.

This paper asks three related questions about Behind You Is the Sea. First, how is cultural
identity negotiated between America and Palestine for second-generation characters who
occupy what Homi K. Bhabha (1994) calls the “Third Space”? Second, how does the second
generation construct a hybrid sense of self through postmemory, when direct testimony is
unavailable? And third, how is postmemory itself transmitted in the contemporary diaspora
through physical “testimonial objects” (Hirsch 2012, 24), and through the increasingly
important role of digital witness, where viral videos and hashtags substitute for the lost
geographic homeland? In what follows, I argue that the second generation cannot inherit
Palestine through any single channel. Instead, they piece together what Salman Rushdie (1991)
calls an “imaginary homeland” out of fragments (stories, objects, screens), and this imagined
Palestine, however fragile, becomes the only homeland that an actual physical return cannot
demolish.

Two of the terms in the title organize this argument. The phrase “children of the idea” echoes
Mourid Barghouti’s description of a generation that knows Palestine “only as an idea”
(Barghouti 2000, 62) and Victoria Mason’s reading of the second exilic generation as the
children of the “idea of Palestine” (Mason 2007). It names the specific predicament of the
second generation in this novel: they inherit a homeland they have never seen, and must build
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it as an idea rather than retrieve it as a place. “Digital witness” names the second pillar of the
argument, that visual media and viral hashtags now perform the work that material testimonial
objects performed in earlier diasporic literatures, and that this digital channel must be added to
Hirsch’s account of postmemory if it is to remain useful for a generation whose primary access
to the homeland is mediated through smartphones rather than through inherited heirlooms
alone. The third pillar, the reality of return, names the limit case where the imagined homeland
meets the occupied land. Read together, these three pillars allow this paper to test the joint
adequacy of postmemory and the Third Space for Palestinian American second-generation
fiction, an application that, despite the wide use of both concepts, remains underdeveloped, and
that must be tested against the specific condition that, for Palestinians, the past has not yet
passed.

The remainder of this paper proceeds as follows. Section 1 sets out the theoretical framework,
situating Hirsch’s postmemory within the decolonial turn and addressing the relation between
the shared cultural inheritance described by Stuart Hall and the hybrid “Third Space” described
by Bhabha. Section 2 examines how second-generation characters in the novel negotiate
cultural identity between America and Palestine through the friction of the Third Space. Section
3 analyzes how postmemory is transmitted, both through physical testimonial objects and
through digital witness. Section 4 deconstructs the imagined homeland by analyzing the
estrangement of return, and demonstrates how the second generation’s inherited memory
collides with the occupied geographic reality of contemporary Palestine. A brief conclusion
synthesizes the argument.

1. Postmemory and the decolonial turn

For the children of immigrants and refugees, the second-hand experiences of a parent’s
catastrophe (the whispered stories of a lost homeland, the preserved domestic objects, and the
unarticulated silences in the living room) saturate their upbringing. As Marianne Hirsch puts it,
these fragments of the past are “transmitted to them so deeply and affectively as to seem to
constitute memories in their own right” (Hirsch 2012, 5). Hirsch coins postmemory to describe
this relationship: “‘Postmemory’ describes the relationship that the ‘generation after’ bears to
the personal, collective, and cultural trauma of those who came before—to experiences they
‘remember’ only by means of the stories, images, and behaviors among which they grew up”
(5). Postmemory is therefore not identical to the survivor’s own memory; it is defined by a
“generational remove” (5) in which the child feels the pain on behalf of the parent, even long
after the event has occurred.

Hirsch’s model, however, is calibrated to the Holocaust, which she treats as a singular and
chronologically bounded catastrophe. Applying it to Palestinians without correction risks
treating the Nakba as an event safely sealed in the past. Scholars across the humanities have
grouped this kind of corrective work under what Walter Mignolo (2011) and Nelson
Maldonado-Torres (2007) call the decolonial turn: a methodological commitment to displacing
knowledge produced under conditions of coloniality from its claim to universality and reading
it against the testimony of those it has historically excluded. Applied to trauma studies, the
decolonial turn rejects the singular-event model of catastrophe, foregrounds ongoing structural
and colonial violence, and centers the self-narration of the colonized over the diagnostic
categories of the West. Stef Craps’s intervention is exemplary here: he argues that traditional
trauma theory operates with a model “according to which trauma results from a single,
extraordinary, catastrophic event” (Craps et al. 2015, 907), and that this model is “inadequate
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for the postcolonial experience” (911) because it cannot register insidious trauma or slow
violence. Rosemary Sayigh sharpens the point by criticizing the exclusion of the Palestinian
Nakba from the established “trauma genre,” noting that this exclusion ignores “a continuing
state of rightlessness, with all the varieties of abuse and violence that rightlessness exposes
people to” (Sayigh 2013, 56).

