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PREFACE 

Writing about oneself is an embarrassing and demanding 

experience. The only good reason for embarking on such 

a project is when one is convinced that a personal story 

reflects a wider picture and context. It then needs to be 

asserted that an individual angle or perspective on a 

particular reality can help to illuminate it better and make 

it more accessible for others. The wider picture here is the 

history of Zionism in Israel/Palestine: its origins in the past, 

and the hold it has today over Palestinian and Jewish lives 

in Israel, the Occupied Territories and beyond. 

I decided to write this personal narrative as part of an 

overall attempt by others, as well as myself, to deconstruct 

the story of modern Palestine. Both as an historian and a 

peace activist, I realised early on that my individual story 

symbolises and represents a Larger reality. When addressing 

audiences in the West on the issue of Palestine, I sensed 

that it is through a personal chronicle that a more general 

situation can best be illustrated. I hope that this book will 

achieve this. It is a story of someone born into Zionism 

and struggling to Leave it via an incremental process. The 

journey out of Zionism is intellectual, ideological and, of 

course, political. But it also involves an emotional turmoil 

and social estrangement that are experienced differently 

by different people. 

In lecturing and the writing on the Palestine issue from 

the late 1970s up until now, I have found that the single 

most difficult question to answer in the typical question-

vii 
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and-answer session, and one that seemed to be asked at 

almost every event I took part in, was: 'When and how did 

you transform your perception on the Palestinian and Israeli 

reality?'. I always gave an unsatisfactory reply. A favourite 

answer, \vhich I at first presented jokingly, was that I would 

need to write a book about it. I now have to admit that this 

is the only possible serious reply. The scope of a book allows 

me to answer a far more important question as well as the 

personal one: can other people in Israel change their views 

in a similar way? Or, will they remain entrenched in their 

positions in a way that will defeat any hope for peace and 

reconciliation in their country? 

This book focuses on the making and unmaking of a 

very powerful indoctrination. Israeli ideology is unique and 

comprehensive, and I offer a view from within. Of course, 

there are similar, but not identical, systems elsewhere. The 

closest example is white South African society during 

the apartheid years. There, too, the commitment to a 

dominant ideology was not achieved through coercion 

or intimidation, or by means of a highly structured and 

well-planned effort. In both cases, it is much easier to 

discern the level of obedience and submission to the 

ideological precepts and values than to explain why they 

have been maintained for such long periods. 

I seek here to expose the overwhelming power of a 

'voluntary' indoctrination through a successful, but very 

long, attempt to extract myself from it. It is a story of 

a journey that has more than one staging-post, each 

contributing to the transformation of and liberation 

from a Zionist perspective. l am not the only one who 

has undertaken this journey, but there are very few of 

us. Our role in our society and the fate that awaits us for 
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playing it is an indication that the depiction of Israel as 

the only democracy in the Middle East should be seriously 

challenged. 

I would like to suggest that the uniqueness of my 

particular journey lies in its origin rather than its final 

destination. Many of the brave dissidents and anti-Zionist 

individuals came from families and backgrounds that can 

explain their eventual journey out of Zionism. My own 

journey started at a later stage in life, after completing a 

very conventional Zionist youth and education up until 

about 1982. After finishing high school I served as a regular 

soldier in the army on the Golan Heights and in the 1973 

war. My reaction to the war was also very Zionist. Like 

many of my compatriots I was shocked by the surpri se 

attack, disappointed with the leadership and decided to 
serve an additional half-year in the army. 

From there I proceeded, as was conventional, to a 

university career. Politically, I associated with a left-wing 

Zionist party, which in those days meant looking for a 

functional and territorial compromise with Jordan over the 
Occupied Territories. After arriving in the United Kingdom 

to begin my doctoral studies at Oxford University, I was 

still willing in 1981 to represent the Zionist point of view 

in a debate within the Labour Friends of Israel organisation 

in the Houses of Parliament. But change came sooner than 

I expected. 
During the first half of 1982 I helped to found the 

British branch of Peace Now, a left-wing Israeli group 

that campaigned for peace negotiations with the Palesti ne 

Liberation Organisation and an independent Palestinian 

state. Later, however, I was disqualified because I had 

accepted an invitation from the Spectator magazine to 
join in a debate in the House of Commons with the PLO 
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representative in London, Ali Mazzawi, and an academic, 

Dr Ghada Karmi - who became my friend and comrade 
many years later. This debate made the front page of 

Ha'aretz, a leading Israeli daily newspaper, and cost me 

my role as the Peace Now representative in the UK and 
Northern Ireland. 

The year 1982 \Vas also when I began the journey 

described in this book during and after the Israeli invasion 

of Lebanon that summer. The first turning point was an 

invitation by the Israeli Embassy in London to speak at a 

pro-Israel rally in the north of Britain. The spokesperson 

explained that the ambassador, Shlomo Argov, was 

critically ill from an assassination attempt and it would 

be too dangerous to send his deputy. It was not only the 

willingness to sacrifice me, should there be another terrorist 

attack, but the presumption that I had no reservations 

about or objections to the invasion that served as a wake-up 

call. From then on, I embarked on a journey of no return. 

Powerful as the Zionist grip is on one's thoughts and life, 

as an Israeli Jew, once you have extracted yourself from 

its hold, you cannot understand how you could ever have 

been captivated by its lure, logic or vision. This book is a 

modest attempt to try to decipher the riddle of an ideology 

that was once seen by this author as the ultimate expression 

of pristine humanity, but when abandoned, as a racist and 

quite evil philosophy of morality and life. 

Yet the 'divorce' from Zionism is in no way a desire 

to severe links with what is a vital and vibrant society, in 

which I still have family and dear friends and about which 

I cherish many fond memories. But in order to preserve 

the positive side of Jewish life in Israel, I believe that not 

only would Palestinians fare better under almost any 

non-Zionist regime, so would most Israeli Jews. 



INTRODUCTION 

From Dream into Nightmare 

I have to confess that in my childhood I was bewitched 

by Theodor Herzl's utopian novel, Altneuland (Old 

New Land), but only recently did I decipher this strange 

fascination with a story which, on the face of it, was 

light years away from the Israeli reality into which I 

vvas born, educated and grew up.1 I now know that 

this futuristic novel was part of my personal history. 

It included scenes from my childhood landscape and 

lingering memories from my boyhood. The novel's more 

descriptive passages constantly reminded me of the 

typical German Jewish household in which I grew up 

in Haifa in the late 1950s. There, on Mount Carmel, my 

parents and their friends who immigrated with them in 

the 1930s recreated a German-Jewish cultural enclave. 

In this bubble, people conversed and behaved as if they 

were citizens of Herzl's Arcadia. 

Altneuland is the story of a group of travellers 

who visited Palestine during a world tour. When they 

return 20 years later they discover a perfect society- the 

reborn Jewish state. Just as in the shielded greenhouse 

of our living room, so also in the utopian Zion of circa 

1923: Central European etiquette was painstakingly 

observed, classical European music was played too loud 
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and every detail of the latest trip to the countryside 

was cheerfully discussed. 'Ach, die Natur!', my father 

would exclaim excitedly, even before we left behind 

the polluted factory complex in Haifa Bay on our way 

north, to engage in what the heroes of Altneuland called 

'the complete and full return to nature in our country 

in which we can be so happy.' And if you read this last 

sentence with the right German accent you can re-enact 

both my family's trip to the Galilee and that of the brave 

adventurers almost a century before. 

In this atmosphere it was easy to forget what was 

called the 'Asiatic' reality outside, and to pretend that 

we still lived in Germany and were part of old Europe. I 

can see now how we mistook the pathetic group of pine 

trees that defined our yard for the Black Forest and why 

\Ve sa·w every pond as a lake, every rat as a squirrel and 

every puny stream as a river. People like my father were 

among the enthusiasts who singled out one particular 

wadi (small valley) in Mount Carmel, no longer than a 

hundred yards, as a Little Switzerland. To do this you 

needed a fair measure of Middle Eastern imagination 

and an exceptionally cold day to believe that you were 

in the Alps and not the western hills of Palestine. 

Within this make-believe world the German Jews 

succeeded first in surviving and then in prospering, 

after the fledgling Jewish state was awarded generous 

reparations by post-Nazi Germany. Unknowingly, they 

built what they called a 'Palestina' (their distortion of 

the word Palestine) that resembled the one envisaged 

by Herzl in his book; and like the heroes of that book, 
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they did not see the local people, or for that matter 

notice the Mizrachi or Arab Jews, or realise they were 

an intrinsic parr of the Arab Middle East . 

This mirage was not entirely hallucinatory. After all, 

the pine trees in our back garden were brought from 

Europe by the Jewish settlers. The trees and other species 

in our 'European woodland' now cover Mount Herzl 

in Jerusalem, where Theodore Herzl (1860-1904), the 

Austro-Hungarian founder of the Zionist movement, 

is buried. His tomb is the centrepiece of the hillside 

pantheon of Zionist and Israeli heroes, where the most 

recent grave is that of assassinated Prime Minister ltzhak 

Rabin.  Palestinians call it al-Sharafa, 'the mountain 

overlooking Jerusalem' .  In fact, Mount Herzl towers 

over Ein Karem and Beit Mazmil, two villages that 

were depopulated in July 1948 during Israel's ethnic 

cleansing of Palestine or in the local jargon 'Israel's 

War of Independence'. Young Israelis have no trouble 

telling you how to get there; they are less likely- if "\Ve 

are to believe the latest surveys - to be able to tell you 

who Herzl was. They recognise his name from major 

roads in every big city and are familiar with its feminine 

version, Herzliya, the name of a coastal city north of 

Tel Aviv. This town, like the mountain, conceals the 

darker side of Zionism: it was built on the ruins of 

several Palestinian villages. 

Until recently, Herzl's dream was rarely considered 

in the context of Palestine's history. I don't mean that 

he was idolised or never thought of cynically. His 

critics were already numerous during his lifetime: 
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he was scorned by the Jewish elite in the West and 

loathed by Orthodox Jews in the East. Even within the 

Zionist movement that he founded in 1897 there was 

opposition. When Herzl offered to establish Zionism 

in Uganda because Palestine seemed unattainable, the 

Russian Jews with whom he had co-operated forced 

him and the movement to focus on Palestine. Two years 

later he died. His biographers in Israel and abroad have 

been sarcastic about his personal eccentricities and 

extreme ambition, but all seem to agree with Isaiah 

Berlin that in essence, Herzl was a maverick visionary 

who was proved right: 

I have said that one of the distinguishing characteristics of a great 

man is that his active intervention makes what seemed highly 

improbable in fact happen. It is surely difficult to deny that the 

actions that culminated in the creation of the state of Israel were 

of this improbable or surprising kind. When Theodor Herzl began to 

preach that it was both desirable and possible to set up a sovereign 

Jewish State of a modern type ... reasonable people, both Jews and 

Gentiles, who heard of this plan, regarded it as quite insane.2 

This seems to be the general verdict about Herzl and 

Zionism . When Israel celebrated the centenary of 

Herzl's death in 2004, very few people questioned 

the prevailing account of the man or his enterprise. 

Martin Buber, however, another German Jew - an 

ali enated professor who did not share the collective 

self-aggrandisement and sense of moral superiority

wrote at the time to an American friend: 
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Only an internal revolution can have the power to heal our people of 

their murderous sickness and causeless hatred. It is bound to bring 

complete ruin upon us. Only then will the old and the young in our 

land realise how great was our responsibility to those miserable Arab 

refugees in whose towns we have settled Jews who were brought 

from afar; whose gardens, orchids and vineyards we gather; and in 

whose cities that we robbed, we put houses of education, charity 

and prayer while we babble and rave about being the 'people of the 

book' and the 'light of the nations'. 3 

I was six years old in 1960, when Herzl would have 

turned 100 and Buber charted a history that I would 

connect to only 25 years later. If there was a German 

Jewish legacy in Israel I was proud to be part of, it was 

that of Buber (although I could never identify with his 

conviction of a divine Jewish right to Palestine, which 

he certainly never thought might mean that Jews would 

be allowed to dispossess Palestinians). Herzl's legacy 

was the one I gradually distanced myself from, and later 

devoted my public life to fiercely struggling against. 

In 2004, when Israel and the world commemorated 

Herz]'s centenary, I found myself preoccupied with 

questions that Buber tried in vain to interest his society 

in addressing in 1960. They became clear to me only 

with hindsight. A hundred years after Herzl's death, 

these questions were still missing from the public 

debate in Israel. While the Zionist leader occupied 

centre stage in the Israeli public space for a few days, 

it seems that remembering him was translated into 

gossip and sensational inquiry about his failed career 



6 OUT OF THE FRAME 

as a playwright, his ambition to become an assimilated 

European Jew, his theatrical manoeuvres on the world 

stage and his manic-depressive extremes (attributed to 

the syphilis contracted in his youth). 

Had Buber been alive in 2004 and reflected on 

Herzl, I am sure he would have posed a different set of 

questions. Herzl's life and vision, like Zionism itself, 

have to be discussed from other points of view, and 

most important is that of the Palestinian victims of his 

ambition. How did Herzl's dream become Palestine's 

nightmare? How did a young E uropean intellectual's 

struggle against xenophobia in fin-de-siecle Vienna turn 

into a campaign of destruction against another people's 

homeland 50 years later? 

When Herzl first emerged as the saviour of Europe's 

Jews, there were other possibilities of escaping the 

impending catastrophe. To stay on, it was clear even 

then, was dangerous, and those who did, died in the 

Holocaust - as did the immediate family of both my 

p arents. My parents joined the colonialist project of 

Zionism in Palestine, without, alas, developing the 

same regrets as Buber. Other members of my family, 

l ike the majority of European Jews who left in time, 

chose England, the United States and New Zealand as 

their destination. Those who left Eastern Europe and 

Germanic lands for Anglo-Saxon ones helped to found 

a much better \•iorld for humankind in general and for 

Jews in particular. It was not perfect, far from it, but it 

was better than the ·world they left behind in continental 

Europe. I became acquainted with a number of these 
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Jews after I was vilified in Israel: their support reasserted 

my connection to a Jewish heritage often sidelined, if 

not totally erased, in the Jewish state of Israel. 

The choice that Herzl made and his successors 

endorsed was that of colonialism. Calling his and his 

movement's decisions colonialist may seem trivial to 

an outsider. It is almost unthinkable for an Israeli Jew 

to describe the man or his project in such terms, unless 

one recognises it as the beginning of a tortuous trip 

outside the tribe and far away from its ideology. Long 

before I contemplated such a journey, brave Israelis had 

embarked on such a road. Except for them, I would 

not have found the courage to start the journey myself. 

Their lives changed not so much as a result of their 

recognition of Zionism as a colonialist movement in 

its early years; it was rather their realisation that it 

has not ceased to be one in the present that led them 

into direct confrontation with their society and quite 

often with their families. Once you have crossed that 

Rubicon, you can not engage any more in a 'normal' 

or conventional way with your society, be it family 

members, professional peers or the general public. 

Professionally and less emotionally, such a 

recognition reduces the 'uniqueness' of the Zionist 

case study in a healthy manner. There were attempts 

to build a holy land in other places and there, too, it 

was at the expense of others- indigenous and African 

Americans, Aboriginals and Maori, to mention only 

a few of the victims. Bur Jev.rs in these new societies 

were often deeply involved in reconciling and rectifying 



8 OUT OF THE FRAME 

troubled pasts. Only in Palestine was it different. There 

Judaism became a synthesis of colonialism and romantic 

nationalism. It seems that Herzl was mesmerised by 

these t\�o powerful ideologies. He was intoxicated by 

the brand of romantic nationalism that raged in Vienna 

among the young Austrians who refused to accept him 

as one of their ovvn. It was a nationalism of race and 

ancestry: for a nation to excel, it needed to reign over 

all of its historical territory and to include all of 'its' 

people- 'scientifically' defined as the nation's flesh and 

blood. It was the nationalism of Herder, Fichte and 

Gobineau that eventually begat the Nazi aberration; 

it also planted a wild messianism in the hearts of the 

early Zionists and their successors, as Jacqueline Rose 

showed in her comprehensive analysis and that was 

more recently sharply analysed by Gabriel Piterberg.4 

Indeed, a secular messianism played a crucial role 

in Herzl's utopia, a Germanic messianism of the kind 

that would tear continental Europe apart long after his 

death. But it is no longer Germanic; it was Hebraicised 

in Herzl's Arcadia. Altneuland tells among other things 

of the reincarnation ofthe biblical kingdom of Solomon, 

with its eternal capital built around the newly-erected 

third temple, described as a perfect replica of Solomon's 

great edifice. But even in the sacred hall of the shrine the 

Germanic musical heritage reigns, as it did in my parents' 

home, accompanying biblical lyrics. Today a group of 

extreme right-wing Jews in the Old City display their 

model of the Third Temple, and wait for the mosques 

on the Temple Mount to be dismantled either by divine 
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wrath or by the occasional fanatical human bomb. But 

the melodious sounds given that most of this group are 

from Brooklyn are more likely to be American pop and 

country music than Bach and Mozart. 

Today, if you hire an official Israeli Tourist Board 

guide you will hear the updated version of Herzl's 

message: Zionism and the settlement of Israel \Vas 

a miracle. You will not hear anything about Herzl's 

Germanic roots and you will be told a very shallow 

version of a man who based his right to Palestine on 

sheer force. Part of the story is the same. Herzl foretold 

a miracle, not only in predicting the creation of a Jewish 

state, but in prophesying that the Jews would transform 

themselves from the depths of humanity to its heights. 

In his utopian book he claims that for 2,000 years the 

Jews were in Elend- an ancient German concept of exile 

and the lowest form of existence- but in Altneuland 

they achieve greatness. Zionism, for Herzl and for many 

Israelis, was not just a matter of building a place of 

refuge: it was a healing process enabling Jews to ascend 

from the pit of misery to the peak of redemption. 

As well as being a romantic who turned his private 

dream into a powerful ideology, Herzl was also, openly 

and proudly, a colonialist. He wished to relocate the 

Jews as a modern nation, not in Europe, but in one of 

Europe's colonies. In his day, of course, colonialism 

was a popular and respected term. He often spoke of 

'colonising Palestine' as the master plan of Zionism. 

B ut in time, colonialism l ost its popularity and 

became synonymous with oppression, expulsion and 
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destruction. This is why the description of early Zionism 

as colonialism is barred in Israeli academia and branded 

as a gross ideological distortion of the 'historical truth'. 

My attempt to reintroduce the colonialist perspective 

within the Israeli academic w orld generated the 

trajectory of events described in this biography. Even 

today it is unacceptable in Israel to have an academic 

discussion on Zionism as colonialism. 

In colonialism, the native is transient and then 

absent. You won't find in Altneuland any consideration 

of the likely fate of the native population of Palestine. 

I n  more classical cases of colonialism the invisibility 

of the native meant that he was still there, but only 

as an exploited and marginalised human being with 

few, if any, basic rights. In Herzl's utopia the native, 

apart from a very tiny minority, is gone. He is invisible 

because he was NOT there; quite likely he was spirited 

away, as Herzl advocated in his diary. More precisely, 

he wrote that the Arabs of Palestine should be expelled 

'unnoticed' and 'discreetly and circumspectly' (he was 

wise enough to declare in public a wish to advance the 

interests of the 'native population').5 When colonialism 

was fused with romantic nationalism it produced this 

elimination of the native population not only in a vision 

of the future, but in actual policies of ethnic cleansing 

on the ground, as happened in 1948. The Palestinians 

were not driven out discreetly, as Herzl recommended, 

but remained 'unnoticed' by most. 

Herzl did not speak Hebrew, but he invented the 

Zionist discourse and one of his more important 
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legacies was double-talk. It would be perfected by 

future generations and would insulate the state of 

Israel from international interference and rebuke. 

Whether it was Zionist leaders in the early days of the 

movement, or politicians in the early days of the stare, or 

contemporary diplomats in the West, all declared loudly 

their desire to cater for the needs of all the inhabitants 

of Palestine, while in practice doing exactly the opposite 

and undermining the very existence of Palestinians in 

their homeland. Much of what is unfolded in this book 

is an outrage, at times extreme, propelled by the Zionist 

double-talk invented by Herzl that fooled the world for 

so many years. 

Was a German jewish background synonymous with 

Herzl? Hardly. I was troubled for a long time by the 

question of why Herzl succeeded in winning as much 

fame as far more deserving Jews in turn-of-the-century 

Austria. Around him were eminent Jewish humanists, 

intellectuals and visionaries, all troubled as he was by 

anti-Semitism and the problem of assimilation, but as 

far as I was concerned, ethically far superior. None of 

them became a Zionist or a role model for the Jews 

who built a state in Palestine. The ans\ver probably 

lies in the 'irritating' third paradox of nationalism as 

articulated by Benedict Anderson: 

The political power of nationalisms v. their philosophical poverty 

and even incoherence. In other words, unlike most other isms, 

nationalism has never produced its own grand thinkers: no Hobbeses, 

Tocquevilles, Marxes orWebers.6 
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When nationalism was embedded into colonialism it 

�vas even less attractive to humanists, socialists and 

liberals. I can only hope that the bicentenary of Herzl's 
birth in 2060 or of hjs death in 2104 will be celebrated 

in a democratic, secular state of Palestine that has 

overcome the evils of both nationalism and colonialism. 

But it was less Zionism as colonialism, or Herzl's 

dream turned into a Palestinian nightmare, that 

pushed me into a direct confrontation with my state 

and society: it was the particular evil of the events of 

1948, which has created an impassable barrier benveen 

myself and everything I regarded as sacred and pure in 

my childhood. 
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THE DEMONS OF THE NAKBAH 

As a Jewish child born in Haifa in the early 1950s, I did 

not encounter the Arabic term Nakbah (catastrophe), 

nor was I aware of its significance. Only in my high 

school days did the word make its first appearance. 

There were two Palestinian Israeli pupils in my class, and 

we all participated in joint guided-tours around Haifa 

and its vicinity. In those days there was still evidence 

of Arab Haifa in the Old City: beautiful buildings, 

remnants of a covered market that had been destroyed 

by Israel during the 1948 war, mosques and churches. 

These relics testified to the city's more glorious 

past. Many of them are now gone , demolished by the 

bulldozers of an ambitious city mayor who sought 

to erase any urban features that pointed to the city's 

Arab past. But, in those days, there were quite a few 

Arab houses squeezed between the modern concrete 

buildings. Guides on the school tours used to refer to 

them as hirbet al-shaykh, a vague reference to an Arab 

house from an unidentified period. My two Palestinian 

classmates muttered that these were houses left from 

the 1948 Nakbah, but they did not dare to challenge 

their teachers, nor did they expand on what they meant. 

13 
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I d i d  not deal much with history i n  m y  youth. I 

learned l iterary Arabic in school, i n  the 'oriental ist' 

class, as it was called, which prepared pupils for a 

career i n  the intell igence corps in the Israel Defence 

Forces (IDF). My three compulsory years in the army, 

including the 1973 war, were spent in  that corps, and 

were not a bad workshop for polishing my Arabic, but 

quite poisonous if you believed what you were told 

about the 'enemy'. 

During my army days and BA studies in Jerusalem, 

in the department of Middle Eastern h istory, I was 

what one could call a left-wing Zionist, working in the 

Knesset as a voluntary adviser to the left-wing Z ionist 

party, Mapam. I co-ordinated the party's activities on 

univers ity campuses and advised i ts parl iamentary 

representatives on 'Arab Affairs'. I viev.·ed the reality 

around me through a leftist Zionist prism,  which 

al lowed a l iberal pluralist critique of the ideology 

of the state of Israel, but inevitably vindicated its 

rn.ajor precepts. Indeed, the logic was that this was a 

healthy and constructive criticism, as it would ensure 

a more morally valid and ideologically sound version 

of Zionism. How wrong I was, I learned only after I 

left the country in 1979 to embark upon my doctoral 

studies in Oxford. 

But j ust before I departed some cracks appeared in 

the Zionist wall around me. The last seminar I attended 

as a student at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem was 

about the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. It was given by 

Professor Yehoshua Porath, Israel's leading historian on 
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the Palestinian national movement at the time. He was 

then an ardent supporter of the Jordanian option and 

shmved us how close the ties were between the Zionist 

movement and the Hashemite dynasty in Jordan. He 

argued, and I substantiated this in  a modest essay I 

prepared, that the British Empire viewed favourably (as 

did Porath) the idea of a Zionist-Hashemite Palestine . 

Porath hoped that this triangular relationship would 

continue in the future. It was in  that course that I 

decided to devote my advanced studies to the issue of 

1 948 - without realising what I would find out, and 

without grasping its wider implications for investigating 

the foundational mythology of the state. 

I began working on the 1 948 war in 1 98 0  as a 

DPhil student at St Antony's College, Oxford, under 

the supervision of Albert Hourani and Roger Owen. 

Hourani was near the end of his formal academic career, 

and would begin his magnificent and popular A History 

of the Arab Peoples1 soon after my arrival. But I was his 

last student in Oxford. Roger Owen was in mid-career, 

already a renowned and established scholar who was 

working, among other things, on the econom ic and 

social history of mandatory Palestine.2  I could not 

have asked for more in terms of supervision. Albert 

was someone who had already, in 1946, represented 

the Palestinian cause in front of the Anglo-American 

commission of inquiry and he remained a keen observer 

of the Palestine conflict, and Roger was transforming 

the conventional  orientalist h istoriography of the 

Ottoman Empire, as well as the political and economic 
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history of the area a s  a whole. Both were familiar with 

the Palestinian narrative of 1 948 . Th is meant not 

only recognising the version of the side that until then 

had been the 'enemy' for me, but also exposing the 

mythology and fabrication of the version to which I 

had subscribed since childhood. They both guided me 

into the archives. They, as much as I, were unsure of 

what I would find, or of how my own leftist Zionist 

politics at the time would affect my reaction to the 

newly-declassified docu ments on the 1948 war. 

It was my hunch that I should first choose the British 

angle in my new journey into 1 948. My proposition was 

t hat the overall British policy in 1 948 was neutral in the 

sense that London's principal policymakers detested both 

sides. Methodologically, it meant a research unrestrained 

by any theoretical premises, a straightforward work of 

deciphering diplomatic documents and organising them 

into a coherent description of policy. As Roger Owen 

reminded me every now and then, the academic account 

o f  a policy is always far clearer than the policy itself, 

which is full of contradictions and paradoxes. After a 

few months in the archives I real ised that British policy 

in the 1948 war was less neutral than I had originally 

thought: it was first and foremost anti-Palestinian. His 

Majesty King George VI's government viewed a division 

of historical and mandatory Palestine into two political 

e ntities, a future Jewish state and a future Jordanian 

state, as the best solution for the conflict and the best 

means of safeguarding the British Empire's interests in  

the area. This was an anti-Palestinian pol icy, and - as 
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Avi ShJaim, my colleague, chose to call it - a collusion 

between Israel, Jordan and Britain that almost wiped 

out Palestine and the Palestinians.3 

Armed with a thesis that was wholly based on 

archives, most of  which had not been declassified 

before, and a s imple narrative, I was still convinced, 

when I finished my dissertation in 1 984, that my work 

was purely academic and had very l ittle relevance to 

contemporary issues or to politics. I toiled for several 

years searching for an academic job, while at the same 

time turning my thesis into a book that appeared in 1988 

as Britain and the Arab-Israeli Conflict, 1 948-1951.4 

In it, I debunked one Israeli foundational  myth: that 

in 1948 Britai n  was the enemy of Zionism and Israel. 

Based on my research I went further, saying that Britain 

played a major role i n  allowing the Zionist movement 

to found a state in  Palestine through the ethnic cleansing 

of its indigenous people. 

Around that time, two more books by Israeli authors 

appeared that challenged other elements in  the accepted 

version of the 1 948  war. One was Benny Morris's The 

Birth of the Palestinian Refugee Problem5 and the 

other was A vi Shlaim's Collusion across the jordan. 6 

Morris was the first Israeli historian who, on the basis 

of archival material, conceded that a mass expulsion 

of Palestin ians took place during the 1 948 war. He 

claimed, however, that this was not the resu lt of a 

blueprint or master plan, but rather the consequence of 

a war that developed according to circumstances on the 

ground. No less i mportant was his exposure of Israel's 



18 OUT OF THE FRAME 

anti-repatriation policy - the destruction of hundreds of 

Palestinian v illages and dozens of urban neighborhoods 

in the summer of 1 94 8  in order to render impractical 

any idea of a Palestinian return, as demanded by the 

international community. 

Shlaim dealt in depth with the history and nature 

of the collusion between the Hashemite kingdom of 

Jordan and Israel's leaders to divide Palestir.e bet\veen 

themselves at the expense of the Palestinians.  From 

his book, it became clear that Israel's Arab policy had 

been aggressive and coercive as early as 1 948, a theme 

that he would develop later i n  The Iron Wall, which 

comprehensively analysed Israel's Arab policy between 

1948 and 2 000. 

The l iberal Jewish journa l  Tikkun became the 

first vehicle through which these new historiographi

cal developments were presented and their broader 

i mplications explored.7 In 1 98 8, the journal 's editors 

convened some of the so-ca l led 'new' and 'o ld '  

h istorians for a workshop at the  Van Leer Institute in  

jerusalem. The gathering was summarised by Morris in 

an article in Tikkun, which introduced to the world the 

concept of the 'new history' of IsraeJ .8 His inclination 

and that of others was to describe the three books 

{and a prev ious book, The Birth of Israe!,9 written 

by the non-professional h istorian Simha Flapan) ,  by 

the more a ppropriate term of 'revisionist history'. In 

Israel, however, 'revisioni st' refers specifically to the 

Revisionist Movement of Ze'ev Jabotinsky, leader of 

a right-wing Zionist group that preceded the Likud 
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parry. Thus, we settled for the less satisfying term 'new 

history', which in Germany, Italy and France means an 

attempt to justify some of the more unpleasant chapters 

in those countries' pasts. Not the best of associations, 

yet the term stuck and won legitimacy without a ny 

negative connotation. For my part, I summed up  the 

debate in a narrative that was published in 1 992 in a 

book entitled The Making of the Arab-Israeli Conflict, 

1947-1951.10 

In that debate at the Van Leer Institute, it was clear 

that the 'new history' was a partial reconstruction of 

the events of 1 948 as these related only to an analysis 

of Israel i pol icy. Nonetheless, i t  was a significant  

contribution. In  this new narrative, the accepted Zionist 

version of how Israel had behaved in  its early years 

was fundamentally challenged. The 'new h istory' was, 

however, very conservative in  its approach to 'truth' 

and adhered c losely to a posit ivist and empiricist 

methodology. 

This kind of  history writing has two deficiencies. 

It restricts the scope of h istorical discussion to 'new 

revelations' and relieves historians of the necessity of 

discussing their insights and the wider implications of the 

new perspective. Second, as an el itist history, it excludes 

most members of the societies involved in  the country's 

historical development. Its greatest merit was that i t  

adopted many, but not all, of the principal chapters of 

the Palestinian narrative of 1 948. By doing this, and 

despite the historians' attempt to  remain objective, the 

new works contributed to our knowledge of the past 
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a s  well as affecting our understanding of the present. In 

1993, during the early negotiations of the Oslo Accords, 

when Palestinian negotiators doubted the sincerity of 

their partners' peace plans, Yossi Beilin, the chief Israeli 

negotiator, produced copies of the 'new history' books 

to convince his interlocutors that there was i ndeed a 

fresh perspective on the key issues in Israel. 

The reconstruction of the past was now c learly 

connected to contemporary efforts to find a pol itical 

settlement to the conflict. That this >vas intentional was 

strongly denied by Benny Morris and to a lesser extent 

by Avi Shlaim. It took me a decade after the Tikkun 

article to be convinced that this was the most valuable 

aspect of the 'new history' in Israel - that it reflected the 

major claims about 1 948  that the Palestinians had put 

forward for many years. All three of us, on the other 

hand, failed in the 1 990s to produce any works that went 

beyond an analysis of Israeli diplomacy and mi l itary 

action. We explored a crucial part of Palestine's history, 

but by no means an exclusive one. Ever since 1 996, I 

have written about the need to expand the territory 

of this  h istorical research and eventually attempted 

it myself.11 These two issues, the wider political and 

ideological context in which history is written and the 

need to write a more encompassing history extending 

beyond the realm of the political elite, informed my 

academic work in the 1 990s. 

Although I moved far away from that association, 

especially with Morris who transformed to become 

a racist anti-Arab pundit and less of a professional 
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historian, I still fondly recall our early days as the 'ne\v 

historians'. Benny, Avi and myself were a rare sight in 

the Israeli academic scene and we felt, quite wrongly 

I am sure, that much depended on our continued 

commitment to the 'truth'. When, in 1 992, we were 

invited to a conference in Jerusalem after participating 

in one in Tel Aviv , we decided to go by car. Knowing 

the doubtful driving abilities of my colleagues I insisted 

on being the driver, fearing that otherwise an accident 

would kill the new history 'all together' . 

I also moved away from my Oxford origins. As 

a young doctoral student there, I chose 1 948 as the 

subject of my thesis. In a direct link to what I had 

studied in jerusalem, I wrote about British policy in that 

critical year. It was an important subject and I think 

contributed significantly to a better understanding of 

Britain's moral and political responsibility for the ethnic 

cleansing of Palestine in 1 948 .  For me, i t  had more 

far-reaching implications: the solid evidence of Israel�s 

crimes compelled me never to let go of the Nakbah. This 

subject matter turned my professional career into arr 

attempt to preserve the memory of these tragic events 

and to struggle for the rectification of the evil done_ 

I found abundant proof for the systematic expulsion 

of the Palestinians from Palestine, and was taken 

aback by  the speed a t  which the Judaisation of  former 

Palestinian villages and neighbourhoods was carried 

out after the displacement of the local  population . 

This information was accessible beforehand, due to 

the work of Palestinian historians and knowledge of 
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the Palestinian struggle i n  general, but I needed my 

own personal journey to ascertain what was in front 

of me all  the time, yet concealed by layers of denial 

and distortion. 

The villages from which the Palestinian population 

was evicted in 1948 were renamed and resettled in a 

matter of months. This scenario contrasted sharply not 

only with what I had learned at school a bout 1948, 

but also what I had been taught as a BA student at 

the Hebrew University, even though several of my 

courses had covered the h istory of Palestine. Needless 

to say, what I discovered also contradicted the messages 

conveyed to me as a citizen of Israel during my initiation 

ceremony into the army, at public events such as the 

annual Independence Day, and in the daily discussion 

i n  the country's media on the history of the Israeli

Palestinian conflict. 

When I returned home to Israel i n  1 9 84 to begin 

an academic career, I discovered the phenomenon of 

Nakbah denial. It was part of a larger phenomenon 

of excluding the Palestinians altogether from the local 

academic discourse.  This was particularly evident, 

and bewildering, in the field of Middle Eastern Studies 

i n  which I was now a lecturer. Towards the end of 

the 1 980s, as a result of the First Intifada ( 1 987-93)  

the s ituation improved somewhat, with Palestinian 

history being introduced into Middle Eastern Studies 

as a legitimate subject . But even then this was done 

mainly through the perception of academics who had 

been intelligence experts on the subject in the past, and 
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who still had close ties with the security services and 

the IDE This Israeli academic perspective erased the 

Nakbah as a historical event, preventing local scholars 

and academics from challenging the overall denial and 

suppression of the catastrophe in the world outside the 

universities' ivory towers . 

As mentioned after the Tikkun article, the term 

'new h istory' was introduced into the Israeli academic 

d iscourse by Benny Morris and myself as part of an 

attempt to aro use public awareness regarding the 

existence of a non-Zionist counter-narrative of the 

1 948 Arab-Israeli War. It vvas a year or so before the 

newspaper Ha'aretz became interested in the subject 

and most of the printed and electronic media in Israel 

soon fol lowed. For a while, these public forums were 

full of l ively debates about what had occurred in 1 948 .  

But this brief era  of pluralism was to last only from 

1 990 to 2000. As happens so often in a n  eventful state 

l ike Israel, the debate did not last long and soon gave 

way to other m ore pressing problems .  However, its 

relevance to topical issues such as the peace negotiations 

with the Palestinians, the relationship between Israel's 

Jewish majority and Palestinian minority and the overall 

questions of legitimacy and identity of the Jewish state 

ensured its return, every now and then, to the public 

arena and consciousness. 12 

There was only a slight rebuke from my colleagues 

in the university, and I did not have tenure at that time. 

I think most of them did not read my doctorate, and 

when it became a book, Britain and the Arab-Israeli 



24 OUT O F  T H E  FR A M E  

Conflict, it was still written i n  the style of a doctoral 

thesis, which has a way of muting even the strongest 

c ritiques. Publication in the press, on the other hand, 

had introduced me for the first time to hate letters and 

death threats by email and snail mail .  Some were sent 

express or registered to stress the urgency of the 'well

wishers'. Then came the telephone calls - anonymous 

of course, and poisonous. Delivering public lectures 

became a second career for me, with every encounter 

with the public resembling a rugby match more than 

an academic occasion, but verbal violence very rarely 

turned into anything physical. I should have been aware 

of things to come when a well-publicised conference on 

the 'new history' at my own institution, the University 

of Haifa ,  in 1994 turned into rea] abuse. In a response 

to my own contribution, the leading local historian at 

the university, Professor Yoav Gelber, announced that 

adopting the Palestinian narrative was tantamount to 

treason in the battlefield. 