What this means for the present paper is that the Palestinian condition forces an adjustment to
Hirsch’s model rather than its abandonment. Ahmad H. Sa’di and Lila Abu-Lughod argue that
for Palestinians, “the past is neither distant nor over... the Nakba is not over yet” (Sa’di and
Abu-Lughod 2007, 10). Palestinian psychiatrist Samah Jabr captures the same insight when she
observes that, for Palestinians, “[t]here is no ‘post’ because the trauma is repetitive and ongoing
and continuous” (Jabr 2019). Joseph Farag (2017, 18) describes the Nakba as “a process of
denial that continues to this day,” while Haim Bresheeth (2007, 161) calls it “a continuity of
pain and trauma, reaching from the past into the heart of the present.” Even Hirsch herself
acknowledges that the Holocaust “can no longer serve simply as a conceptual limit case”
(Hirsch 2012, 18) and that memory studies must adapt to ongoing sites of historical trauma,
including “the Israeli/Palestinian conflict.” This paper, therefore, retains the architecture of
Hirsch’s postmemory (the generational remove, the testimonial object, the act of transfer) while
abandoning its assumption of an event safely past. Postmemory remains useful for naming the
precise mechanism of intergenerational transmission, even as the decolonial correction reminds
us that what is being transmitted in the Palestinian case is not closed history but an open wound.
As Tom Brocket points out, the hybridity of second-generation Arab Americans cannot be
analyzed in a vacuum, but must be examined in light of the racial and class marginalization in
the United States that enforces a “‘bright boundary’” separating “‘an inner-familial-communal
Arab domain and an external-political-public American domain’” (Brocket 2020, 147).

The reciprocal condition of this transmission is that identity, too, becomes plural. Stuart Hall
(1990) gives a useful framework for naming this plurality. He distinguishes two registers of
cultural identity that coexist in tension. The first defines cultural identity as a shared culture
rooted in common historical experiences, providing displaced communities with “stable,
unchanging and continuous frames of reference and meaning” (Hall 1990, 223). The second
register holds that cultural identity is also a matter of “‘becoming’ as well as of ‘being’” and is
subject to the “continuous ‘play’ of history, culture and power” (225). The two registers are not
rival models; they describe different functions of cultural identity at the same time. The first
explains what binds the diaspora together as one people across exile, the cohesive force that
allows Reema, Marcus, Layla, and Samira to recognize each other as Palestinian, even though
most have never seen Palestine. The second explains how each individual lives that shared
inheritance differently in America, in friction with assimilation, gender, class, and racialization.
Bhabha’s “Third Space” sits inside this second register: it names the productive in-between
where second-generation Palestinian Americans make a hybrid sense of identities they did not
choose but cannot disavow, and where the inherited “roots” of Palestine and the lived “routes”
of Baltimore are continuously negotiated. The shared cultural inheritance is therefore the
ground from which the hybrid identity is constructed, not its opposite. The two are best
understood as the static and dynamic faces of the same diasporic identity formation.

Equally important to the present argument, the negotiation of identity for Palestinian Americans
is not simply a natural phase of assimilation but a necessity for survival. Edward Said observes
that Palestinians in the United States must reckon with “an almost total official American
opposition to us as a people” (Said 1986, 133). This places the second generation in an
existential limbo, as the country that offers them refuge is simultaneously contributing to the
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denial of the existence of their homeland. Said elaborates that the raw facts of Palestinian
dispossession “do not at all speak for themselves, but require a socially acceptable narrative to
absorb, sustain and circulate them” (Said 1984, 34) in order to achieve historical legitimacy. To
claim narrative space is therefore an act of defiance for a stateless community that is “frequently
unable either to speak the ‘truth’ of our experience or to make it heard” (Said 1986, 6). Sama
Alshaibi anchors this transmission in the unique Palestinian context. She identifies the “paradox
of Palestinian refugee identity,” a tension where the attempt to bury historical trauma only
heightens its haunting presence (Alshaibi 2006, 41). In line with Diane Allan’s (2007, 277)
observation that traumatic transmission must be understood through “mundane—though no less
devastating—everyday forms of suffering,” this paper anchors postmemory in immediate
material struggle rather than in abstraction. The result is that the second generation’s
postmemory is constructed around significant absences, which forces them to forge their
respective “positioned belongings” (Brocket 2020) by claiming a middle ground between
heritage and assimilation.

2. Negotiating cultural identity: between America and Palestine

Cultural identity does not come as a neatly packaged inheritance for second-generation
Palestinian Americans. Instead, it is a volatile negotiation between their ancestral roots and the
realities of their American surroundings. Through the transgenerational transfer of trauma, the
children of the diaspora find themselves occupying the liminal Third Space established above.
To expand on this concept of liminality, scholar Stephanie L. Young, drawing on the work of
Victor Turner, notes that this is a place that is “neither here nor there” and “betwixt and
between” (Young 2009, 141), which forces individuals to exist outside the traditional
boundaries that classify cultural space. Since the Palestinian diaspora children are denied a
sovereign geographic state and severed from their parents’ past, this liminality defines their
everyday existence. Indeed, they have to face this highly charged Third Space not just in private,
but also across the public and professional spheres of their American lives, always trying to
translate the unarticulated pain of who came before them into their own positioned belongings.
Therefore, the attempt to reconcile the inherited trauma of the first generation with their own
assimilation turns their cultural identity into a site of intense hybrid friction.

In Behind You Is the Sea, Marcus Salameh captures the tension between assimilation and
diasporic alienation within the public sphere. He enters and serves a quintessentially American
institution of power by becoming a police officer. However, this outward “success” is marked
by deep estrangement from his father, who harshly condemns his son’s career choice, seeing it
as a betrayal of their people. The tension peaks during Marcus’s graduation from the police
academy. Instead of expressing pride, his father verbally degrades him by calling him a dog
(kelb in Arabic) and warns him that the American system will only exploit him. Marcus says,
““You, ya kelb,” he said to me when I graduated from the academy. ‘Don’t let them use you.
You’re Arab, first and always.” But see, Baba, that’s not what my birth certificate says, although
I never said this to him out loud” (Darraj 2024, 23). That is why Marcus finds himself trapped
in the Third Space as his work enforces the laws of a system that his marginalized community
often views with suspicion. He becomes both an insider and an outsider, never fully at home in
Baltimore or in Palestine. Thus, the father’s refusal to accept his American trajectory
demonstrates how the first generation’s inherited trauma and patriarchal authority can become
a suffocating weight on the second generation’s attempts to build a life in exile.
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This alienation, however, is not just bound to societal conflicts. Susan Muaddi Darraj illustrates
how the fracture of exile is encoded into the very psychology and language of the second
generation. Certainly, this disconnection is internalized linguistically for Reema Baladi. Reema
reflects on the Arabic alphabet that her father taught her. She notes:

He spent a long time teaching me how to read and write, how to connect
the letters together because Arabic is not printed. The letters mostly
slide into each other. Except for some letters—some letters, like ra, alif,
and others—are complex because they don’t want to be connected.
They’d rather cut a word in half than reach out and link to the next letter.
My name is like that—the first letter is ra, and it’s separate from every
other letter in my name. Sometimes, when Baba would make me write
it over and over, I imagined that the ra was standing on an island, cast
away from the other letters, watching as they sailed away together.
(Darraj 2024, 12)

This metaphor encodes exile directly into her identity. Just like the letters of her name, Reema
perceives herself as isolated, inherently resistant to connection, and severed from her
surroundings. The trauma and isolation she inherits eventually culminate as she watches her
father slowly succumb to his illness. As he fades, Reema realizes that her parents have been
entirely consumed by their displacement. Yet, rather than surrendering to this void, she
observes, “when you’re like us, you purge nothing. You recycle or repurpose every damn
thing... watching my father die before he ever really lived, all I can think about is how I’'m
going to use these feelings I’'m having now” (Darraj 2024, 15). Therefore, his unfulfilled
immigrant existence becomes the tragic inheritance Reema is left to decipher alone.
Nevertheless, she chooses to “repurpose” her inherited pain and that is how she transforms the
paralyzing alienation of the first generation into her own independent, survival-driven identity.

This active repurposing of trauma is most evidently realized in Reema’s decision to name her
newborn son after her deceased father, Jibril. In doing so, she engages in what Marianne Hirsch
describes as intergenerational “acts of transfer,” which “not only transform history into
memory, but enable memories to be shared across individuals and generations” (Hirsch 2012,
31). When she tells the name to her boyfriend, Torrey, she explains that “‘[i]t’s Arabic for
Gabriel.” I write it out for him in Arabic, and I show him how the ra in the middle of the word
doesn’t get connected to the other letters. ‘Like my name. His name is like my name that way’”
(Darraj 2024, 16). This explicitly mirrors the linguistic isolation she feels within her own name.
However, she does not allow this disconnection to act as a permanent split; instead, she
transforms the name into a living memorial. Additionally, the act of bestowing her father’s
name upon her American-born child ensures that his unfulfilled immigrant history and cultural
identity survive in exile. Therefore, through this act of postmemory, Reema reactivates her
father’s legacy and effectively forges a tangible familial connection out of the very letters that
once symbolized her alienation and fragmentation.