I was compensated by winning the confidence of, 

and access to, Palestinian political and cultural scenes. 

In September 1 993 I was invited to the headquarters 

of the Palestinian Liberation Organisation (PLO) in  

Tunisia. On 28 September 1 993, two weeks after the 

s igning of the Oslo Accords, I visited Tunisia and met 

Yasser Arafat in his house in the town of Hammamet. 

With all the cynicism that I developed later towards 

the Oslo process and my growing disappointment with 

the Palestine Authority, I still feel today the excitemen t  

of being a t  the PLO headquarters and meeting Arafat. 
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The only country I had previously been to in the Arab 

world was Egypt, and the fact that I \'Vas visiting another 

Arab country added to the general exhilaration. Flying 

to Cairo and on to Tunis was more than a physical 

journey out of the Israeli ghetto: it was a psychological 

liberation from past concepts and indoctrinations. 

On arriving at the D iplomat Hotel I d isobeyed the 

advice of my escorts to stay inside, and had a sense of 

freedom walking on my own first through the modern 

part of the city - a miniature Paris with its public 

gardens adorned with fountains - and then to the Habib 

Bourguiba Elise, the main boulevard, with its coffee 

houses and flower shops, until I stood in front of the 

statue of the great fourteenth-century polymath, Ibn 

Khaldun. Somewhat fearfully, I asked a local guide in 

literary Arabic with an Israeli accent (it must have been 

the strangest dialect he h ad ever heard) to take me to the 

rooftops of the qasbah, where we leapt from one to the 

other, overlooking tourist shops that were engulfing the 

suq's older and more authentic dukkans, which had seen 

greater days before the advent of  crude modernisation. 

But this -..vas not a sightseeing tour. It was very 

political and had a profound impact o n  me. In the 

background were the Oslo Accords, which I did not 

support even before my visit to Tunis .  I doubted 

the sincerity of  the Israeli  government. I feared the 

outcome, and I \vas right. It was a ploy to try to impose 

a Zionist diktat on the Palestinians under the guise of 

a peace process. 
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In those days I establ ished a friendship with the 

Palestinian American scholar Edward Said, who helped 

me to navigate the murky intellectual waters of Israeli 

academia. His universalistic and very human approach 

t:o the post-colonial world, bereft of any des ire for 

retribution or revenge, but ful l  of constructive insights 

into the question of victimhood, has inspired my writings 

on Palestine ever since. His acute critique of Oslo as a 

corrupting process that would turn the PLO from the 

leadership of a l iberation movement into the warden of 

new prison camps - the West Bank and the Gaza Strip

in the service of Israel proved to be chillingly accurate. 

Late in the day Arafat himself realised this and refused 

t:o play the role allocated to him in the Israeli script: 

he declined to sign the final document produced in the 

summer of 2000 at Cam p  David. 

Said's criticism was also directed at Arafat. He 

never accepted corruption and abuse of human rights 

as practices that could  be tolerated j ust because a 

leadership is engaged in a liberation struggle. Meeting 

Arafat in person, I was less convinced of the validity 

of this criticism. It was true that he \Vas not a guardian 

of h uman and civil rights, but in my view he \Vas 

not corrupt. 

The thrust of Said's critique, which I fully agreed 

with at the time and also in retrospect, was that the Oslo 

Accords - and indeed al l  the American peace schemes 

t:hat followed, including the Geneva Accord and the 

.Annapolis Plan- ignored the refugees' fate and future. 

Like him, I believe that without Israel's acceptance of 
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the refugees' right of return there is no chance for peace 

and reconciliation in Palestine. 

Yet I did find some positive aspects to the Oslo 

Accords. They included, after al l, a mutual recognition 

of a right to exist between the PLO and Israel, even if 

this did not signify an end to the Israeli occupation, 

or to the misery of the refugees or the troubles of 

Jerusalem. Most importantly, Oslo enabled me to travel 

to Tunis as the PLO's guest. At the time I felt as if I was 

carried on the wings of history to play a crucial part in 

peacemaking. In hindsight, I realise it was a very minor 

role, in the unsatisfying script of Oslo. 

In Tunis, as mentioned, I met Yasser Arafat for the 

first time. I found him quite impossible when facing a 

large group of people, but very charming and mentally 

sharp in  a more private setting. There I also met people 

who in my youth were the 'most wanted men' on the 

Israeli hit  list and i n  no time we became friends for life 

in this pr ivate journey of reconciliation. This trip had 

two very emotional moments: the first was a memorial 

service for young Palestinians who vvere killed by Israeli 

bombardments, and the second a meeting with the man 

who had commanded a guerilla attack on a yacht at 

Larnaca . On that yacht, my cousin - the only daughter 

of my m other's sister - and her husband had sailed to 

Cyprus and met their death, as they were suspected by 

Force 17, a military wing of the Fatah organization 

controlled by Arafat, of being Mossad agents. We had 

a frank and hopeful conversation that sowed seeds foe 
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a different future, even when personal sacrifices had 

been made. 

I had a less personal but similarly intense meeting 

at the house of Fawzi Nimr and Fatma Barnawi. Fawzi 

was a Palestinian from Israel who had been arrested 

after planting bombs in a residential area where I had 

l ived in 1 969.  He had become quite a cult hero as a 

model for the leader of political prisoners in a famous 

Israeli film of 1986 called Behind Bars. His wife, Fatma, 

had also achieved public notoriety: she had been caught 

hesitating about whether to plant a bomb in a Jerusalem 

c inema. She escaped to Lebanon where she became a 

fighter, and was entrusted with guarding a group of 

I sraeli soldiers captured during the Israeli invasion 

of Lebanon in 1982. These soldiers were eventually 

exchanged for Palestinian political prisoners, among 

t hem Fawzi. Romance and politics led to a high-profile 

marriage. That n ight, I also met the author who turned 

t heir life story into a popular novella. The dinner on the 

r oof of their apartment in a densely populated Tunisian 

neighbourhood went on into the small hours of the 

night. The conversation was charged with emotion and 

insights into the a lmost impossible reality into which 

we had all been propelled, willingly or unwillingly. 

In Tunis I learned also about the power of memory. 

In every Palestinian house I visited, a corner of the living 

room was organised into a mini-museum portrayi ng 

a narrative of national identity. When I returned to 

Israel, I discovered that similar niches were emerging 

in the homes of followers of a new political movement 
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that was coming to the fore, cons isting of many of 

the internal refugees and the Palestinian minority i n  

Israel, previously knmvn a s  Arab Israelis. These were 

the refugees from the 1 948 war, a long with their 

families, who had lost their homes but remained i n  

Israel .  Shortly after m y  return, their leading activists 

decided to institutionalise their activity and to try 

to reconnect the Palestinian minority i n  Israel to the 

more general Palestinian agenda of refugeehood and 

return, which had been sidelined over the years. My 

own particular activities would fuse into that unique 

aspect of the Palestinian politics in Israel, as described 

larer in this book. 

Lucki ly  for me,  the debate on I s rael' s h istory 

in general and on  the 1 948 war i n  particular  was 

reactivated only after I had received tenure. Attaining 

tenure is a painful process for most young academics 

in Israel; it was doubly difficult for me given my views, 

which were already quite well known. And yet, as I 

noted, my positions were not yet crystallised in such a 

way as constituted a threat to the system, and I passed 

over the hurdles successful ly. 

More than anything, it  was a potentially humiliating 

process that became quire comical when taken with 

a grain  of humour. Never in my l i fe had so many 

professors, or for that matter people in general, winked 

or gesticulated at me, to the point that they seeme d  

t o  have contracted some sort o f  mysterious  nervous 

disorder or severe i nfection of the eyes. They did it 

everywhere: in the corridors or the l i fts where w e  
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happened to meet. They a l l  h inted a t  the same message: 

'your tenure is a secret process, but we know al l  about 

it, and you depend o n  u s, so remember thi s  . .  . ' .  At 

the time, in the early 1990s, I think  most of them 

regarded me as an asset to the university and believed 

that my 'radicalism' was a game that enhanced the 

university's claim to pluralism and aiJowed it to boast 

of its openness to the world at large. Arnon Safer, one 

of Israel's leading demographers, who conceived the 

i dea of a wall of separation between the \Vest Ban k  

a nd Israel, told me: 'Benveen you and me, within four 

closed walls, you are one of us .  But it is good that you 

are beautifying Israel's image abroad.' This particular 

conversation and similar remarks by other colleagues 

led me to join the communist-socialist party Hadash, 

an acronym for the Democratic Front for Peace and 

Equality. I guessed, and I seemed to be right, that such a 

public move would end these disturbing conversations. 

I was nnw officially out of the Zionist camp. But it was 

just the beginning of this road. I was soon to find out 

that I was even more distant from Zionism than some 

of the other Jewish comrades in  the party. 

But there were deeper reasons for my decision than 

the desire ro avoid pernicious meetings in corridors 

or l iving rooms . It was easy in those days to meet 

other Israeli academics who deconstructed Zionism so 

convincingly that it was impossible to continue to adhere 

to it. Parallel to the appearance of the 'new h istory' o f  

the 1948 war, a few dozen Israeli social scientists were 

s howing a greater interest i n  h istory and recognised 
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its relevance for their analysis of contemporary IsraeL 

They produced an impressive body of research, mainly 

in their own journal, Teorya ve-Bikoret (Theory and 

Criticism), which began in 1993, and later on in severa l 

anthologies and monographs. A critical eye was no\v 

cast on a longer period of h istory, from 1882 up unti l 

the present. It included an examination of Zionism as 

colonial ism in the early years of the movement; the 

exposure of the h istorical origins of Israeli militarism 

and settlement colonialism; and a challenge to Zionism's 

supposed embrace of feminism and egalitarianism. The 

touchy subject of the attitude towards the Holocaust 

and the behaviour during it was also brought to the fore. 

The policy towards Mizrachi Jews (Jews from Arab 

lands) and Israeli Palestinians in the 1950s completed 

the new critique's impressive agenda, represented so 

admirably in the collection of articles by Uri Ram, 

Israeli Society: Critical Perspectives.13 

I was much i nfluenced by the theoretical and meth

odological background of these new studies (I was less 

impressed by their command of h istorical episodes, 

which seemed to interest them less than either the 

Marxist theories or postmodernist methodologies 

employed to interpret h istory) .  I was particularly taken 

with the whole discussion of power and knowledge in its 

local version and attempted to bring it into the historical 

study of the country. I wrote 'popular' articles in the 

press, lectured on it in my classroom and every nov .... � 

and then ventured into more scholarly contributions to 

academic journals. These writings included a call for a 
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new agenda for historians that included an awareness 

and even acceptance of  the impact that ideology 

and politics can have on the historical events they 

encompass.14 This was a welcome i nfluence, because 

it was the only way to reintroduce into the country's 

historiography al l  those groups excluded from it by the 

sheer force of the state, the nation, the occupation and 

apartheid policies. 

This appeal was made in the 1 980s by Ellah Shohat 

who stressed particularly the nexus between Ashkenazi 

power and the poor representation of Mizrachi Jews in 

the local culture and academia. Shohat felt so ostracised 

by the hostile academic response she received that she 

decided to leave for the USA. Once there, freed from 

the stifl ing Israel i academic milieu, she continued to 

explore the dialectics bet\'v'een power and knowledge 

in Israel and wrote extensively on distorted represen

tations of and d iscriminations against the Arab Jews, 

whom she rightly referred to as Mizrachis. She not only 

inspired a new generation of Mizrachi scholars, but also 

encouraged political activism that sought to combine 

feminist, Mizrach i  and Palestinian agendas in Israel. tj 

Predictably, any call to discuss questions of historical 

n arratives and objectivity were totally rej ected by 

the local academia, whose mainstream stance was 

beautifully summarised by Moshe Lissak (a h ighly

respected professor of sociology and winner of the 

coveted Israel Prize) in a public debate with me in 1 994 

at Tel Aviv University: it is true, he declared, that there is 

such a thing as a historical narrative, but it so happens 
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that the Zionist narrative is also scientifically tru e .  

This meant that empirical research substantiated the 

ideological claims of Zionism. In those days it \:vas less 

of a heresy to be pro-Palestinian than to be a relativist. 

In the 1 990s pro-Palestinian positions were an affront 

to the ideology of the state, but were not a crime -

although they would be in 2001 - but questioning the 

objectivity of historiographical research undermined 

the university itself, a far more serious offence. 

I rel ished the intel lectual challenge of the meta

historical ,  theoretical and methodological debates, 

although I was never so deeply immersed in nor 

sufficiently comfortable with the postmodernist and 

neo-Marxist perspectives as to fully enjoy the discussion. 

But I tackled it with growing thirst, as i t  provided me 

with insights that enabled the formulation of a position 

in  the public debate i n  Israel not only over what had 

happened, but far more importantly, on what history 

was all about. There was no need to bring the message 

home co those in Israel who dealt with \:vhat is called 

general history, that is, everything that is not Middle 

Eastern, Jewish or Zionist history. But in these last three 

fields, the ignorance of historians about the state of their 

art, and their unawareness of the crisis that history was 

in, were no less harmful to building bridges with the 

other side than were the ideological positions taken by 

various Israeli governments. 

My last contribution co this debate was made in 

the journal Theory and Criticism in 1 996 .  With a 

postmodernist Hebrew, which in hindsight I myself do 
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not like very much, I called on  historians to recognise 

the role that we play i n  the stories we tel l .  In addition, 

I urged my colleagues, on the one hand, to write 

narratives that can help reconcil iation, and on the 

other, to include non-elite groups at centre stage in their 

forthcoming histories. 16 I will  never write again such 

didactic articles and a lthough I think every practising 

historian should dirty his or her hand in such pontifica

t:ions, they should be left aside for the sake of spinning 

intriguing and relevant historical narratives. 

In the mid- 1 990s, the discussion over the past 

resumed vigorously, especial ly in 1 99 8  d uring the 

jubilee celebration of the birth of the state of Israel. 

It: was triggered by the rapid infi l tration i nto the 

non-academic media of the version of events in 1 948 

that emerged from the new history books. Three major 

points made by the books written by Benny Morris, Avi 

Shlaim and myself seemed to impress educators and in 

particular the makers of documentary films on Israel's 

state television. The first was the importance of the 

J ordanian-Jewish understanding prior to the 1 948 war 

that tilted the balance on the battleground in Israel's 

favour; second, the claim that many refugees were 

expelled and did not leave voluntarily; and third, that 

Israeli leaders after 1 948 were not eager to conclude 

peace treaties with their Arab foes (whi le  the latter 

showed willingness to do so) .  The influence of these 

ideas \Vent beyond a revised version of the 1 948 war. 

The critical examination of Zionism, the attitude to 

the Holocaust, and questions about the ethnic and 
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national problems of Israel found their way into the 

more popular cultural media. 

The most v is ible manifestation of this impact 

upon cultural production was the documentary series 

Tekkuma (Rena issance ) ,  prepared by the p ublic 

tel evision channel for the fiftieth anniversary of the 

state. The screening of the series evoked reappraisals of 

the past and returned the 'new historians' to the public 

mind. The first programme was shown on lndependence 

Day 1 998 ,  and then for 22 consecutive weeks. The 

series attempted to encapsulate the state's history and 

did so quite convincingly. It was created under the 

influence of the more critical views expressed by the 

'new h istorians' a decade before.17 Various episodes 

echoed the doubts about Zionism in its early years, 

the questions asked by academics about the morality 

of Zionist policy during the Holocaust, and criticism 

of the treatment of Mizrachi Jews. This was a very 

tame critique compared to the one that appeared in 

academia, and despite these forays into more alternative 

views the general tone of the series rema ined very loyal 

to the Z ionist meta-narrative.18 

There was a lso a feel ing - which was proved 

wrong - that the new ideas were finding their way 

into the educational system, in part through my own 

participation in some committees that were rethinking 

curricula and textbooks for h istory classes. Some 

textbooks were indeed peppered with critique and were 

introduced for a short while as an optional extra for 

history teachers, but no more than that. The optimistic 
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sense o f  making a change was compounded b y  the 

constant invitations I received to talk about 1948 in 

front of teachers and pupils. I could hardly respond to 

a ll of them. This ended as abruptly as it began, quite 

p robably, I was told - although I could not find the 

relevant document - by direct instruction from the 

Ministry of Education. 

At the time, when I was contemplating the idea of 

a j oint narrative, I was fortunate in that similar views 

·were circulating among my colleagues in the West Bank. 

We shared a recognition of the relevance of the past to 

the present attempts at reconcil iation. We gathered a 

group of 20 Israeli and Palestinian historians (almost 

equally div ided) together in  the summer of 1 997 in 

the city of Ramallah to discuss and further the idea 

of a bridging narrative. We worked almost frantically, 

.TllOtivated by a sense of urgency in  the wake of the 

deadlock over and dissatisfaction with the Oslo 

peace process. Our common perception of the Oslo 

Accords was that the Declaration of Principles signed 

in September 1 993 could have led to workable political 

and military arrangements, but not to a genuine national 

and cultural reconcil iation. 

The group studied Israeli and Palestine history in a 

dialectical manner, looking at national narratives and 

their power and varied topics such as collective memory 

and oral evidence. The critical approach was applied 

both to the Zionist and Palestinian historiographies. 

Sensitive subjects such as the Palestinian tendency to 

minimise the Jewish Holocaust and the Israeli denial of 
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the Nakbah were the focus of discussion.19 This opened 

the way to developing a bridging narrative, dissociated 

from past ideological postures and disengaged from 

historiographies that served political elites. 

In many ways our discussion was also a tribute 

to Edward Said. His seminal book, Orienta/ism, had 

influenced scholars all over the world but was only 

then beginning to affect Middle Eastern studies and 

research on Palestine in particular. It was Said's insights, 

later expounded also in Culture and Imperialism, on 

the nexus between power and knowledge, narration 

and nation, and his numerous lucid analyses of the 

Palestine situation20 that  inspired the group, Israeli 

and Palestinian alike. The group became known as 

PALISAD, the Palestine Israel Academic Dialogue, 

and was active until 1994. It managed to meet even 

when Ramallah was under occupation and segregation. 