Other second-generation characters experience this “Third Space” in highly public and
quintessentially American environments. The intense hybrid friction between Arab traditions
and American social norms creates a constant state of internal conflict, as seen with Layla
Marwan, Hiba Ammar’s cousin, in the sixth story, “Gyroscopes.” Layla is someone who easily
gets anxious about social spaces and constantly feels the everyday tensions of visibility and
belonging as an Arab American teenager. At school, she watches “the varsity cheerleaders, in
their tiny skirts, follow with a routine that is so haram [forbidden] it almost makes me blush”
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(Darraj 2024, 78). Indeed, watching these cheerleaders at the pep rally makes her feel both
disgust and longing. “‘I guess she’s trying to twerk,” Hiba scoffs. ‘She needs help,’ I reply, but
inside, I marvel at her. I get uncomfortable when people look at me for any reason, good or bad
... I can’t even imagine getting on a court in front of the whole high school and shaking my ass
like that. It’s crazy, but at the same time, I wish I had the guts to do it” (79). Hence, she is torn
between the cultural expectations she was raised to abide by and her desire to express herself
and come out as more than just a regular Arab girl, whom everyone at her school assumes they
know based on stereotypes. To survive this friction, Layla must act like the titular gyroscope.
A gyroscope is a device that uses a spinning wheel or disc to detect and maintain orientation
and angular velocity. In this story, it suggests a metaphor for the struggle to find a balance in
the diaspora, and despite all trials, ““it looks like it should be falling over, but it’s not... like it’s
defying gravity” (82). In this way, much like Marcus and Reema, Layla manages to “defy
gravity” within this liminal reality, and rather than letting the heavy burden of her dual exile
drag her down, she actively creates her own sense of belonging and claims an identity entirely
on her own terms.

This internal friction is further complicated when Layla is forced to confront American
Orientalism and stereotyping directly. When the high school drama club decides to put on a
production of Aladdin, Layla immediately protests the play. She delivers a “little speech” to her
teacher, “[a]bout the lyrics to the original opening song and how they painted Arabs in a bad
way, and how it fed into the stereotypes that already exist about us” (Darraj 2024, 83). The
pressure of these stereotypes reaches a climax when a classmate suggests she try out for the
role of Princess Jasmine because she looks ‘“‘authentic.” Here, Layla confronts the exact
phenomenon Edward Said articulates in Orientalism regarding “how readily ‘the Arab’ seems
to accommodate the transformations and reductions—all of a simply tendentious kind—into
which he is continually being forced” (Said 1977, 285). This means that the Arab is denied
individuality and is instead flattened into an “accepted caricature” (285). Furthermore, Layla
flawlessly illustrates Nadine Naber’s analysis of Arab American “invisibility.” Naber argues
that while Arab Americans are often rendered structurally invisible within the U.S. racial
classification system, they are simultaneously forced into paradoxical hyper-visibility through
popular media that homogenizes their diverse community into one singular, monolithic “Arab-
Middle Eastern-Muslim” caricature (Naber 2000, 44). Indeed, Naber explicitly identifies the
production of Aladdin as part of this neocolonial media apparatus, which is designed to assert
white American superiority by casting Arabs as the generic, backward Other (44). Thus, when
her peers ask her to play Princess Jasmine, they are essentially asking her to embody this
caricature. Consequently, Layla experiences a form of blocked assimilation: her integration into
the American high school space is prohibited unless she agrees to perform as this Orientalist
caricature. However, Layla refuses to accommodate this reduction or to be treated as a token
Arab. She rejects the role by arguing, “It doesn’t make sense, because she’s a cartoon” (Darraj
2024, 87). This way, Layla actively negotiates her cultural identity between America and
Palestine, the same way she refuses to let her Palestinian heritage be consumed as a two-
dimensional American stereotype, thereby transforming her racialized visibility into a powerful
act of resistance.

In essence, to survive this blocked assimilation, the second generation must negotiate their
identity rather than passively accepting their marginalization. Anthropologist James Clifford
uses the conceptual interplay between “roots” and “routes” to define the diasporic identity.
Clifford argues that diaspora cultures “mediate, in a lived tension, the experiences of separation
and entanglement, of living here and remembering/desiring another place” (Clifford 1997, 255).
In the Palestinian context, Mai Serhan examines the “intersection of the ‘roots’ and ‘routes’”
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for the second generation. Some characters who have never lived or even been to Palestine,
such as Reema and Layla, embody Serhan’s observation that the homeland remains “the
unknown in their gene pool, a blind spot in a rearview mirror, a place they cannot see, but could
still sense. Palestine to those Palestinians is an idea, as obscure as the moon” (Serhan 2023, 54).
However, Serhan asserts that “although the routes the narrators took to and through the United
States are different, the root, the origin story, and the inherited trauma are the same” (59).
Therefore, these characters must take these inherited roots and translate them into their own
forward-moving American routes. In doing so, they fully actualize the “positioned belongings”
necessary for their survival. As Tom Brocket observes, claiming a positioned belonging allows
the second generation to ensure that the “tensions between diaspora, transnationalism,
assimilation, and racialization... are thus reflexively reconciled” (Brocket 2020, 148). This
allows them to accept that they grew up far from the homeland “without compromising their
authenticity as Palestinians” (148). Therefore, they claim a middle ground and refuse to be
forced into choosing between being completely American or completely Palestinian. In the end,
much like Marcus and Reema, Layla manages to “defy gravity” in the diaspora, and rather than
letting the heavy burden of her dual exile drag her down, she uses these intersecting routes to
create her own sense of belonging.

Crucially, to keep this new sense of belonging alive, they need tangible reminders. Since they
built their lives outside of Palestine, these characters use the everyday objects around them to
hold onto their past. Instead of relying on a country, they protect their heritage through material
artifacts and modern digital networks.