The meetings gave to theoretical inputs that I had 

dealt with in the past - such as subjectivity, reflexivity, 

positiona1ity and contextualization - a different and 

far more immediate perspective.21 

What the dialogue taught all of us was how much 

working together could affect the fi nal outcome 

of the historiographical enterprise, be it a book, an 

article or a curriculum. Through PALISAD, the Israeli 

scholars learned to accept the Palestinian perspective 

in a long process of inti macy; outside PALISAD, the 

balance of power and daily reality disabled Israeli 

Jews from respecting the indivi dual and collective 

Palesti nian experience. This kind of acquai ntance 
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with the Palestinian historical narrative supplemented 

a knowledge already existing in archival documents 

a n d  other primary sources.  The Israeli  participants 

found o ut that what  for them were 'revela tions'  

a bout the country's h istory in  general and the 1 948 

war in  particular were a lready an accepted part of 

the Palestinian narrative. Just as it was not necessary 

for black South Africans to wait for the BOSS ( the 

South African Bureau of State Security) secret archives 

to be opened to know how Africans had been treated 

s ince apartheid was imposed in 1 949, so most of the 

Palestinians did not need the IDF archives to expose the 

ethnic cleansing of 1 948.  For the positivists among the 

revisionists, the discourse of proof was needed in order 

t o  construct a bridge; for the more relativist ones, the 

discourse of trust was employed for the same purpose. 

The need for a prolonged experience of joint  

writing was affirmed when a more instant and briefer 

attempt was made elsewhere to bring h istorians on 

both sides closer. In May 1 99 8, under the auspices of 

Le Monde Diplomatique, Israeli new historians were 

i nvited to a one-day dialogue in Paris with Palestinian 

historia ns about the history of 1 94 8 .  The crux of 

t hat encounter was that the empiricist pretensions of 

some of  the Israeli historians, such as Benny Morris 

and Itamar Rabinovitch, led to an inevitable clash 

with the Palestinian h istorians. Although critical of 

some chapters in the Zionist narrative, Morris and 

Rabinovitch rejected - on the basis of Israeli documents 

-many essentia l  Palestinian points, such as the depiction 
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of Zionism as a colonialist movement or  of the 1 948 

expulsion as an ethnic cleansing operation. 

In the face of a positivist approach to their history,. 

the Palestinian participants requested an explanation of 

why their own catastrophe was chosen as subject rna tter 

by cool-headed and objective Israeli historians?  The 

Israeli answer was inadequate. These Israeli h istorians 

doubted the abi l ity of the Palestinians to h a ve the 

expertise or historical materials for writing their own 

history. Now, after their land had been taken away and 

their past history in it denied, they were given - or rather 

offered - a small portion of land back, but their history 

was sti l l  appropriated by archival positivists in Israel.22 

From a positivist point of view there is no clea r 

archival evidence for every crime committed by the 

Israelis in 1 948, but if the historical methodology intact: 

since the 1 920s is employed, there is very little room 

for doubt about the validity of the Palestinian version 

of the 1 948 war. In fact, Israeli historians, and rightly 

so, used the same methodology to refute attempts to 

de·ny the Holocaust. Memories of Holocaust survivors 

were as sacred as documents in the German archives. 

But the PALISAD group was far more successful  in 

pursuing a dialectical process of historiography, mainly 

because its participants \Vere fully aware of the i nf luence 

of external political developments on the academi c  

project. The Paris meeting coincided with the end of the 

first chapter in the Oslo Accords. This Accord began a s  

a five-year phase in  which the Israeli occupation in th.e 
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\Vest Bank and the Gaza Strip was rearranged i n  return 

for mutual recognition between the PLO and Israel. The 

second phase, meant to begin in 1 998 but delayed until 

the summer of 2000, was an attempt to solve all the 

outstanding problems on the way to a comprehensive 

peace. One of these was the future of the Palestinian 

r efugees. The solution to this question was c losely 

associated with the question of responsibility; or more 

precisely, the Palestinian demand for a right of rerum 

was based on a certain interpretation of the past. This 

demand to associate the Palestinian narrative with the 

contemporary peace process was made throughout the 

Palestinian world: in the exiled communities, the refugee 

c amps, the Occupied Territories, and more recently 

among the Palestinian m inority in Israel . This latter 

group associated its internal struggle for citizenship 

with the Palestinian narrative of 1 948, a process that 

matured in 1 9 8 8 ,  when the more than one mi llion 

people of the Palestinian minority in Israel refused to 

continue to celebrate Israel's annual Independence Day 

and opted for a Nakbah Day. 

I n  1 999,  Ehud Barak won the elections and led 

both Israel and Occupied Palestine into a fatal collision 

that erupted into widespread violence in the autumn 

of 2000 and has continued in one form or another to 

this  day. W ithin two years, critical voices in academia, 

in the electronic and printed media  and in other sites 

of cultural and knowledge production were silenced, 

a lmost d isappearing in some cases. The closing of the 
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Israeli mind and the militarisation of  its public space 

during the Second Intifada provided the immediate 

background against which my personal struggle was 

waged; a struggle that might have taken a differen t: 

turn had it occurred i n  the mid- 1 990s. My academic 

standing escalated, or deteriorated as the case may be, 

with what have seemed to be irreversible consequences. 



2 

TH E AR M I N G O F  TH E ZI O N I ST M I N D  

I n  his book, The Making of Israeli Militarism, Uri 

Ben-Eliezer described Israel as a nation-in-arms. He 

meant that the Jewish collective identity in Palestine 

was constructed mainly through the militarisation of 

the society; the Zionist leadership used the army as 

i t s  principal agent of development and integration . 

Through the ongoing enforcement of miluim or annual 

reserve duty and the organis ing of seasonal mass 

manoeuvres, the army became the forger of the Jewish 

nation state. 

But as the years went by the army did more than 

that. It influenced the character of Israeli policy both 

inside and outside the country. Externally, it produced 

aggressive pohcies towards the country's neighbours, 

and internally, a coercive policy towards any group with 

an agenda that contradicted rhe overal l  objectives of 

Zionism as understood by the political elite. Civilian 

spheres of government activities were militarised from 

the very early years of the state and remain so today: 

t h e  army is a dominant factor in economy, politics, 

administration and culture. 

One such sphere of activity was settlement. Until 

1 948 this task was in the hands of the Jewish Agency, the 

42 
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embryo government of mandatory Zionist community·. 

After the 1948 war, settlement meant occupying the 

deserted villages from which Palestinians were expelled . 

This mission was entrusted to the IDF. The army had , 

and still has, a specia l  unit to  implement this prime 

Zionist imperative. 

Media in Arms 

The media were recruited very early on behalf of the 

nat ion-i n-arms. Military reporters helped to create the 

mythology of Israeli heroism in t he battlefield, even 

when the raw material was spun out of bloody reprisal 

operations  against a civilian population i n  the 1950s. 

These heroes would become the core group from which 

many future leaders of Israel would emerge: Yitzhak 

Rabin, Binyamin etan yahu, Ehud Barak and Ariel 

Sharon. The Israeli media's co-optation, as is the case 

with other cultural systems, curbed any significan t: 

criticism or alternative thinking. It was corrupted by 

its submission, if only because of the secretive nature 

of the army. The media could serve as the IDF's 

spokesman, but not as its watchdog; very rarely was rhe 

army's immunity from outside supervision questioned 

or challenged. 

In the more optimistic air of the post-Oslo period 

after 1 993, critical Israeli sociologists reported the 

begin ning of a new era and found abundant evidence to 

suggest that the nation-in-arms model had weakened _ 1 

Then came the Second Intifada, at the end of 2000, and 
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all the sanguine assessments o f  a different Israel were 

crushed by the powerful IDF's re-entry into the Israeli 

public space. 

There had been reasons for the optimism. One was 

the emergence of post-Zionist scholarship, described in 

the previous chapter. But it also seemed for a moment 

that the media were undergoing a dramatic change 

because of Oslo's new political reality. In Oslo's heyday, 

editors and reporters for the first time refused to pass 

their pieces to the mil itary censor, as had been required 

since 1948. This resistance had begun during the First 

Intifada, when reporters felt that the army's coverage 

of events was false and misleading and they wished to 

show a more accurate picture. But in the end, only in the 

daily newspaper Ha,aretz could alternative reporting 

on the fi rst uprising be found; the rest of the print and 

electronic media did not venture a counter-version to 

that provided by the army's spokespeople. 

Following Rabin's assassination and Netanyahu's 

fi rst term in  office ( 1 996-99),  and even more so under 

Ariel Sharon's two governments (200 1 -0 6 ) , these 

early signs of a less militarised media disappeared. It 

became even worse under Ehud Olmert's government 

(2006-09) .  Post-Zionism proved to be a passing phase, 

rather than a new chapter in the history of Israel. The 

election of Ehud Barak i n  1 999 aroused new hopes. 

A lways verbose, although often i mpotent in action, 

Barak talked about an 'army of peace'. He promised 

to cut the IDF's budget, or in his words to 'cut anything 

that does nor shoot'.2 He charted a vision of a future 
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professional army that  would replace the 'people's 

army' . This might have meant restricting the m ilita

risation of the media as well .  But the army was not 

reduced in size, nor was it professionalised. It assumed 

an air of professionalisation, such as adopting the 

American model of academisation of officers' careers, 

but its deep hold on the society i n  general and on 

the publ ic  space in p articular contin ued, and even 

increased. In fact, the academisation of the officers .,  

corps created the false i mpression that they were fit 

to be  parachuted into civilian l ife at short notice . The 

number of former-generals in politics and the media 

grew, and with it their influence on the public space . 

Moreover, this nexus between the army and academia 

corrupted the traditiona l  university ethos, strengthened 

the army's ideological grip over academic performance 

and d isempowered the universities from playing an 

independent role in society. 

For a short time, when public debate in Israel over 

the IDF's presence in southern Lebanon soared, the 

public space and the d iscourse on military affairs were 

successfully challenged by the Four Mothers' movement:. 

In 1 997 this group of soldiers' mothers formed a lobby 

call ing for the army's u ni lateral withdrawal from 

southern Lebanon, which eventually took p lace in July 

2000.  For a while mothers, and not only generals, were 

invited into the public space to debate the issue. But this 

was a brief episode that reflected Israelis' lack of interest: 

in  southern Lebanon, even on the far right, rather tha n  
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a fundamental change i n  the composition and hierarchy 

of those invited to participate in media debates.  

I n  spite of al l  the tribu lations and dramas  of 

t he 1 990s, the new century began with the army as 

formidable a factor as ever in Israeli public space . Apart 

from shunting aside civilians from having a say in such 

c rucial matters as the fate of the Occupied Territories 

or the future of the peace process, the capturing of 

the public space meant that a macho male subculture 

marginal i se d  a l te rnative contribut ions to these 

i mportant national topics, particularly from women 

or feminists. 3 

The 1 990s added new fe ature s  that counte r

balanced the more optimistic signs of pluralisation. The 

most important of these was the growing presence of 

religious national ists among the senior officers' corps, 

most of them from West Bank se ttler communitie s. 

In the Second Intifada the se office rs we re dire ctly 

responsible for implementing the army's reprisal actions 

i n  the Occupied Te rritorie s. They assumed an e ven 

more central role during Ope ration Protective Shield 

- the Apri l 2002 reoccupation of most of the West 

Bank in re sponse to a particularly b loody wave of 

human suicide bombs inside Israel .  One such officer, 

Ron Shechner, from a settlemem near Hebron, was the 

commander-in-chief of the troops besieging Arafat's 

compound, the Muqat'a, in Ramallah. He was and still 

is a popular participant in TV and radio shows, where 

he appears as a 'neutral' and 'professional '  expert on 

the current crisis. 
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When the al-Aqsa or  Second Intifada broke out in 

September 2000, after Defence Minister Sharon's visit 

to the Temple Mount, both the military and the media 

willingly echoed the r ight-wing agenda even without a 

significant presence of settler officers i n  the army. The 

media allowed the army to become its only source of 

information and interpretation from the moment the 

Intifada erupted. This process reached an  unprecedented 

level of moral corruption in 2006 during Israel's attack 

on lebanon -the Second Lebanon War - and even more 

so when Gaza was attacked in 2009. 

In all three events: the Intifada, the Second Lebanon 

War and the Gaza War, the media was engaged in 

what one scholar called 'hermetic self-persuasion of 

r ighteousness' . 4  The printed and electronic media 

presented their constituencies with a one-dimensional 

and distorted picture of reality. The message was simple: 

Israel was once aga in  at war against a barbaric enemy 

that had attacked it for no good reason. 

We now know, with the help of research, that the 

message broadcast was not the natural consequence 

of what flowed from the field, through reporters ,. 

onto editorial desks . O n  the contrary, a strenuou s 

effort of selection and distortion took place in  order 

to fit news items to the required image of reality. In 

the Second Intifada,  the end result in terms of ton e 

and news select ion stood i n  stark contrast to what: 

reporters brought in  from the Occupied Territories. At: 

the beginning of the t\venty-first century, and nowadays,. 

these Pravda-ish tactics by the media's editorial board s 
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turned the Israeli press and television news into one of 

the world's most biased and nationalist media, providing 

a twisted picture to their readers, viewers and listeners. 

The media  behaved as they d id because they were 

motivated by hate, fear and ignorance. But more than 

anything, they adopted uncritically the government's 

and the army's narratives and interpretations. A few 

years after the Second Intifada broke out, you could 

not find any counter-narrative to that provided by the 

army of why the violence erupted: the official Israeli 

explanation was the only one we knew about.5 

Against this background, it was very easy for the 

army to dictate the media 's l anguage as the Intifada 

progressed. Abiding by the army's structure of images, 

values and interpretations meant first and foremost 

portraying the Intifada as a war. A war demands a 

consensus and a recruitment of the media, just as it 

demands the calling up of reservists and a recruitment 

of  the economy. Journalists in the print media and TV 

and radio personalities were asked to form a national 

consensus. This meant re-embracing the settlers, after 

t hey had been somewhat marginalised in the wake 

of Rabin's assassination. It also meant the exclusion 

of the Palest inian minority in  Israel from what was 

considered to be 'our society' and their inclusion i n  

the enemy camp, and i t  required the silencing of any 

alternative thinking, as well as a condemnation of any 

'subversive' acts such as the refusal to serve in the army 

of occupation. 
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The central actors in the local media must have 

surprised the army by going even further than was 

required of them. From the very start, the e lectronic 

media in particular made an effort to exclude any 

reference to the conflict as the 'War of the Settlements' 

and frequently used the term 'War of Survival ', or in the 

words of the Labour parry leader and defence minister, 

Benjamin Ben-Eliezer, 'A war for the survival of our 

homes'.  When this  was the opening gambit, it  was 

very hard to introduce a wider outlook or a lternative 

perspective. 

When one adopts a mi litary perception of reality, 

certa in  quest ions tha t  would be essent ia l  for a 

conventional  j ournalistic investigation disappear. 

For instance, the army's direction of media coverage 

absolved it from dealing with the question of why 

Palestinians resorted to terrorism and guerri l la warfare 

in the fi rst place, and a ll owed it to focus i nstead on 

how to combat such threats effectively. Needless to say, 

the term 'occupation' has vanished from the media 's 

vocabulary. Similarly, the army was absolved from 

providing an explanation of its overal l  objectives . 

The result \'Vas that the task of the media became 

to present audiences with information on tactic a 1 

moves and successes, l ike a dai ly bulletin read aloud 

by commanders to their troops, rather than referring 

even obliquely to a n  overall  strategy or to the political 

horizons behind military action. 

The army provided and the media willingly received 

a pre-packaged, well-structured mythology that helped 
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to avoid any deeper analysis. Several intertwined myths 

"vere inside this wrapping. Each was substantiated by 

"facts' provided by the IDF, the Shabak ( internal security 

force, or Shin Bet) and the Mossad (external security 

force). This meant that in many cases there was no need 

to expand a news report beyond an elusive reference to 

it:s source, let alone furnish any details a bout it. 

First and foremost was the Camp David myth, wbch 

-vvas that Israel made an offer to give all or nearly all that 

'\.<Vas demanded, and the Palestinians rej ected it. This 

'\.<Vas reinforced by providing a false p icture of overall 

Palestinian behaviour during the Oslo meetings, which 

misrepresented the genuine Palestinian effort to comply 

-vvith the Accords. 

The second myth was that  the I ntifada was a 

pre-planned Palestinian campaign of terror and not a 

popular uprising. Although i t  was k nown that there 

had been no Palestinian decision on its outbreak,  the 

p ress accepted the army's lead that this was a maJor, 

pre-planned act of terrorism. The early demonstrations 

in the Intifada were therefore reported as 'assaults on 

soldiers' and not as the peaceful protests and marches 

aga inst the occupation that they really were. Th is 

myth was also applied later to the Palestinian Israeli 

c ommunity's attempt to voice its dismay about rhe 

situation. At first, the media were ready to accept that 

the case of the 1 3  Israeli Palestinian citizens killed by 

p olice in a demonstration in October 2000 should 

be officially investigated by a committee of inquiry 

(established by Ehud Barak, who probably also hoped 
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that he could win over the country's Palestinian citizens 

in the February 2001 elections) .  While exposing that 

the 1 3  were unarmed, the commission's report left in 

the air the important questions of responsibi lity and 

morality, and distanced the political elite from an act 

against its own citizens that in other democracies might 

have toppled the government and shaken the society. 

The media's conclusions were even more negative, 

suggesting that these citizens of Israel did not just 

demonstrate, but 'vvere an  integral part of the terrorist 

campaign against Israel, intent on causing unrest and 

disturbances, which led to the tragic and unprecedented 

consequence. 

The third myth was a bout the h umane Israeli  

reaction: that troops only used their weapons when in 

direct danger. The shooting of unarmed demonstrators -

65 in  October 2000 alone - in the Occupied Territories 

and Gaza was never revealed to the Israeli public. The 

fourth myth was constructed independently by media 

leaders and presented the PLO as part of the al-Qaeda 

network in the wake of 911 1. The army soon joined 

in ,  providing - as media sources have it - classified 

information on the connection between al-Qaeda and 

the Palestinian Authority, the source of which was never 

disclosed. 6 

The mythology was cemented with the help of a 

l ist of laundered words prepared by the army that was 

wil l ingly used by the media. Audiences and viewers 

could employ the new jargon and avoid call ing a 

spade a spade. There were several categories o f  
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word in  this militarised discourse. The first could be 

called a 'surgical language': the use of technical terms 

intended to conceal questionable actions. Such was 

the vocabulary employed to describe the assassina

tions of wanted Palestinians as 'focused prevention' 

(sikul memukad). Another lexicon consisted of what 

could be called a discourse of incitement; it encouraged 

public support for the military vis-a-vis any criticism 

of the IDF's conduct, whether from Palestinian leaders, 

Palestinian Israeli politicians or the few Jews in Israel 

who dared to question the general consensus. This was 

done in a way that released anyone appearing in the 

media from past inhibitions. It was now possible to 

give vent to the innate racism in Israeli Jewish society. 

The language of incitement was mostly used in radio 

chat shows. It is  not a uniquely Israeli phenomenon to 

find such a vocabulary in talk-back shows. All over the 

world, j ingoistic and fanatical views are freely vented 

in them. In this case, however, it intensified the feelings 

of hatred and racism that best served the army's war 

against the Palestinians. The most popular among the 

moderators of these programs was - and is still - Jojo 

Abudbul, whose opening line is quite often: 'If I were 

in charge of the gunships, I would bomb Ramallah and 

Bethlehem and let as many people as possible die'. This 

,..,as expressed during a discussion on how to solve the 

political deadlock in these places. Similar remarks have 

been made by two cultural heroes in Israel, veteran pop 

singers Yoram Gaon and Yigal Bashan, each of whom 
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presented two-hour programmes on Israel Radio i n  the 

twilight zone between Friday and Saturday. 

Third, army experts concocted an investigative 

rhetoric for the use of interviewers, which turned every 

journalist into an i nterrogator on behalf of the Israeli 

Jewish community when conversing with someone vvho 

does not belong to 'us': a foreign diplomat, a Palestinian 

leader, an I sraeli Palestinian politician, or an Israeli 

Jew who supported the Palestinian cause. This newly

acquired technique cast strong doubt on the ethics of 

some journaljsts and affected their style. It was in these 

exchanges that they came out most clearly as servants 

of the army. For instance, Aryeh Golan, who hosts a 

daily morning show, interviewed a considerable number 

of Palestiruans at the beginning of the Intifada (such 

i nterviews were later prohibited on directions from 

a bove) .  In one conversation with Ziyad Abu Ein, a 

Palestinian Authority official, he ended the discussion 

by threatening him with: 'You want war, you are going 

to get war. Israel is a powerful state, did you know 

that?' Abu Ein, however, replied: 'We want peace' .  

These techniques helped to dehumanise Palestinians 

in general and armed Palestinians in particular in the 

eyes of the Israel i  public.  According to Dr Khali l 

Rjonawi, an Israeli Palestinian media analyst from Tel 

Aviv University, 'bloodthirsty' was the most common 

adjective. 7 In such a way, the media adopted uncritically 

al l  the adjectives suggested by the army for describing 

Arafat, thereby preparing the ground for l ack of 
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objection to his long-term confinement i n  the Muqat'a, 

his compound in Ramallah, from 2002 to 2004. 

The limited tactical analysis, the reservoir of stock 

i mages and the  absence of alternative analysis of causes 

and possible objectives were particularly evident in Israeli 

talk shows. Despite the privatisation and decentralisa

t ion of Israeli radio and television, political talk shows 

on the national channels, such as roundtable discussions 

in prime time, sti l l  command very high ratings. Between 

2000 and 2006 the Intifada was the principal topic and 

,;vas  mainly debated by genera ls or former generals .  

They were presented as authorities on the subject and 

'vere introduced as  'objective' and 'neutral' observers 

compared to politicians, who were also invited but were 

considered to be 'biased'. The uniformed participants 

conveyed the message that the military should be trusted 
·vvithout hesitation, and took every opportunity to urge 

the audience to support the army. 

The vie\VS of these military experts were repeated 

daily via military correspondents and especially by 'our 

senior mil itary commentator', of which there were only 

four  or five in  the media, and 'our experts on Arab 

affairs', also an exclusive group of four or five individuals, 

v.rho usualJy had little to add to the statements of the 

rr1ilitary experts because they shared the same military 

and security intelligence sources. Sometimes on TV one 

of them would energetically wave a piece of paper that 

nobody could read, as documentary proof of one or 

another claim - usually one that the official spokesma n  

o f  the army had j ust made. 
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The leading expert on Arab affairs at the time was 

Ehud Ya'ari , who was closely connected to mil itary 

intelligence. He was a friend of Amos Maika, the chief 

of military intelligence, as well as of some of the popular 

guests on the talk shows, former generals or ex-colonels 

of the IDF. The result was that it did not really matter 

who provided the commentary, the military man or the 

journalist, as they all portrayed the Intifada in the same 

way, loyal to the army's interpretation. 8 

The corruption of the media was particularly evident 

in the lack of empathy with foreign colleagues who had 

been banned since 2000 from obtaining proper coverage 

of Israeli  actions, especially of Operation Defensive 

Shield in the West Bank in 2002 and Operation Cast 

Lead in Gaza in 2009. These foreign reporters were 

not only prevented from obtaining coverage, but they 

became targets of army harassment and abuse. In 

addition, the local media agreed to impose a blackout 

on its screens, radio transmissions and newspaper pages. 

The desire to report only on what the army deemed 

right and useful sometimes ended in a public relations 

flop. Such was the case in March 2002, in the last big 

operation before Defensive Shield, when the army 

entered the refugee camp in the Palestinian town of 

Tul karem. The IDF spokesman invited national TV 

crews and senior military correspondents to accompany 

its operation, hoping to sho·w what it called 'the humane 

face' of the Israeli army. But the close-up pictures of 

soldiers hammering their way through \val ls from one 

house to the other, frightening women and children, 
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humiliating the men a n d  destroying most o f  what was 

i n  their path, did not fit a commentary on a surgical 

operation intended to avoid harming innocent citizens. 

Shocked  viewers responded angri ly and the army 

learned the lesson: this type of public relations exercise 

-was never tried again. The following month, in April 

2002, the IDF did not a llow any television cameras, 

even loyal local ones, to accompany troops into the 

J enin camp. Only the military correspondent of Israel 

Radio, Carmela Menashe, was allowed to be present, 

and she read on a ir a prepared text handed to her by 

military commanders. 

This is the sad story of the media in a society that 

presents itself as democratic. In the year and half after 

the outbreak of the Second Intifada, most of its elements 

·were voluntarily militarised as part of a more general 

rnilitarisation of the public space and political system. 

When the media performs such a dubious role, it helps 

t:o block the public mind to alternative analysis. It 

should be said that had the Israeli media wanted to 

be demilitarised, it had the means of doing so. The 

fact that it willingly chose to become the spokesman 

of the IDF, the Shabak, the Massad and the ministry of 

internal security is worrying in itself. If one adds to this  

dismal state of affairs the hi jacking of party politics by 

former generals and the militarisation of the education 

system, it is possible to grasp how profoundly Israel 

had become a nation-in-arms at the beginning of the 

twenty-first century. 
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Sir  Thomas Rapp, the somewhat u nusual British 

colonialist who headed the British Middle East Office in 

the early 1 950s, was a keen observer of Israeli society. 

Although in 1 950 he favoured, as did almost all British 

officials at the time, closer ties between Britain and the 

newly-founded Jewish state, he warned: 'The younger 

generation [in Israel] is brought up i n  an environment 

of militarism and thus a permanent threat to Middle 

East tranquillity is thereby created, and Israel would 

thus tend to move away from the democratic way of 

life towards totalitarianism of the right or the left.'9 

The Intellectual E u n uchs and Tamed ' Peaceniks' 

The closed mind was not, of course, l imited to the 

media, but extended to academia  as  wel l .  Some 

scholarly critics from previous years, l ike Benny 

Morris, openly retracted their positions and returned 

to the a ll-embracing consensus, while others simply  

abandoned their previous interests. 1 0  What i s  very clear 

when analysing the fortunes of Israel's 'new history' 

from its inception in the late 1 980s until its temporary 

disappearance in 2000, is that historical demytholo

gising and reconstruction are closely l inked to general 

political developments and upheavals. In societies torn 

by internal and external rifts and conflicts, the work of 

historians is constantly pervaded by the political drama 

around them. In such geopolitical locations a pretence 

of objectivity and impartiality is particularly misplaced, 

if not totally unfounded. 
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Anyone visiting Israeli academia i n  the mid-1 990s 

m u s t  have felt  a fresh breeze of openn ess and 

p luralism blowing through the corridors of a stagnant 

establ ishment that had been painfully loya l to the 

prevail ing Zionist ideology in every field of research 

touching on Israeli reality, past or present. The new 

atmosphere allowed scholars to revisit the history of 

1 948,  and to accept some Palestinian claims about that 

conflict. It produced local scholarship that dramatica1ly 

challenged the h istoriography of early Israel. In the new 

research environment, pre- 1 96 7  Israel was no longer a 

small defensive country and the only democratic state 

in  the Middle East, but a relatively strong nation that 

oppressed its Palestinian minority, discriminated against 

its Mizrachi citizens and conducted an aggressive policy 

towards neighbouring states in the region . The academic 

critique spread beyond ivory towers into other cultural 

areas such as theatre, film, literature, poetry, and even 

documentary television and official school textbooks. 

Less than ten years later it would have taken an 

imaginative and determined visitor to find any trace of 

that openness and pluralism. Its disappearance was part 

of the general demise of the Israeli left in the immediate 

aftermath of the Intifada. The left was that part of 

Jewish public opinion which, with varying degrees 

of conviction and honesty, held peace-promoting and 

conciliatory positions on the question of Palestine. 

Academia had ahvays had a strong presence in the 

left, and when it began to disappear, academia changed 

with it. 
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Since 1 967, when the West Bank was conquered and 

then occupied by Israel, activists on the left had declared 

their will ingness to withdraw from the Occupied 

Territories; they accepted a Palestinian state vvith East 

Jerusalem as its capital next to Israeli West Jerusalem, 

and they spoke of the need to grant full civic rights to 

the Palestinian Israeli minority within Israel. A large 

portion of this group, after the outbreak of the Second 

Intifada, publ icly and privately confessed how wrong 

they had been to trust the Palestinians. They voted for 

Sharon in the February 200 1 and March 2003 elections 

and later for Sharon's new party, Kadima, in 2006 and 

2009. The 'gurus' and leaders of this group expressed 

their 'disappointment' with Israel's Palestinian citizens 

- with whom, they claimed, they had concluded a n  

'historical alliance' .  The boycott b y  Israeli Palestinians 

of the February 2001 elections was the last straw that 

broke the back of this ' historical pact'. 

The co-opting of the Israeli cultural, intellectual and 

academic scene and the disappearance of a political 

and moral voice that accepted at least the Palestin ian 

right to independence and equality, if not the right of 

return, were twin processes that occurred at amazing 

speed. One would have expected, especially in  the 

society's more learned and i ntellectual circles, a longer 

process of reflection and deduction .  But it seems that 

what took place was a frantic rush, accompanied by 

some sighs of relief, to shed the few thin layers of 

democracy, morality and pluralism that had covered 

Zionist ideology and praxis over the years. The swift 
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disintegration o f  the institutes that had advocated peace 

policies and compromises, the hasty removal of peaceful 

and moral terminology from the public discourse and 

the disappearance of any alternative views to the sticky 

Zionist consensus on the Palestine question, all testified 

to an intrinsic shallowness in the Israeli peace discourse 

a nd the peace camp before the Second Inti fada. 

At the time, Israeli analysts attributed the U-turn 

to a genuine trauma caused by three factors: Arafat's 

ins istence on the right of return, the Pa lestinian 

Authority's (PA )  rejection of Barak's generous offer at 

Camp David and the violent uprising in 2000. But these 

explanations are hollow, as many of those who bring 

them up would be the first to recognise. Arafat never 

relinquished the right of return - he could not, even 

if he had wished to do so. He openly and constantly 

talked about it from Oslo onward. As for the so-called 

generous offers made at Camp David, it seems that (as 

Shlomo Ben-Ami and Yossi Beil in later admitted) i f  

there were any 'generous offers' they were made only 

at a meeting at Taba, the resort village on the border 

of Israel and the Sinai, that took place a month after 

the Camp David summit, and then only tongue in 

cheek, since those concerned already knew that Barak 

was a lame duck prime minister and had no power to 

execute agreements. 

Moreover, many Israeli leftists had read the American 

reports from Camp David, translated into Hebrew in 

Ha'aretz, and knew that Arafat had been presented with 

a diktat he could not accept under any circumstances. 
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Did he really disappoint them a couple of months later 

by fail ing to resist the popular anger in  the Occupied 

Territories at the cul-de-sac into which both sides had 

been pushed, and which for the Palestin ians meant 

perpetuation of the occupation? 

The great prophets of the left ist c a mp, A B 

Yehoshua and Amos Oz, warned long before the 

al-Aqsa Intifada that if peace were not achieved in 

Camp David, war would reign instead. This was not 

an analytical statement, but a condescen ding threat 

to the Palestinians. When the Intifada broke out, the 

left exploited it to move back from an uncomfortable 

position of dubious patriotism to the consensual centre. 

There, at the heart of the Israeli polity, the lost sons 

were embraced in a process of erasing any ideological 

differences between left and right in the Jewish state, 

which continued into the next century. 

It seems now that those like the present writer, who 

had warned that the Oslo Accords were no more than a 

political and military arrangement intended to replace 

Israeli occupation w ith another form of control, were 

right. Oslo did not cause any significant change in basic 

Israeli interpretations ( from both left and right) of the 

past, present and future in Palestine. Most of Palestine, 

in the view of both left and right, was Israel, and there 

was no right of return - j ust as the Jews' only hope of 

survival was within a Zionist state, extending over as 

much of Palestine as possible, with as few Palestinians 

in it as was feasible. The argument was about tactics, 

not goals. The 'moderate' tactic was presented to the 
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Palestinians in Oslo as a 'take it or leave it' proposal, in 

return for which they were expected to cease all attempts 

to achieve more than had been offered. This did not 

work, a lthough it seemed for a \Vhile that it would.  

Its initial success was due to three factors: President 

Clinton's deep involvement, the impressions conveyed 

by Palestinian leaders that this was indeed a peace 

process, and the indifference of the Arab world. Out 

of this, Israel reaped dividends and paid nothing back. 

The 'peace camp' in Israel had enemies: those on 

the right, especia l ly  the settlers, who regarded the 

Oslo enterprise as dangerous. In the name of God and 

nation, they preferred to use force to impose the Zionist 

reality over all of Palestine. Because of these opponents 

and their violence, the Oslo peace camp had a martyr 

(Yitzhak Rabin). Now that it had a shahid or martyr 

(only one, it should be said), it was convinced it was 

at the midst of a genuine struggle for peace. In fact, 

what they were struggling for was the creation of a 

bantustan, a protectorate on most of the West Bank 

and Gaza Strip. In return, they sought to solicit from 

the Palestinians an 'end to the conflict' declaration. This 

did not require a reassessment of Israel's role in, and 

responsibility for, the ethnic cleansing carried out in 

1948 ;  nor did it require a revising of its brutal polices 

in the Occupied Territories or a review of its refusal to 

allow the Palestinians a ful l  sovereign state on at least 

22 per cent of Palestine (the entire West Bank and the 

Gaza Strip). 
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It also led to the illusion that the Israeli left had 

succeeded in Zionising the Palestinian minority in Israel 

as part of the overall deal. It took time for the Palestinian 

minority and its leaders to understand that a final peace 

map included the perpetuation, if not accentuation, of 

discriminatory policies and practices against them inside 

the Jewish state. Just as the Palestinians at Camp David 

were told to accept the 'mother of all deals' - meaning 

they were expected not to raise any more demands in 

the future - so the Palestinian citizens of  Israel were 

expected to forsake any aspiration of turning their 

country into a state for all its citizens, as well as giving 

up any hope for its de-Zionisation. 

When the al-Aqsa Intifada broke out in the Occupied 

Territories and within the Palestinian community in 

Israel, the very narrow limits of the genuine Jewish 

peace camp were exposed. It had always been small, but 

with the help of the international media, the American 

peace discourse and the fanaticism of the Israeli right, 

it  had a ppeared large enough to justify hopes for a 

comprehensive and just solution in the Middle East as 

a whole. 

To move for a moment from the genera] scene to a 

personal biography, the process of the d isappearance 

of the peace camp and the demise of any ideologicaL 

pluralism on the Jewish side left people l ike myself as 

pariahs. With l ike-minded friends, I could not find 

a social reference group to belong to, nor could we 

associate with any of the existing political formations 

on the Jewish side. Both personally and professionally, 
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things became worse in the immediate aftermath of the 

Camp David summit, as my main agenda continued to 

be the struggle against Nakbah denial in my homeland. 

The struggle against denial of the Nakbah in Israel 

then shifted to the Palestinian political scene inside the 

country. Since the fortieth anniversary of the Nakbah 

in 1 988,  the Palestinian minority in Israel has linked its 

collective and individual memories of the catastrophe 

with the general Palestinian situation, and especially 

with irs own predicament, as never before. This was 

manifested through an array of symbolic gestures, such 

as memorial ceremonies on Nakbah Commemoration 

Day, organised tours to deserted or former Palestinian 

villages in Israel, seminars on the past and extensive 

interviews in the p ress with Nakbah survivors. The 

process was to become sufficiently successful to lead 

to an (unsuccessful) attempt in the Israeli Knesset, 

years later, to pass a law banning p ublic mention of 

the term Nakbah. 

Through its political leaders, NGOs and media, the 

Palestinian Israelis were able to force the wider public to 

take notice of the Nakbah. Its re-emergence as a topic of 

public debate was helped by the misleading impression 

that the Oslo Accords and Camp David summit would 

lead to a genuine discussion about the refugees' future, 

or would even locate Israel's responsibility for the 

Nakbah at the heart of the peace negotiations. Despite 

the collapse of the summit - due mainly to an Israeli 

desire to force its point of view on the Palestinian side 

- the catastrophe of 1948 was for a while brought to 
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the attention of a local, regional, and to some extent 

global, audience. 

Not only in Israel, but in the United States and even 

in Europe, it was necessary to remind those concerned 

with the Palestine question that the conflict impacted 

not only upon the future of the Occupied Territories, 

but also upon that of the Palestinian refugees who had 

been forced from their homes in 1948. Israel had earlier 

succeeded in sidelining the issue of refugees' rights from 
the Oslo Accords, an aim helped by poorly managed 

Palestinian diplomacy and strategy. 

Indeed, the Nakbah was so efficiently kept o ff the 

peace process agenda that when it suddenly appeared, 

the Israel is felt as if a Pandora's box had suddenly 

been opened before them.  The worst fear of Israeli 

negotiators was the possibility that Israel's responsi

bility for the 1948 catastrophe would now become a 

negotiable issue, and this 'danger' was, accordingly, 

immediately tackled. In the Israeli media and Knesset 

a consensual position was formulated: no Israeli 

negotiator \Vould be aLlowed even to discuss the right 

of return of  Palestinian refugees to the homes they had 

occupied before 1948. The Knesset passed a law to 

this effect, and Prime Minister Barak made a public 

commitment to it on the stairway of the plane that took 

him to Camp David. 

The media and other cultural institutions were 

also recruited to discourage discussion of the Nakbah 

and its relevance to the peace process, and it was in 

th is atmosphere that I became involved in a d irect 
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confrontation with m y  own university. I t  was an 

inevitable consequence of the attempts that I and others 

had made to introduce the Nakbah onto the Israeli 

public agenda. Until it erupted, I tried in several articles 

to assess the impact of these efforts. What emerged 

was a very mixed picture. I could detect cracks in the 

wall of denial and repression that surrounded the 

Nakbah in Israel. These had come out of the debate 

on the 'new history' and the new political agenda of the 

J>alestinian Israelis. The adverse change in atmosphere, 

however, and the renewed opposition were helped by 

a clarification of the Palestinian position on refugees 

towards the end of the Oslo peace process. 