3. Transmitting trauma: testimonial objects and digital witness

To understand how the trauma of the homeland is transmitted to the second generation,
particularly when direct storytelling fails, Marianne Hirsch’s “postmemory” is indispensable.
Hirsch argues that the children of exiles belong to a “hinge generation” that receives the trauma
of their parents “so deeply and affectively as to seem to constitute memories in their own right”
(Hirsch 2012, 5). Because this postgeneration did not physically live through the initial
catastrophe of displacement, their connection to the past cannot rely on literal, direct recall.
Instead, as Hirsch notes, postmemory is mediated through “imaginative investment, projection,
and creation” (5). Crucially, this transmission occurs not only through spoken narratives but
also through the physical environment. As Hirsch notes, the postgeneration inherits “not only
stories and images from the past, but also our bodily and affective relationship to the object
world we inhabit” (24). In the diaspora, everyday domestic items cease to be mere belongings
and instead serve as “testimonial objects” (24). These items absorb the unarticulated grief of
the first generation and bridge the generational gap. When they interact with these objects, the
second generation engages in intergenerational “acts of transfer” (31) that carry the silent
weight of history into the American present.

However, within the Palestinian diaspora, the inheritance of memory and material culture
transcends psychological attachment. It functions as a form of political resistance. Ahmad H.
Sa’di and Lila Abu-Lughod argue that, because Palestinian memory is produced under the
constant threat of colonial erasure, their intergenerational remembering functions as a “dissident
memory” and “counter-memory” (Sa’di and Abu-Lughod 2007, 6). In this context, postmemory
is realized through what Farah Aboubakr describes as the efforts of older generations to
“maintain the passing on of past events and unconsciously the pains of trauma to coming
generations and to encourage the continuum of shared values, experiences and memories”
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(Aboubakr 2019, 38). To ensure this continuum survives what Dima Saad terms “the labyrinths
of forced displacement” (Saad 2019, 60), the diaspora deliberately mobilizes the material world
to anchor its displaced identity. Saad argues that for those in exile, everyday belongings are not
merely sentimental keepsakes, but they become “transgenerationally inalienable” objects that
serve as “vessels of transgenerational transmission” (60). Thus, these items reconstruct the lost
homeland, which allows the diaspora to anchor their everyday practices of remembering against
the material backdrop of an unhomely present. Susan Slyomovics similarly asserts that by
“creating and documenting material culture” (Slyomovics 2007, 38), the diaspora anchors its
history in physical artifacts. This ensures that the “interactions between creators and human-
shaped material” allow Palestinians to “regain the status of historical subjects” (38). Therefore,
within the Palestinian diaspora, Hirsch’s “testimonial objects” are elevated into instruments of
sumud (steadfastness), which allows the second generation to physically inherit their culture
and defy the erasure of their history.

In Behind You Is the Sea, Susan Muaddi Darraj illustrates this decolonized, material
transmission of postmemory through the character of Samira Awadah, in the eighth story,
“Worry Beads.” Samira is introduced as a successful, forty-year-old attorney, specializing in
Education Advocacy, who has seemingly mastered assimilation. She achieves the material
health of the American Dream while also existing as a marginalized, “banished daughter”
within her own family after her mom kicked her out due to her divorce. Moreover, Samira’s
connection to her Palestinian heritage is further threatened as her father, whom she lovingly
refers to as “baba,” succumbs to severe dementia and is placed in a nursing home; thus, his
fading mind tragically cuts short any possibility of a coherent oral history. In the absence of his
voice, his masbaha (worry beads) steps into the act as a powerful testimonial object. The beads
themselves are deeply tied to Palestinian heritage and culture, and they are “his oldest strand of
beads, the rosary he treasured because his own father had made it by hand, carving the beads
out of olive pits” (Darraj 2024, 107). Because they were carved by the grandfather, they
represent the ancestral homeland and were likely brought over from Palestine during the
family’s displacement. Furthermore, in Palestinian culture, the olive trees represent a symbol
of rootedness, survival, and sumud (steadfastness). Thus, Baba’s masbaha is not only an item
he uses daily, but also a tangible, enduring piece of the homeland. For Baba, this physical item
anchors his fading consciousness amidst his dementia, as he obsessively worries the beads with
his trembling fingers. However, for Samira, it offers her a physical connection to a past she
never lived through. Here, the trauma and memory of Palestine are transmitted through the
physical touch of the olive pits. Rather than passively witnessing her father’s cognitive decline,
Samira executes an act of transfer. When she discovers the masbaha neglected and “buried in
his utensil drawer” (Darraj 2024, 129), she immediately retrieves it and hands “the rosary gently
to him” (129). Thus, she translates the unspoken shock of the Palestinian past into a tangible
reality in the American present, and by placing the olive pits back into his hands, she inherits
her family’s history through material presence rather than through words.

Susan Muaddi Darraj also shows how postmemory works in the contemporary world, where
the physical links to the homeland are often out of reach. For the modern Palestinian diaspora,
the transmission of collective memory has been increasingly migrating into the digital sphere.
Marianne Hirsch notes that postmemory is reliant on visual media, as images can force
descendants to bear witness to the violent ruptures of the past. However, within the Palestinian
context, visual culture is not merely a psychological confrontation, but a deliberate reclamation
of historical presence. Edward Said notes that because Palestinians “do not usually control the
images that represent us” (Said 1986, 6), visual representation becomes a crucial space to assert
that “we too are looking, we too are scrutinizing... We are more than someone's object” (166).
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As Lena Jayyusi points out, documenting daily life through cameras and video turns the simple
act of “bearing witness” into a powerful way to reclaim their voice and agency (Jayyusi 2007,
127). Returning to Sama Alshaibi’s analysis of the Palestinian diaspora, she explains that videos
and photos act as a “vessel for aspects of the diaspora's collected memories and narratives of
loss” (Alshaibi 2006, 40). She also argues that these images turn personal grief into a collective
testament. Therefore, for a younger generation separated from their homeland, the digital screen
acts as a modern “testimonial object” of digital witness. It erases the distance between America
and Palestine and allows them to connect with the trauma through their phones.

This digital connection is evident in Rania Mahfouz’s intense reaction to the viral
#Justice4Rasha video. Rasha’s murder, the central event of the novel’s fourth story, “The
Hashtag,” is a devastating consequence of patriarchal silencing within the Palestinian
community. What matters for the present argument is the medium through which Rania actually
witnesses this trauma. Rania’s daily life as an Arab American mother is so entwined with the
internet, as she relies heavily on her smartphone and social media platforms like Twitter and
Facebook to manage her job and communicate with autism advocacy groups for her son. It is
through this digital presence that the trauma of the homeland violently intrudes upon her
comfortable American reality, as she repeatedly glimpses the trending hashtag #Justice4Rasha
on her feeds. This digital distress leads her to an anonymous local blogger known as
“Palestinian Athena,” who exposes the horrific truth that Rasha did not die in an accidental fall
as they claim, but was brutally murdered by her own family to cover up her rape. To prove
these claims, Athena’s blog links directly to a leaked smartphone video, forcing Rania to watch
the unedited terror unfolding thousands of miles away:

The woman who lived across the courtyard had shot a sixty-four-second
film of Rasha being dragged out of a car on the street and into the house
by two of her brothers. She was screaming until one hand clamped over
her mouth, and then the door shut. A blurred face appeared in the
window, a man who reached up with both hands to pull the curtains
together. Another scream could be heard until it was abruptly muffled.
(Darraj 2024, 55)

Thus, as she watches the brothers drag Rasha and listens to her screams, the digital screen
replaces the physical object as a link to her heritage. The hashtag demands what Hirsch calls
“reparative looking.” This means that when Rania bears witness to the video, she is forced to
truly see and feel her people’s suffering. The digital image takes the unspoken grief of older
generations and turns it into an immediate shock for the youth.

Just like the olive-pit masbaha rooted Samira’s identity, the digital video roots Rania’s. It
transforms her from a passive consumer of social media into a witness to her people’s struggles.
Together, both Baba’s beads and the digital video show how the Palestinian diaspora adapts to
survive, whether through the physical touch or the pixels of a smartphone screen. Furthermore,
the second generation uses these testimonial objects to build an “imagined homeland” entirely
from afar.
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4. The imagined homeland and the reality of return

For the characters in Behind You Is the Sea, the lost territory in 1948 has transformed into an
abstract concept. As Palestinian poet Mourid Barghouti observes in his autobiographical
memoir / Saw Ramallah, ongoing displacement has turned the diaspora into “children of the
idea of Palestine” (Barghouti 2000, 62). In his work, he reflects on his own decades in exile and
his son’s upbringing in Cairo. Barghouti notes that the long occupation has produced a youth
who only know their country through inherited stories and news, thereby making this
conceptual space an anchor for their identity formation. To echo this sentiment, Mai Serhan
observes that “Palestine to those Palestinians is an idea, as obscure as the moon” (Serhan 2023,
54). That is to say that the second generation uses the fragments of parental stories, silent
trauma, tangible objects, and digital broadcasts to build what Salman Rushdie famously terms
“imaginary homelands, indias of the mind” (Rushdie 1991, 10). Writing about his own
displacement, Rushdie explains that because physical alienation prevents migrants from
reclaiming exactly what was lost, they are forced to invent invisible and fictional versions of
their native cities. In the context of the Palestinian diaspora, Victoria Mason argues that for
generations born in exile, the homeland forms an intrinsic part of their identity through inherited
“acts of memory” and mnemonic links. In her research on the “second exilic generation,”
Mason emphasizes that because these youths lack firsthand experience of the land, they rely on
the daily practices of remembering to bridge the geographical difference. This psychological
reconstruction is crucial for diasporic self-definition, as Palestinian American author Fawaz
Turki asserts. As he reflects on his journey from a refugee camp in Lebanon to the United States,
he maintains that the dramatic historical events of his people belong to an invisible part of his
existence, whether he was present for them or not. Without these inherited connections to the
homeland’s history, he concludes, the “geography of [the] soul, would stand empty” (Turki
1977, 67). In other words, to survive the alienation of living in America, the second generation
must cultivate this rich, internal landscape, and if they were to abandon the “idea” of Palestine,
they would be left with a serious existential void.