As a result, a fter more than 62 years of repression 

it is now more difficult in Israel to deny the expulsion 

and destruction of the Palestinians in 194 8. T he limited 

success evoked two negative reactions, formulated after 

t:he outbreak of the ai-Aqsa Intifada. The first was from 

the Israeli political establishment. The government of 

Ariel Sharon, through its minister of education, initiated 

the systematic removal of any textbook or school 

syllabus that referred to the Nakbah, even marginally. 

Sim ilar instructions were given to public broadcasting 

authorities. The second reaction was more disturbing: 

a considerable number of Israeli politicians, journalists 

and academics not only a ffirmed what happened i n  

1948, but were 'villing to justify i t  publicly - not just i n  

retrospect but as  a prescription for the future. The idea 

of 'transfer' entered Israeli political d iscourse openly for 

t:he first time since it \Vas propagated in the early years 
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of Zionism, gaining some legitimacy as the best means 

of deal ing with the Palestin ian 'problem' . 

Indeed, if I were asked to choose what  bes t 

characterised Israel's response to the Nakbah in the 

twenty-first century I would stress the growing popularity 

of the 'transfer option' in the Israel i  public mood and 

discourse. After 2000, the expulsion of the Palestinians 

from Palestine seemed to many in the political centre 

to be an inevitable and j ustifiable consequence of the 

Zionist project in Palestine. If there was any lament, it: 

was that the expulsion was not complete. When even 

an Israel i 'new historian' such as Benny Morris in 2004 

subscribed to the view that the expulsion was inevitable 

and should have been more comprehensive, it helped to 

legitimise any Israeli plans for further ethnic cleansing.t 1. 

A c ircle has thus been closed . When Israel took 

over a lmost 8 0  per cent of Palestine in 1948 ,  it d id 

so through settlement a n d  ethnic cleansing of  the 

original Palestinian population. When Yitzhak Rabin 

based his 1992 election on the votes of the Palestinian 

minority in Israel, the first and only leader to do so, 

he signalled the possibility of a different pol icy. After 

his assassination in November 1995, Palestin ian 

Israelis ·were once again  excluded from the political 

arena and West Bank Palestinians were stil l  exposed 

to the d anger of further expulsion. All three main 

political parties, Labour, Kadima and Likud, took the 

view that resorting to settlement was the best way <>f 

maintaining a Jewish state in Palestine, and they resisted 
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any significant Palestinian independence in areas left 

outside Jewish control. 

Thus, for some the Nakbah never existed and for 

others it was a necessary and morally justified act 

of self-defence. Whatever the interpretation, the full 

story remains to be told, as there may still be some 

Israelis who are sensitive about their country's past and 

_present conduct. They should be alerted to the fact that 

horrific deeds carried out by Israeli troops in 1 948 were 

concealed from them, and they should be told, too, that 

such deeds have been recurrent in Israel's history and 

""viii be repeated if they, and others,-do not act to stop 

-.:hem before it is too late. 

These political developments led me to ·write several 

.articles connecting the research on Palestine to the 

present Palestinian predicament and to contemporary 

attempts to reach a solution.12 H istory as a facet of  

existentia l life in Palestine and Israel was no longer 

an abstract i dea for me. I found venues in which to 

explain the connection,  mostly in articles abroad,  

--which to my relief were accepted as legitimate academic 

studies. When I tried to import this approach into 

Israel I was instantly rejected. In the eyes of many of 

.Iny colleagues I ceased to be a genuine scholar.13 The 

fact that I had joined the anti-Zionist party, Hadash 

(a front with the Israeli Communist Party in its centre 

and non-affiliated members like myself), only reinforced 

""t:he criticisms of my work as political and ideological. 

1hese barbs came from the very scholars who were 

ideologues of the Labour Zionist movement, and whose 
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main writing was on that movement's history. I was 

branded as a 'postmodernist' by colleagues who had 

little understanding of or interest in postmodernism - to 

which I did not subscribe - or in relativism - to which 

I did subscribe - in the work of the historian. 

Internationally, however, the need to find avenues 

for a joint narrative and a new agenda was warmly 

welcomed.  In 1999 I collected Palestinian, American 

and Israeli historical works together into one volume 

that shared a common perception of Palestine's 

history over the last 200 years. 14  I then condensed thi s  

research agenda into a single narrative i n  A History 

of Modern Palestine; One Country, Two Peoples.15 In 

its introduction, I explained that I had attempted to 

write a history out of sympathy to the subaltern, the 

oppressed, the occupied, the exiled and underprivi

leged. In most historical j unctures in Palestine's history 

these were the Palestinians. But it also included Jewish 

women, children, peasants, workers, town-dwellers and 

peace activists . These new heroes and heroines who 

take centre stage in the story sidelined the old heroes 

-politicians, diplomats, notables, religious dignitaries 

and generals - who are examined more sceptically than 

in standard textbooks on the subject. 

The general flow of my book aimed to dissociate 

the narrative from modernisation theories, in which 

change comes always from outside and for the better, to 

an approach guided by a search for internal and quite 

often positive dynamics of transformation clashing with 

powerful, quite often negative, foreign interventions_ 



70 O U T  OF  T H E  FRA M E  

.Beshara Doumani's impressive work, Rediscovering 

Palestine: Merchants and Peasants in Jabal Nablus, 

1700-1900, was a n  important source of  reference for 

both projects.16 

Parts of the book were written during the whirlwind 

of autumn 2000 that sucked into it almost everyone 

in Israel and Palestine. My attempt to write an overall 

history of Palestine coincided with the outbreak of the 

al-Aqsa I ntifada.  I n  my study at home, I felt that I 

could no longer shut the windows to the outside world 

and its i nfluences; there was no more room for the 

traditional reclusiveness of the professional historian.  

While writing on the Palestinians in Israel, I was simul

taneously talking on  the phone to friends who were 

being arrested, attacked and shot at  in the October 

2000 demonstrations that marked the beginning of the 

Intifada. While writing on the occupation, I received 

emails from friends in the West Bank describing yet 

another Israeli attack on their lives and dignity. And 

"\.vhile completing research on the 194 8  massacres, I 

'"vas listening to distressing reports in the background 

coming in from the Jenin refugee camp, where dozens 

of innocent citizens were killed by the IDF and many 

more wounded. 

H istory, historiography, ideology and academia 

now fused into a single reality that resembled more 

a battlefield than a l ibrary or a serene common room 

in the university. I was ill-prepared and inadequately 

armed for the con frontation I had never wished or 

asked for, and which was around the corner. 
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THE KATZ AFFAIR 

In the late 1 980s I gave a course at Haifa University on 

the history of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Students 

were allowed a free hand in choosing how to present: 

the issue. One older student, Teddy Katz, a member 

of Kibbutz Magal a few miles south of Haifa, decided 

to look into rhe chronicles of his kibbutz from the 

1 948 war. 

Teddy is the ultimate kibbutznik of the left-leaning 

movement, Hashomer Ha-Zair. Sporting a Stalin-like 

moustache and always wearing shorts, even on the 

coldest day of the year, he was looking at history as a 

way of enriching his life and contributing to his a lready 

deep involvement in the local peace movement. 

In his particular assignment he discovered that 

his kibbutz \;vas built on the ruins of an Arab village 

called Zeyta . He further ascertained that this village 

had not been occupied by troops in 1 948, but that its 

inhabitants were forcibly evicted after the war by the 

Israeli government, because the site was coveted by the 

kibbutz movement for its fertile soil and convenient 

l ocation between Haifa and Tel Aviv. As was quite 

common in the years between 19 48 and 1 955, such a 

request from the kibbutz movement could easily become 

71 
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reality. The villagers were ordered to leave, and they 

rebuilt their village further east. When the k ibbutzniks 

arrived in their new location, however, they were still  

unhappy. They could see from their windows those who 

had been dispossessed in order to give them a horne. 

They asked that Zeyta should be moved again, which 

"vas done by official edict. 

Katz met the people of Zeyta and, rather nai·vely, 

devised a private plan of reconciliation. Why should not 

the kibbutz, he suggested in the local newsletter, invite 

the Zeyta residents to visit, as one or two old houses 

"vere still intact and there were a few ancient olive trees 

that could be picked and tended. He was nearly thrown 

out of the kibbutz. But he was now irretrievably drawn 

into the h istory, or rather the historiography, of 1948 .  

He wished to write a n  MA thesis o n  the war under m y  

supervision. I suggested h e  should d o  this with others, 

so as not to ruin his chances because of my known 

views on the issue. 

Katz tried several professors in his department -

t:he Department of Middle Eastern History at Haifa 

University, and Professor Kais Firo agreed. On consulting 

with some other lecturers in the department Katz opted 

for a focused research on villages near Haifa.  After a 

sustained effort of several years, which included long 

interviews with both Jews and Palestinians who had 

witnessed the occupation of what today is a section 

of h ighway No. 2, the main route between Tel Aviv 

and Haifa, he produced an excellent piece of work. It 
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received a high 97 per cent rating from the university 

(echoing similar grades in all the other modules he took). 

One chapter dealt with the vi l lage of Tamura,  

occupied by Jewish forces on 22 May 1948. From the 

evidence he collected, Katz concluded that during the 

conquest of Tantura by Jewish forces in late May 1948 

a large number of individuals had been kil led, possibly 

up to 225. He estimated that about 20 had died during 

the battle and that the rest, both civilians and captured 

fighters, were killed after the village had surrendered, 

when they were unarmed. He did not, however, use the 

word 'massacre' in his thesis. 

The research lay untouched for a fe\'\' months, until 

the investigative journalist Amir Gilat, from the daily 

newspaper lvla'ariv, discovered it in a regular browsing 

of the university l ibrary. In Jan uary 200 1 ,  a wider 

public became aware of the story through his article 

in Ma'ariv. Two weeks later Gilat published responses 

to his original piece: some of the soldiers belonging to 

the Alexandroni Brigade, which had captured Tantura, 

denied the massacre, but others had come forward and 

corroborated the story, as had Palestinian witnesses. 

The military veterans from the Alexandroni Brigade 

were unused to such publicity. Like other veterans 

of the 19 48 war, researchers usually asked them to 

tel l  stories of personal heroism and gal lantry, not of 

ethnic cleansing and massacre. The association of 

Alexandroni veterans decided to sue Katz for libel for 

the sum of 1 million shekels (around £ 1 50,000). They 

were veterans of the brigade, but not necessarily of the 
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33rd Battalion that carried out the killings, although 
the battalion commander was among the plaintiffs. I 
suspect that some knew the truth and relied on the near 

total lack of written documentation and very few Jewish 

"'-'Vitnesses. There were many Palestinian survivors, but 
their testimony did not count in Israel. The evidence of 
Holocaust survivors is valued in Israel even more then 

Nazi documentation but \•.:hen it comes to Palestin ian 

oral history of the Nakbah, it is always brushed aside 
as figments of an Arab imagination. 

The former soldiers from other battalions perhaps 

did not k now, or cou l d  not  bel ieve that  it had  

happened. They claimed that Katz had  systematically 

and intentionally invented the story of a massacre to 

defame them. 

Katz asked his university for help in the legal 

proceedings. But the university administrators at that 
time (January-February 2000) refused to accept any 

responsibility for his research. In addition, the university 

decided to take its own action against Katz even before 

the trial had started. His name was erased - by the use 

of Tippex correcting fluid -from the roll of honour of 

distinguished students, a listing he had won not just 
for his  thesis, but for his overal l  achievement in the 

MA programme. Correcting fluid was used because 

the graduation ceremony at which he would have been 

honoured was imminent when the affair exploded. 

After long deliberation, the tria l  was set for 13 

December 2000.  In the e leven months that had  

passed benveen the announcement of the trial and  its 
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opening, Katz had endured telephone threats and social 

harassment on his kibbutz. The dates are important. 

Both the proceedings at Haifa University and the court 

hearing took place in the atmosphere of the Second 

Intifada, which had broken out in late September 2000. 

The uprising had spilled over into Israel and was in 

danger of a ffecting l i fe on the Haifa campus, where 

20 per cent of the students were Palestinian Israelis. 

The university authorities prohibited a ny political 

activity and imposed draconian penalties on Palestinian 

students who expressed their national identity, such as 

waving the Palestinian flag or calling for the liberation 

of Palestine, while equivalent actions by Jewish students 

were encouraged during -...vhat was widely portrayed as 

a time of war. 

These were the days I referred to in chapter two, 

when one after the other, academics who used to be on 

the left came out with a mea culpa in the local press 

or on radio, explaining how they had changed their 

views and would now toe a patriotic line because of 

the betrayal by the Palestinians at Camp David. There 

was a general stifling of criticism. It began in the media 

and soon affected academia. 

On the eve of the tria l  Katz appealed to the 

j u dge, through his lawyers, to withdraw the case� 

on the grounds that it was an academic debate and 

not a criminal matter. I wrote an expert opinion, as 

is requested in  such cases, in which I described the 

developments of the last 50 years in general historiog

raphy and particularly in the Israeli context. I concluded 
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that historical debares should be discussed i n  only one 

place: academia. Any major university in the West 

would h ave supported this argument without hesitation. 

But when I heard that the Alexandroni veterans were 

regularly meeting the managers of the university, I knew 

that normal academic procedures and ethics were not 

being follmved in this case. 

Judge Drora Pilpel declined Katz's request, stating 

that she could not accept it because the university did 

not support Katz's claim. From her response it was dear 

that had the university defended a thesis it had recently 

praised as one of the best in its history, she would have 

accepted Katz's request. 

Katz hired three lawyers. The quite expensive leftist 

lav,ryer, Avigdor Feldman; Adalah, the Palestinian-run 

l egal centre in Israel, which represented him without 

payment; and a relative of h is, Amatzia Atlas, who was 

a non-litigating adviser. Amatzia's father had served in 

the A lexandroni Brigade. His advice to Katz from the 

beginning was to look for a compromise. 

Under all the pressure, Katz, who was in his mid-50s, 

suffered a stroke a few weeks before the tria l .  It may 

partly explain what happened next. The trial began with 

h im in the witness box. He was accused of systematic 

fabrication of the material he had collected and had 

voluntarily handed to the other side (believing it proved 

that he was mostly quoting from documents). 

To demonstrate rhat Katz had systematically falsified 

his material, the prosecuting la,•vyer, Giora Erdingast, 

put forward six examples where the transcript of the 
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audio tapes did not match what was written in  the thesis. 

Although aware that these were the only misquotations 

to be found out of more than 1 00 accurate ones, and 

that none of them challenged the main finding that 

massive ki l l ings of innocent farmers had taken place, 

Erdingast claimed that these examples indicated that the 

thesis as whole was a fabrication. Later, he suggested 

that there were many more misquotations, but never 

produced them. 

The testimony lasted rwo days. Those who sat in the 

courtroom noted two features of the unfolding drama. 

The first ""as that the prosecution's ammunition was 

small and soon exhausted \'Vithout conclusive results. 

The main part of the trial was to be the unprecedented 

appearance in an Israeli court of Palestinian survivors 

from the Nakbah, on behalf of the defence. The second 

feature was more worrying. Katz sat pale and numbed 

by the tribulations he had endured and it was doubtful 

that he could continue to take more public abuse. 

In the evening, Amatzia Atlas, Erdingast for the 

university and Katz's own family met him without 

the knowledge of other members of the legal teams -

including Katz's chief attorney, Avigdor Feldman. In a 

moment of distress and weakness, Katz agreed to sign a 

letter of apology in  which he admitted that no massacre 

had taken place: 

After checking and rechecking the evidence, I am now certain 

beyond any doubt that there is no basis at all for the allegation 

that after Tantura surrendered there was any killing of residents by 
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the Alexandroni Brigade, or any other fighting unit of the I DF. I would 

like to clarify that what I wrote was misunderstood, and that I did 

not mean to suggest there has been a massacre in Tantura, nor do I 

believe that there ever was a massacre in Tantura. 

This  was interpreted by many, including the media,  

that he had falsified the materia l  in order to damage 

the reputation of the Alexandroni soldiers. A short time 

l ater Katz retracted h is 'confession', but the document 

had already been presented to the court and Judge Pilpel 

refused to accept the retraction .  She said that she did 

not pass any judgement on whether a massacre h ad 

occurred or not. The only issue she ruled on was the 

validity and contractual nature of the apology, and she 

declared the case closed because of this out-of-court 

settlement. 

This was enough for the University of Haifa .  Its 

directors rejected the retraction and treated Katz as 

guilty of systematic falsification of material. In January 

2001, Erdingast asked the university to disqualify Katz's 

thesis and to take disciplinary measures against me. I 

had attracted his attention as someone whom Katz had 

warmly thanked in the preface to his thesis and as one 

of the defence's main  witnesses. Far more important, in 

a university where no other lecturer had voiced dissent 

or indignation about the university's policies, I was a 

lonely voice of criticism. 

Had it not been for my personal intervention, Katz's 

t:hesis would have been disqualified forthwith. On the 

day h is letter was published on the university's internal 
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website, I began three consecutive days and nights of 

listening to the 60 hours of tapes that he had given 

me. I had never l istened to them before. My defence 

of Katz had been based on friendship and trust. Those 

three days and rughts not only revealed to me directly 

the chilling tale of the murderous acts that had taken 

place in Tantura in May 1948, but also persuaded me 

of the need to expand the oral history project of the 

Nakbah and of the duty to defend those testimonies. It 

da .. vned on me, to my horror, that my own university 

was the main force crushing and destroying the sacred 

memories of the people from these villages, as well as 

the evidence of the crimes committed in 1948 .  

I extracted the  most revea l ing accounts and  

published them on  the university's website for everyone 

to see. To my relief, this deterred the university for a 

while from taking action against Katz. Some faculty 

members began to doubt the wisdom of the university's 

intentions. However, the dean of the F acu l ty of 

Humanities, Professor Yossi Ben-Artzi, and the director 

of the History School, Professor Yoav Gelber, responded 

angrily to my intervention, attacking me personally and 

urging the university to take rough measures against 

both Katz and myself. 

As a compromise between my demand that the 

university should stop its disgraceful behaviour and 

the demands of the alliance between Gelber, Ben Artzi 

and the prosecuting lawyer, G iora Erdingast, the 

university decided to appoint a commission of inquiry. 

This was not an attempt at compromise, but a fa�ade 
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for abiding by the wishes of two powerful professors 

and a lawyer. For the inquiry, the university authorities 

selected either those known to dislike the whole trend of 

critical historiography of 1948, or else those who held 

extreme right-wing views. The results were predictable. 

The university refused to take part in a more neutral 

examination offered by an academic non-governmental 

organ isation, Bash'ar, which wanted to widen the 

discussion to the question of 'what is historical truth?' 

and to include the judge who had presided over the case. 

The commission of inquiry sat between April and 

June 2 001. It included an historian who had written 

about the 1948 war, as well as a biographer of Saddam 

Hussein and two experts on Arabic dialects and early 

Islamic poetry. What was common to all four was a 

knowledge of Arabic. It should be remembered that they 

"'Were asked to look into a matter of a student accused of 

fabricating a massacre, not one who had pretended to 

be an authority on Arabic. Indeed, Katz never claimed 

to have a good command of the language, although he 

has basic knowledge, and therefore took a translator to 

all the interviews and sat with one when transcribing 

the material. But the committee members soon moved 

away from their original brief and declared that they 

-were not interested in whether or not a massacre took 

place, but were content to check the compatibility of the 

tapes with the quotes and summaries in the thesis. Their 

expertise in Arabic turned out to be less relevant. They 

decided to hire the services of a professional transcriber. 

He soon became redundant, because he inspected only 
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the few passages highlighted by the prosecution as the 

worst cases of misquotation and falsification. 

In identifying six such passages, the prosecution 

had c la imed that they were the tip of an iceberg 

of systematic misquotation and fabrication. The 

university's committee of inquiry reduced the number 

to four, regarding two out of the six as less serious. 

They also noticed, a fter they had been a lerted to it by 

others, that the tapes included an interview with an 

eyewitness to the executions that had not been used 

in the thesis (it was with a collaborator whom Katz 

did not wish to shame in public).  The four 'severe' 

distortions- places where the commission found serious 

d iscrepancies between the tapes and the thesis quotes

can be divided into two categories. Two, Katz admits, 

are problematic. In one of them he quotes evidence 

from an Abu Fihmi who cannot be found on the tapes. 

However, Katz explained that he had written down 

additional details from this witness after the tape had 

stopped working, and still had the notes to prove it. 

Thus, \Ve were left with one inexcusable misquotation 

o ut of hundreds, which in no way undermined the 

conclusions of the thesis. 

The second category was two places in the thesis 

where Katz had compiled a coherent piece from a very 

long interview, as he felt he could not quote in full the 

monologues of peasants who moved back and forth 

in their stories. He did this without losing the spirit 

of what was said, in a procedure recommended by 

leading oral historians when witnesses relate a story 
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in a j umbled manner. Both Alessandro Portelli and 

Barbara Allen stress that this is an acceptable procedure 
and cite examples resembling those discussed by the 

committee (whose members did not seek to familiarise 

themselves with oral history, its sources, procedures, 

or leading works).1 

An astonishing mixture of fake patriotism, fear, 

moral corruption and mediocrity caused relatively 

reasonable and sensible members of my university to 

invest a large amount of effort in a procedure that did 

not deal with the central question: did Katz purposely 

fabricate the story of a massacre for political reasons? 

It was not surprising that the committee's verdict 

was as harsh as that of Giora Erdingast. I ts report, 

published in June 2001 ,  did not say that Katz invented a 

massacre, only that his thesis contained grave problems 

and fallacies. It was left to the university to translate 

this into a decision.  When j udging the committee's 

conduct, it is important to stress that it acted within a 

McCarthyist atmosphere in Israeli academia and the 

media. Five months later, in November 200 1 ,  the Council 

for Advanced Studies at Haifa University decided on the 

basis of the committee's recommendations to disqualify 

Teddy Katz's thesis. Its decision was based on two 

reports \•.rritten by close friends of professors Ben-Artzi 

and Gelber who had headed the campaign against Katz, 

and it echoed their highly-emotive language to persuade 

the council that Katz's work was not only academically 

sub-standard, but an act of treason against the state in  

a time of  \Var. 
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In a ceremony reminiscent of the darker days of 

Europe's past, the director of  the library at Haifa 

University formally removed Katz's dissertation from 

the shelf  o f  MA and PhD theses. This action was 

sufficiently extreme to arouse some protest from one 

or t'.vo faculty members, but the outcry was short-lived. 

In Nov ember 2001 the Supreme Court of I srael 

heard Katz's request to resume the trial and accept his 

decision to retract his by now famous apology. The 

court rejected his appeal .  However, the j udge made 

two intriguing remarks. The first was that he was not 

going to force Katz to publish his apology in Israel's 

three leadi ng papers, as the regional court had ruled 

in December 2000. The j udge comme nted that the 

Alexandroni Brigade veterans could publish the apology 

of their own accord i f  they wished. Second, he said that 

Katz was entitled to publish, a day later, an explanation 

of why he no longer stood behind rhe apology. The j udge 

observed that each of the two actions he recommended 

could lead to further legal suits and counter-claims, 

should the two sides wish to proceed. 

On 15 November 200 1 the Alexandroni veterans 

publ i shed  in Ha'aretz and Yed iot A h a ronot an 

a dvertisement in which Katz's apology appeared, 

prefaced - as required by the judge - by a statement 

that they were behind it. A day later, Katz sent both 

papers an advertisement of h is own. To his surprise 

they refused to publish it. As far as I know, and after 

checking with many of my contacts in the press, this 

had never happened before. The two dailies asserted 
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that had they published his advertisement they would 

have been exposed to legal action. Once again Katz had 
been out-manoeuvred by media bias. 

Under university rules, he was entitled to submit 

a new thesis within six months. He decided to do so, 

this time with greater focus on the Tamura ki l li ngs. 

The original thesis had dealt with four other nearby 

villages. Since the affair broke, more evidence in the 

IDF a rchives and from Palestinian sources had come 

out and  Katz was convinced that he had even stronger 

reason to declare (which he had not done in the original 

thesis) that a massacre took place in Tantura on the 

n ight of 22 May 1948.  In a public letter I wrote at the 

time, I doubted very much whether this naive approach 

would help to change the views of an institution that 

had succumbed to externa l  and internal ideological  

pressures, and had a priori decided not to accept K atz's 

thesis unless he altered his conclusions. 

A telling indication of what was expected from Katz 

came from the final report of the Council for Advanced 

Studies, which mostly repeated the commissi on of 

inquiry's conclusion that there were grave deficiencies 

i n  the thesis. I n  addi tion, this report pointed out 

that if  Katz resubmitted a thesis he should mention 

the principal conclusions o f  Ephraim Karsh's book, 

Fabricating Israeli History:2 that any critical revisionism 

of the Zionist narrative was biased and pro-Palesti nian, 

and hence suspect as professionally inept. Karsh's book 

is a bizarre attempt to prove that all  the quotes a bout 

1948 from David Ben-Gurion- the jewish leader at  t he 



T H E  KATZ A F F A I R  85 

time- that shame Israel in Benny Morris's book are not 

what they seem. For good measure, he added criticism 

of the books by A vi Shlaim and myself, dealing with our 

motives more than with what we said. Then, of course, 

he could write that a massacre did not take place. 

Almost a year later, Katz resubmitted a thesis 

without the six famous misquotes .  Not surprisingly, 

he was fai led again. After long deliberation by the 

university, in May 2003 the revised thesis was fully 

examined by five referees. Tv,ro of them failed it. Israel 

is a smal l  country and its academic community is even 

smaller; nothing is kept for long behind closed doors. 

It \vas not d ifficult to find out which camp those who 

failed the thesis belonged to. The three who had passed 

the thesis were disregarded by the university, as was 

the high mark originally given by Katz's supervisor, 

Professor Firo. The university's governing regulations 

require that all previous grades be included in a final 

calculation, and Katz's work would undoubtedly have 

requal ified had the university not employed shameful 

and deceitful tactics to exclude it. 

The whole process within the university was 

cumbersome, but not because of the complications of 

an academic bureaucracy. Those who sought to fail a 

legitimate and excellent piece of work that exposed a 

war crime committed by Israel in 1948 had a simple 

plan of action. But they needed to co-opt the majority 

of people -.vho were content not to know too much, in 

case they had to express their opinions and perhaps 

take action. 
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The survivors o f  Tantura keep i n  touch with Katz 

and myself.3 They seem to be less disappointed than any 

of us. They had no expectations, nor did they need an 

Israeli court to decide i f  they had l ied or told the truth 

about what happened to them in 1948 .  On the other 

hand, they began to frequent Tantura on Saturday nights, 

which they had not done for years. On these evenings 

they would visit the vi l lage clandestinely, quietly, in 

some sort of ritual of memory that repeated itself. 

For me, this was not the end of the story. During 

and after the Katz a ffair  I had roy own struggle against 

Nakbah denial in Israel and faced a personal campaign 

of defamation and boycott. 



4 

THE TRIAL AND THE ACQUITTAL 

Although the Katz and Tantura a ffairs were the 

main issues complicating my relationship with Haifa 

University, the wider reasons for my growing isolation 

were related to the general erosion of freedoms of 

expression and research in Israel .  On the campus, 

this manifested itsel f  in increased tension ben,...een the 

university and its Palestinian students. Their relatively 

large number (20 per cent) meant that the events of 

October 2000 - the killing of 1 3  unarmed Palestinian 

Israelis by the Israeli police - were immediately felt on 

the university campus. Indeed, the link was established 

in a personal and bloody manner. Two nephews of Arab 

lecturers in our university were among those murdered. 

One of them, Wissam Yazbak, I knew and his uncle 

remains a good friend of mine. 

I was not the only one who openly expressed their 

views about the victims on the university internet, but 

my desperate call for a show of solidarity from members 

of my faculty was interpreted as an act of treason. 

The academic community of Haifa University almost 

unanimously parroted every move of the government's 

without the s l ightest criticism. My isolation in the 

university was predictable, given this immoral and 

87 
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coward ly behaviour of a group o f  scholars i n  the 

so-called 'only democracy in the Middle East'. 

The Katz affair caused my relationship with the 

university to plunge to new depths. After Teddy Katz 

signed his i l l-fated apology, I became deeply involved 

in the issue. It began when the university authorities 
exploited their institution's own cyberspace to poison 

the atmosphere against research on the Nakbah i n  

general, and against Katz's work i n  particular. They 
were soon joined by a number of colleagues inside and 

outside the university, who turned their participation in 
the academic internet debate into a direct confrontation 

with everything they thought the 'new history' 
represented. 

The Tantura affair coincided with the intensifica

tion of the Second Intifada. The brutalisation caused 

by the Israe l i  occupation of the West Bank and the 

equally brutal Palestinian retaliation had toughened 

the university's policy towards its Palestinian students, 

who were virtual ly defenceless as very few faculty 
members came to their aid.  Not surprisingly, the 

general intolerance of critical voices intensified as wel l .  

This clash and counter-clash - over the Tantura case 

in particular and the political situation in genera l  -

continued for a year until April 2002, when the Israeli 

army invaded the Jenin refugee camp and killed many of 

its inhabitants, as \vell as others in West Bank/Palestine 

locations. The people fell  victim to the operation 

euphemistical ly called Defensive Shield, which in its 

inhumanity exceeded by far the pretext for its initiation: 



T H E  TRIAL AN D T H E  AC Q U I TTAL 8 9  

the murder of  30 innocent Jews and  injuring of 140 who 

were celebrating the Passover in a hotel in Netanya, an 

Israel i  coastal town. I was in some of the areas vvorst 

hit by the IDF attack, and I could see why it could push 

one to look for the harshest possible \vay to express 

indignation and outrage. 

During that year (see Appendix) I conducted my 

own research on the Tantura massacre, drawing on 

archival material and new oral evidence .  I became 

even more categorical than Katz about the conclusion. 

I wrote in several languages that a massacre had been 

committed in Tantura, but the Alexandroni veterans 

did not dare to sue me as they had done Katz. They 

knew that I would not crack under the pressure of a 

trial, and would also use it as a forum to present what I 

believed to be the facts about the Nakbah to the Israeli 

and international publics. 

My critique of the university fused vvith my open 

condemnation of the continuing callous policies that 

Israel exercised in the Occupied Territories: restricting 

food supplies to entire communities, wh ich led to 

malnutrition; house demolitions on an unprecedented 

sca le; assassination of innocent citizens, many of them 

children; harassment at checkpoints and the destruction 

of social and economic life in the Territories. Like 

others in the small but committed anti-Zionist camp 

in Israel, I made my criticisms known on every possible 

international stage. I chose external forums because I 

had come to two conclusions about the dismal situation 

that had developed. The first was that there was no 
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internal force that could stop Israel from destroying the 

Palestinian people and cause it to end the occupation, 

and second, that worse was to come, given American 

policy, European inaction and the impotence and 

d isunity of the Arab states. Looking back at what has 

happened since that year, I was unfortunately right. 

I became a pariah in my own un iversi ty. Old 

colleagues and friends cancelled invitations to take 

part in seminars, symposia and conferences that had 

been sent to me before the affair broke out. Citing at 

first technical reasons, but then admitting that they 

did not want to risk their careers by confronting the 

university authorities, one by one they retreated to their 

secure ivory towers. Ever since the recommendations 

of the Katz inquiry committee had been published, it 

was impossible to recruit any of my colleagues to say 

in publ ic what many of them communicated to me 

in private. A dozen or so faculty members of Haifa 

University and on other campuses were appalled by the 

university's conduct, but none of them dared to make 

his or her views known publ icly. 

I called them at the time the 'parking Jot professors'. 

They met me by chance in the subterranean and dark 

car park of the university promising support in private, 

but never daring to repeat it above the surface in the 

open public space. 

In retaliation for my explicit criticism, the dean 

of the Faculty o f  Humanities at Ha ifa Univenity, 

Professo r  Ben-Artzi ,  and the head of the History 

School, Professor Gelber, banned my participation 



T H E  T R I A L  A N D  THE  ACQU ITTA L 9 1  

in  any formal event that  came under the  auspices of 

either unit .  They had, of course, been active in the Katz 

affair. When the Department of Middle Eastern History 

invited Professor A vi Shlaim of Oxford University to a 

conference honouring the publication of his book, The 

Iron Wall, 1 l was at first asked to participate and even 

to deliver the opening remarks. After all, Avi was an 

old friend, a colleague among the  'new history' scholars 

and my examiner in Oxford, and al-ways stayed with me 

during his visits. The dean of the faculty, who ex officio 

provides the funds and the venues for official events, at 

the last moment conditioned the holding of t he event 

on my exclusion. Shlaim refused to participate under 

such circumstances and it was cancelled. What seemed 

a natural course of action for a British academic was 

apparently impossible for their Israeli counterparts. 

Lecturers in the Department of Literature organised 

a seminar on A B Yehoshua's novel, The Liberated 

Bride, a taJe about orientalist academia in  Israel in  

which one of the heroes - or  rather, anti-heroes - is 

based, among others, on myself. They requested my 

part icipation in a conference on t he book at Haifa 

University. I agreed, but warned t he organisers that I 

would be banned from such an event. They assured me 

that the author was sufficiently important to withstand 

such pressures. He did not,  and the event was held 

without my  participation. Needless to say, none of my 

col leagues at the university raised their voices against 

this excommunication policy. 
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Since November 2001, Professor Gelber had referred 

to me as  Lord Haw-Haw in open l etters, after the 

infamous Irishman \vho col laborated with the Nazis. 

This was readily endorsed by many of my university 

colleagues. I cared l ittle what I was called, but the 

i ncident showed how easily Israelis had nazified the 

Palestinians, while their army resorted to a repertoire 

of cruelties reminiscent of the worst regimes o f  the 

nventieth century. Needless to say, to compare me 

with Lord Haw-Haw was, in the Israeli context, akin 

to cal ling on people to kill  me. But this vind ictive 

labelling was not a crime at Haifa University; on the 

other hand, to expose a massacre committed by Israelis 

in  1948,  was. 

These attacks continued for the whole month of 

April 2002. On 5 May 2002, on a Friday morning, 

an express Jetter arrived in my home summoning me 

to stand trial in front of a special disciplinary court. 

The prosecution, represented by Professor Ben-Artzi, 

demanded my dismissal from the university because 

of my position on the Katz affair. The specific charges 

"\Vere that I had violated 'the duties of an academic 

member of staff' and had 'slandered departments and 

members i n  the h umanities faculty, damaged their 

professional reputation and endangered the possible 

promotion  of  some of them'. I had dared to a cc use 

the university of moral cowardice and had attrib uted 

political motives to its conduct in the Katz affair. This 

was described as 'not a matter of freedom of speech' 
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but o f  'non-collegial,  unethical and immoral conduct, 

lies, bad-mouthing and impudence.' 

In real ity, what I had violated was not a code o f  

honour, b u t  the precepts of a very inflexible ideology. 

I \Vas prosecuted by those who saw themselves as the 

guardians of  national history. As such, they could not 

allow a thesis like Katz's, or my own statements and 

conclusions, to be accepted as the legitimate conclusions 

of academic research. 

The Tantura affair exposed the brutal nature of the 

1948 ethnic cleansing and gave credence to Palestinian 

demands for restitution and repatriation. The exposure 

of such atrocities by Israeli academia turns them into 

undisputed facts in the eyes o f  the world, and who 

knows, could even plant doubts in  the minds of Israelis. 

Most important, the history of 1948, especially of the 

ethnic cleansing, is  d irectly connected to the peace 

process today and to the shape of  any future solution. 

But the Katz affair  had ended six months before 

my official  condemnation as a persona non grata at 

the university, so I felt that the timing was probably 

explained by three reasons connected to my \vork and 

to the general closing of the Israeli public and cultural 

mind. The first was my signing of a petition in  April 

2002, endorsing the decision of European academics 

to boycott Israel i  academic i nstitutes. This led the 

university authorities to think that the atmosphere was 

ripe for settling older accounts with me. The second was 

my success in getting an article on Tantura published in 

Hebrew in a highly reputable academic journal.  In it, I 
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reaffirmed m y  conviction about a massacre i n  Tantura 

and repeated my critique of the university's conduct. 

The third reason \Vas my proposal to give a course on 

the Nakbah i n  the academic year 2002-03, the first such 

course to be offered at an Israeli university. 

The very concept that  the Palest inians were 

legitimate subject-matter was still quite new to Israeli 

academia and had been introduced only in the 1 98 0s 

- not out of  empathy for the plight of the Palestinians, 

but as part of an intelligence effort to 'know rhe enemy'. 

Because of my known positions on Israeli history, the 

course content identified with the Palestinian narrative 

of the Nakbah and candidly discussed its implications 

for a future solution. This was, and still is, a heresy 

at my university. Nevertheless, the course was a great 

success, filled with students and others who were not 

registered students, all of whom came to argue, agree 

and challenge - as indeed should happen in a healthy 

u niversity. 