This imagined version of Palestine is held together by a core political and emotional demand
for al-awdah (the Right of Return). Legally rooted in the 1948 United Nations General
Assembly Resolution 194, this right historically represents the international demand for
Palestinian repatriation and compensation. Specifically, paragraph 11 of the resolution dictates
that “refugees wishing to return to their homes and live at peace with their neighbours should
be permitted to do so at the earliest practicable date” (Quigley 1998, 183). This legal mandate
formally establishes that the international community recognizes the refugees’ absolute
entitlement to physically reclaim their stolen space or receive fair compensation.

However, in the diasporic consciousness, the concept transcends contractual legalities. As
Palestinian historian Rashid Khalidi observes, “the question of ‘return’ is perceived by
Palestinians as a moral issue, one of rights in the abstract, rather than one of a specific set of
rights in the contractual sense” (Khalidi 1992, 31). He further argues that acknowledging this
right represents “an acceptance in principle of the fact that the Palestinians are a people with
national rights, among them the natural right to live in their ancestral homeland, and that a
wrong was done to them” (31). This perspective shows that for the diaspora, returning is not
just about moving back, but it is a moral necessity that forces the international community to
admit the traumas of the past and respect Palestinian survival as a people. Thus, the diaspora
clings fiercely to this demand. Fawaz Turki asserts, “To reject the Return is to rip up the tree
on which his history and raison d'étre grow,” which leads him to famously declare, “I want to
return, therefore I am” (Turki 1977, 68). Turki’s declaration reveals that abandoning the dream
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of repatriation would mean entirely surrendering their national identity and accepting their own
erasure. Yet, for those born and raised in the West, this political demand necessarily takes on a
more abstract and metaphorical dimension. In this regard, sociologists Smita Tewari Jassal and
Eyal Ben-Ari observe that “return has become increasingly abstract, and placed in a distant
tomorrow” (Jassal and Ben-Ari 2006, 2219). This observation indicates that as time passes in
exile, the youth no longer view repatriation as an immediate plan to pack their bags and relocate
back to Palestine. Instead, the demand becomes a crucial plea for historical validation. For the
diaspora, holding onto the dream of returning acts as an emotional survival tool to help them
deal with the pain of losing their homeland. For the postmemory generation, keeping this
political demand abstract serves to protect the idealized image of the homeland they have built
in exile. However, this protective abstraction makes actual travel to the region very
destabilizing.

In her chapter, “Return to Half-Ruins: Memory, Postmemory, and Living History in Palestine,”
Lila Abu-Lughod examines the complexities of this journey. She reflects on her own father’s
‘awda (return) to Jaffa and the occupied territories, and she uses his experience to analyze how
the second generation inherits the trauma of displacement. She also discusses how diasporic
descendants carry the heavy, nostalgic memories of their parents. Yet, the actual travel journey
forcefully shatters these illusions, which makes the returning youths confront an unfamiliar and
hostile reality. Consequently, she argues that scholars must adapt traditional trauma theories to
fit the Palestinian context. While Hirsch’s postmemory describes parental memories of events
that have passed and that the world has denounced, the Palestinian case is different: as the
daughter of someone who lived through the Nakba, Abu-Lughod learned from her father’s
return that for Palestinians both memory and postmemory have, in her words, “a special valence
because the past has not yet passed” (Abu-Lughod 2007, 79).

Therefore, when the diaspora youth travel to the homeland, they do not just encounter the silent
ghosts of their parents’ past; rather, their inherited postmemory violently collides with the
material reality, such as military checkpoints, demolished homes, and the separation wall in
Jerusalem (al-jidar). The return, then, does not offer a restorative homecoming but rather
amplifies their exilic trauma by proving that the pristine homeland of their parents’ memories
no longer exists.

In Behind You Is the Sea, Marcus Salameh confronts this devastating collision between
inherited illusion and the harsh reality when he journeys to the West Bank to bury his father. In
the ninth and concluding story, “Escorting the Body,” this theoretical clash materializes the
moment Marcus lands at Ben Gurion Airport and faces the systemic hostility of the border.
Rather than experiencing a welcoming homecoming, Marcus is detained for over ten hours by
armed guards, which is an exhausting bureaucratic ordeal he likens to “dealing with an angry,
suspicious girlfriend” (Darraj 2024, 136). He was tormented by the paperwork and the guard
“flapping some papers in his face” (137). A young soldier cruelly taunts him by withholding
his father’s body, then he declares with a smirk, “We haf a problem. You cannot bring your
fahzir to Israel,” and “[t]hey summoned him a few more times, only to tell him to wait again.
Over and over. After four more hours, he insisted that he be able to check on the body, to make
sure it was being kept cool” (138). This exhausting wait at the border and checkpoint experience
immediately shatters any romanticized vision of a peaceful return, which forces Marcus to
realize that his homeland is actually controlled by an armed system built specifically to frustrate
him and push him away. Indeed, Marcus was worried “not about himself, but about Baba, about
the body decomposing in a warm room. It had been six days since he died” (138).
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Furthermore, once Marcus finally crosses the border, he discovers that the alienation he
experiences is not only military, but also cultural and linguistic. He subconsciously expects to
find a place where he will finally belong. Instead, as Arabic fills the streets around him for the
first time, he experiences a strange sense of being foreign. Despite his Palestinian roots, Marcus
faces another harsh realization: he does not fit in with actual Palestinians either. Because his
idea of Palestine is based entirely on his father’s old memories, his Arabic is stuck in the past.
When he speaks, his driver, Abu Sharif, chuckles and tells him, “You talk like my grandfather”
(Darraj 2024, 139). This language barrier is a constant reminder of his American upbringing,
especially that “[h]e’d only spoken to his parents. His older relatives. He couldn’t read a single
word, even though he could scribble his name by memorizing the curves and the slopes, how
to round out the last letter, sin, like a hug” (139), yet he cannot even read his own name carved
into the family tombstone. Thus, this culture shock shows Marcus that traveling to the homeland
cannot magically fix his identity. Because the local people and language only emphasize his
American reality, he realizes he must leave his father’s illusions behind and figure out who he
is back in Baltimore. Altogether, Marcus’s journey to Palestine characterizes his reaction to the
family and community pressure placed on him since childhood, specifically the moral duty to
fulfill his father’s will to be buried back home. Furthermore, this quintessential story
symbolizes the broader Palestinian return journey.

Conclusion

In Behind You Is the Sea, the second-generation experience of the Palestinian diaspora cannot
be reduced to a story of return. The novel, instead, makes visible the workings of
transgenerational trauma in a context where the originating catastrophe has not yet ended.
Marcus’s detention at Ben Gurion, Layla’s refusal to be reduced to Princess Jasmine, Reema’s
repurposing of her father’s name, Samira’s reclamation of her father’s olive-pit masbaha, and
Rania’s witness to the viral #Justice4Rasha video together demonstrate the three movements
this paper has tracked.

First, the negotiation of cultural identity in the Third Space is not a passing assimilation phase
but a survival strategy. Hall’s two-level model of cultural identity clarifies why the shared
cultural inheritance of being Palestinian is not in opposition to the second generation’s hybrid
Americanness, but rather the ground on which that hybridity is built. The characters in this
novel do not abandon the “shared culture” of their elders to construct a fluid Americanized self;
they hold both registers in continuous, productive friction, and it is the friction itself, rather than
the resolution, that produces the “positioned belongings” Brocket describes.

Second, the transmission of postmemory in this novel happens through more than spoken
stories. It happens through the physical inheritance of testimonial objects (Baba’s masbaha, the
Arabic letters of Reema’s name) and through digital witness: the leaked smartphone video that
breaches Rania’s American living room from thousands of miles away, the hashtag that
demands “reparative looking,” and the visual culture that Said and Jayyusi describe as a
reclamation of Palestinian historical presence. The decolonial correction matters here. Applied
without adjustment, Hirsch’s model would treat these transmissions as the lingering echo of a
closed event. Read alongside Sa’di, Abu-Lughod, Sayigh, and Craps, they instead register as
the active, ongoing extension of a catastrophe still in progress, which is precisely why
postmemory in this novel cannot be cleanly separated from the present.
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Third, the imagined homeland that the second generation builds from fragments of parental
stories, silent trauma, tangible objects, and digital broadcasts does not survive the test of
physical return. Marcus’s encounter with the West Bank checkpoints, the language he cannot
read on his father’s tombstone, and the soldier withholding the body all confirm Abu-Lughod’s
insight that for Palestinians, the past has not yet passed. The point is not that the imagined
homeland fails, but that physical return cannot replace it. Rather than closing the wound, return
amplifies it; in doing so, it confirms why the imagined homeland matters. It is the version of
Palestine that occupation cannot demolish because it was never built from stone.

Read together, these three movements demonstrate why a rigid Western trauma model cannot
adequately account for the inheritance carried by second-generation Palestinian Americans, and
why a decolonized, postcolonial reading of postmemory is more faithful to the texture of what
Behind You Is the Sea actually shows. Darraj’s “children of the idea” do not heal by returning,
and they do not perish in exile. They survive by repurposing the inherited debt of displacement
into positioned belongings, transforming silence into speech, masbaha beads into a touchable
past, hashtags into testimony, and the Third Space itself into a livable home. The diasporic
experience the novel maps is therefore not defined by return; it is sustained by the ongoing,
often painful, labor of imagining a home from afar, and by the recognition that such labor is
itself a Palestinian inheritance.
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