But the timing of the action against me was also 

connected to the general atmosphere, which can be 

descri be d  as a conscious Jewish-Israe l i  desertion 

of, and fatigue about, the democratic prerentions of 

government and society alike. This sombre new mood 

was manifested in the silencing of any criticism, even the 

m ildest, as happened to Israel's national singer, Yaffa 

Yarkoni, who dared to question the Jenin operation 

and \Vas widely ostracised. In such a punitive national 

mood, the handful of lecturers who supported the 

soldiers refusing to serve in the Occupied Territories 
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were prosecuted by the minister of education. Public 

pressure led to some of the more critical Israeli scholars 

withdrawing their previous support for principles of 

peace and democracy in regard to the Palestinians. The 

time seemed ripe for settling old scores with the 'new 

historians', but it was Jess comfortable to be one. Under 

the pressure, my colleague Benny Morris succumbed 

and publicly j ustified the 1 948 ethnic cleansing that 

he had once helped to reveal, warning that he would 

support it again if  the present crisis continued. His 

retraction was distributed by Israeli embassies around 

the world. 

At my disciplinary hearing, I was accused of: 

Relentless defamation of the University and its institutions, both in 

written publications and in public events in Israel and abroad. From 

time to time we have received astonished reactions from abroad 

from colleagues who fail to comprehend how we allow Dr Pappe to 

behave in this manner while being a permanent university faculty 

member. Only recently we received an angry and emotional reaction 

to a presentation given by Dr Pappe in Cambridge, Mass., wherein 

he presented in harsh terms his ideas relating to the University and 

the State of Israel. 

Professor Ben-Artzi added: 

Dr Pappe has recently called for a boycott of Israeli academia. His 

actions threaten all members of the academic community, especially 

junior faculty, because a boycott will limit access to research grants 

and affect publication opportunities in scientific journals. Given Dr 
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Pappe's embracement of the boycott of the Israeli academia, one 

may only wonder why he doesn't excommunicate himself from the 

university that he has urged boycotting. 

The letter of the original complaint concluded by calling 

on the court 'to j u dge Dr Pappe on the offences he 

has committed and to use to the ful l  the court's legal 

authority to expel him from the university'. I knew from 

past procedures that this was not a request, but in effect 

a verdict, given the prosecutor's status in the university 

and the way in which matters had been conducted in 

the past. The ostensible 'fair trial' did not operate in 

such circumstances, and I did not intend to participate 

jn a McCarthyist charade. 

On the same day, I \Vrote a letter to my friends 

around the world. Among other things, I said: 

I do not appeal to you for my own sake. I ask you at this stage, 

before a final decision has been taken, to voice your opinion in 

whatever form you can and on whatever stage you have access to, 

not in order to prevent my expulsion (in many ways in the present 

atmosphere in Israel it will come now, and if not now later on, as 

the Israeli academia has decided almost unanimously to support the 

government and to help silence any criticism) . I ask those who are 

willing to do so, to take this case as part of your overall appreciation 

of, and attitude to, the present situation in Israel. This should shed 

light also on the debate whether or not to boycott Israeli academia. 

This is not, I stress, an appeal for personal help - my situation is far 

better than that of my colleagues in the Occupied Territories living 

under the daily harassment and brutal abuses of the Israeli army. 
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The international response was a mazing. Within two 

weeks, friends from all over the world had established 

an international committee on my behalf that succeeded 

in eliciting 2, 1 00 letters of support, copied to the rector 

of H a i fa University. At the end of the two weeks,  

the university authorities s uspended the d iscipl inary 

procedure with the same suddenness with which it  had 
begun .  The case remained suspended, not annulled, 

until I left the university i n  2007. But the animus against 

me took other forms, and in combating these, the 

website established on my beha l f  by the international 

defence committee was of great help, empowerment 

and inspiration. 

Meanwhile, the response had aroused the curiosity 

of the I srael i  press, and a lthough Ha 'aretz was not 
particu l a r ly supportiv e  o f  m y  point o f  v iew, its 

front-page reporting of the summons and the responses 

to it  embarrassed the university authorities, who had 

thought they could expel me quietly. The u niversity's 

spokeswoman told a l ocal Haifa paper: ' Pappe was 

exploiting cynically the accusations against him,' adding, 

'It is nothing to do with the freedom of expression' in 
the university. 

The 2, 1 00 emai ls  and letters make fascinating 

reading. I have chosen examples almost randomly, 

because the quality and power of so many of them 
made it i mpossible the select j ust a few. I therefore 

decided not to publ ish the senders' n a mes unless 

they gave their permission, and I chose examples that 

represented several groups of responses. Why are they 
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important? Because they represent what I had realised 

only in h indsight: a qualitative change in the Western 

attitude towards the Israeli mythology of  being the 

only democracy in the Middle East. More particularly, 

I think it was the last appeal to the Israeli academic 

community by people who cared about the Jewish 

state. When it was not heeded, the way was open for a 

systematic boycott of Israeli academia. 

A typical letter to the rector came from Jeffery 

Sommers, an assistant professor in the Department of 

History, at North Georgia College and State University 
Dahlonega: 

It has come to my attention that llan Pappe is being censured, and 

possibly removed, from the University of Haifa. I hope this is only 

a rumor rather than grounded in truth. There must be significant 

pressures to silence dissenting voices in these tumultuous times. 

Yet, it is only [in J these trying times that academic freedom matters. 

I want to lend my support to Professor Pappe, as I would [to] any 

intellectual who was being silenced. The threat Professor Pappe 

poses pales in comparison to the harm that will be incurred by Israel 

and the University of Haifa by his censure. 

Professor David Ozonoff, Chair of the Department of 

Environmental Health, at Boston University, wrote: 

I am deeply shocked and d istressed to hear of the actions taken 

against llan Pappe, a well-regarded scholar at your university. While 

his views may be unpopular with some colleagues, this is little reason 

to expel him from the university. At this rate your institution will 
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gain a reputation as the academic equivalent of a Banana Republic. 

I urge you to reconsider your approach. 

It took time for the charges, which were ten pages 

long, to be published in English. But they were veryT 

soon ava i lable in Hebrew. This time, brave academics 

although stil l  too few to my mind - protested strongly. 

Professor Jacob Katriel, of the Technion (Israel Institute 

of Technology) in Haifa, who read it in Hebrew, wrote 

to the university: 

I have carefully read the ten-page complaint against Dr llan Pappe, 

and I am writing to you in order to strongly advise you to drop 

this case and to refrain from pressing official charges against him. 

While I claim no expertise in the relevant scholarly discipline, I 

followed the unfolding of the Tantura Affair closely enough to 

be convinced that, at the very least, you should exercise extreme 

caution while passing judgement on the expressions of anybody 

who has publicly supported your graduate student, M r Teddy Katz 

(as I have done, too). 

People w h o  bad been connected m the past to the 

university were a stonished, beca use they b a d  not 

absorbed how much the atmosphere had changed in 

Israel .  One of them was Daniel Cohen from Boston, 

who wrote: 

It has been nearly 20 years since my last visit to the University of 

Haifa, yet I still have warm memories of my time spent there. What 

I remember most is the atmosphere of tolerance and the inspiring 
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student body. I am writing today regarding what 1 have seen on 

the internet regarding Dr l lan Pappe. While I am unaware of the 

particulars of the case, I would like you to know that the American 

jewish community will be looking carefully at your handling of 

the matter. 

My late father was an important benefactor of the Technion 

and the Hebrew University. For many years, he served as Dean 

of the School of Management and Urban Professions at the New 

School University in New York. In 1946, he was the Director of Camp 

Foehrenwald DP Camp in Germany and helped many survivors of the 

Holocaust to emigrate to Israel. 1 mention this because he always 

stressed to me that the university system in Israel would always 

defend academic freedom. Because of his painful experience at 

Camp Foehrenwald and his long career as a professor and Dean, he 

cherished the role of the university as servants of a higher standard 

of truth. 

I u rge the University of Ha ifa to uphold its hard-earned 

reputation for i ntegrity in the case of Dr Pappe. We all pray for 

Israel in these difficult times. Not only for her physical well-being, 

but also for the endurance of her heart and soul. 

Protests came a lso from Europe. Baudouin Dupert, an 

historian in France, wrote to the university authorities: 

After having heard frightening news concerning the possibility of 

seeing Prof. llan Pappe expelled from your university, I write to you 

this letter in order to express my deep concern. I f  you are shutting 

one of the very few voices currently expressing dissent in the Israeli 

academia vis-a-vis the totally blind, unjust and counterproductive 

policies of the government, it is not only your own respectabi lity 
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which you menace but the whole respectability of your profession 

and of your country. It is time that the Israeli academic community 

stopped supporting this government and Prime Minister who were 

elected on a security agenda and only brought more violence and 

sorrow. It is time that the Israeli academic community clearly 

denounce occupation and settlements and ask for an actual peace 

based on the recognition of a Palestinian state established on 

all the territories occupied in 1967. Silence is a solution only for 

ostriches. I still hope that most Israeli scholars do not behave like 

ostriches. 

D upert and others in France mobilised an impressive 

petitio n  condemn i ng the univers ity for its action .  

A mong those from several countries who signed i t  

were Immanuel Wallerstein, Vidal Naquet, Professor 

Madeleine Reberioux, Etienne Balibar, Judith Butler, 

Susann e  De Brunhoof, Anne-Marie Le Gloannec, 

Jack Goody, M arian Hobson-Jean neret, Jean-Marc 

Levy-Leblond,  Fra nces Wol ff, Nira Yuval-Davis,  

Manfred Walther, Roshdi Rashed, Henri Kom, Avraham 

Oz, Marianne Debouzy, A nnie Rey-Goldziger, David 

Seddon, Martin Spensky and Sami Zubaida. I pleaded 

with my p ublisher to leave this long l ist intact. For 

my own sanity these names are important when they 

appear in print. They helped me to pass those difficult 

days peacefully. None of them signed the petition for 

me alone, but for the far more noble and essential issues 

of freedom of expression and liberty. 
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From England, Professor Avi Shlaim, then Chair of 

t:he Department of International Relations at Oxford 

University, spelled out the implications of continuing 

the trial :  

I write to you this open letter to urge you in the strongest possible 

terms to drop the charges that have been pressed against Dr llan 

Pappe. These charges are a blatant violation of Dr Pappe's right to 

academic freedom and it is your duty, as Rector of Haifa University, 

to uphold his right. Israel rightly prides itself on being a democracy 

and democracy entails freedom of expression, including the right 

to criticise an academic institution of which one is a member. The 

attack on this right in the case of Dr Pappe is therefore a matter 

of the greatest concern to the entire international community of 

scholars. What is at stake here is not just the future of one academic 

but the reputation of the University of Haifa. 

Most of the charges against Dr Pappe arise out of the position 

he took in the Teddy Katz affair. I happen to agree with Dr Pappe's 

criticisms of the handling of this complex affair  by the university 

authorities. But whatever one's view might be about the merits of 

the case, Dr Pappe's right to air his opinions, outside as well as inside 

the university, is surely beyond question. Frankly, it is difficult to 

avoid the impression that the charges against Dr Pappe are politically 

motivated. The timing of these charges reinforces these suspicions. 

Teddy Katz's trial took place in December 2000 and the remarks for 

which Dr Pappe is being prosecuted were made, for the most part, 

12-18 months ago. l s  it possible that Dr Pappe's enemies inside the 

University of Haifa are trying to exploit the lurch to the right in 

Israeli society in order to hound him out?' 
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In another section of the letter, Shlaim wrote: 

As an outsider, it seems to me that Dr Pappe has not received the 

credit he deserves for the outstandingly original and important 

contribution he has made to the study of the Arab-Israeli conflict. 

He is widely known in the world as one of the leading scholars in the 

field and he is very highly regarded. There is a huge gap between his 

high international standing and his lowly status as a senior lecturer 

at Haifa. In most universities, he would be a strong candidate for 

a professorship. I know his work well and would not have any 

hesitation in suggesting that he should be promoted. Despite the 

hostility and vilification to which he has been subjected in the last 

few years, Dr Pappe continues to produce serious scholarly work. He 

has completed a historyofthe Husaynis and another major work on 

the history of Israel and Palestine that is currently being edited for 

publication by Cambridge University Press. In short, far from being 

a liability and a menace, he is a real asset to Middle Eastern studies 

at the University of Haifa. 

The news that Dr Pappe m ight be put on trial has evoked 

shock and horror in academic circles outside Israel. In the last 

week I received numerous phone calls and em ails from colleagues 

wondering whether this is for real. There is a widespread feeling 

that the persecution of Dr Pappe is not unrelated to the general 

shift of Israeli society to the right. I urge you not to give in to the 

totalitarian temptation of some of your senior colleagues. It is in 

times like this that real leadership is needed to uphold the values of 

freedom of expression, pluralism, and tolerance that are so crucial 

to our profession. 

As you are no doubt aware, there is a move to boY,cott Israeli 

academics because of the policies of the present Israeli government. 
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I a m  opposed to this ban because i t  i s  incompatible with academic 

values. But so is the call for the expulsion of Dr Pappe. I have 

great respect for your university, I have many friends in various 

departments, and I served as an assessor in proposals for promotion. 

If Dr Pappe is expelled, I fear that I would not want anything 

further to do with the University of Haifa. Indeed, if the trial goes 

ahead, I would release this letter to the media and mobilize all the 

international support I can behind Dr Pappe. 

There was no need to release this letter to the media, but 
it showed the consequences of the whole affair. These 

feelings were shared by some of the Israelis who lived 
and taught in the United States. Jennifer Hyman wrote: 

So, here we have it, just the latest political Israeli witch-hunt with 

its most atrocious cynicism - and then preaching, among other 

things, democracy to the world - Egypt, Iran, Saudi-Arabia - you 

name it . . . I found your e-mail address on the University of Haifa 

website, after reading your letter distributed by Al-Awda News. As a 

South African-born jew, now living in the US, who fought apartheid 

- especially its inroads into academia - I  know how intimidation and 

suppression of intellectuals goes hand in hand with more general 

state repression. Why your case is so important is that it is an 

assault on academic freedom -an issue that many, many academics 

worldwide can identify with, regardless of whether they are ready 

to sign on to an academic boycott of I srael. 

Another I sraeli academic, Ran Cohen from Tel Aviv 

University, felt, as I did, that this all had passed without 

much reaction. He wrote to the members of ALEF - the 
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internet network that connects Israeu leftists - hence 

his reference to 'Alefs': 

EXCUSE ME, respected Alefs -esp. tenured ones- but is this message 

not worth ANY reaction? Are we going to sit back silently and watch 

McCarthyism at its worse against one of Israel's leading scientists? 

Is this not a scandal worth a national and international outcry? 

What about a rally in Haifa University? Boycotting Haifa University? 

An international petition? A solidarity strike in all universities? 

What's going on here? Are the lambs silent, or have I overheard 

something??? 

Jews outside Israel were also worried. A ·wel l-known 

M iddle Eastern scholar, Dr John Bunzel from the 

University of Vienna and the Austrian Institute for 

International A ffairs, \Vrore to the Haifa University 

a uthorities: 

As a long-time M[iddle) E[ast) scholar and as a Jew worried by the 

deteriorating image of Israel all over the world I appeal to you not 

to contribute to this process by threatening the internationally 

respected scholar, Prof[essor) l lan Pappe, with expulsion from your 

university. It is a sign of intellectual poverty and a manifestation 

o totalitarian temptations not to be able to deal with dissent and 

pluralism in I sraeli academia. You don't have to agree with the 

conclusions of l lan Pappe's research or with his political opinions, 

but you cannot deny the scientific quality of his work and the 

fundamentally humanistic approach he has shown concerning 

dilemmas facing Israeli-Palestinian relations. If you put blind 
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nationalism above all else you can serve neither science nor the 

future of Israel'. 

I do not think my university was moved by letters from 

Palestinians or friends in the Ara b  world, but for the 

historical record I give one example from many \•vho 

wrote in a similar spirit - Fahim I Qubain:  

I am an Arab-American retired academic. I have known Dr Pappe 

through his very highly respected writings. Some of his books a re 

in my personal library. I am also aware of the Teddy Katz affair. To 

me, it is truly incredible that a highly-respected academic institution 

like Haifa University would even 'dream' of trying a distinguished 

professor such as Dr Pappe because of h is position on the thesis 

of one of your very able graduate students. Such a trial is not only 

an attempt to suppress freedom of expression, but is tantamount 

to academic terrorism. This trial if carried out will only tarnish the 

name of your university. 

A famous Palestinian Israeli writer, Anton Shamas, nov.r 

p rofessor of Middle Eastern literature at the University 

of Michigan, wrote to me: 

I am appalled and galled and disgusted, but somehow not surprised; 

as you say, it was only a matter of time in these atrocious times. 

H ang on there, my friend. I hope we all can make a big dent i n - and, 

subsequently defeat - the moronic decision to sue you. And thank 

you again for being such a courageous and relentless voice. 
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From even farther parts o f  the world the case bro ught 

memories of a more d istant past. Professor Yasumasa 

Kordoa from Honolulu, Hawaii, wrote: 

I was saddened to learn of Professor llan Pappe's trial. I understand 

that he may be expelled from the University. I am writing this letter 

of appeal to you for two reasons: (1) I met and spoke with him and 

know him to be a patriotic Israeli scholar who believes in democracy 

and peace. (2) I do not want to see Israel become what it5 enemies 

characterise Israel to be - racist, anti-democratic and exclusive. I 

had the pleasure of meeting and speaking with him at length while 

I was at the Truman Research Institute for the Advanc�ment of 

Peace, The Hebrew University of jerusalem, as a visiting research 

fellow in 1993. I found him to be a fine scholar who represents 

the best of jewish conscience in dealing with difficult problems of 

nourishing peace in the Holy Land. 

Academic freedom is a necessary condition for a university to 

exist. There will be no development of new ideas without academic 

freedom. I am not familiar with the details that led to your decision 

to take action against Professor Pappe. He may have done harm 

to your university from your perspective, but I can assure you 

that there are many who know him around the world who believe 

[that) his scholarly contribution to your university outweighs any 

possible harm he may have done. I appeal to your conscience to 

allow him a right to express his views. Dissent is not cJnsidered 

disloyalty in a democracy, but it is in a totalitarian sociEty. I, who 

grew up in a totalitarian state of wartime Japan, do not wish to 

see Israel become a totalitarian state. May I ask for your serious 

reconsideration of his case? 
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When the university authorities answered some of  its 

critics, they made matters worse. The British historian 

Sudhir Hazareesingh, from Oxford University, wrote 

to the prosecutor, Professor Ben-Artzi: 

I am grateful for your initial response to the messages you have 

been receiving from the colleagues of Dr Pappe. To begin with, I 

should point out that I have seen the summary sheet of tne so-called 

charges which are to be levelled against Dr Pappe, and it is on this 

basis that I wrote to you. This summary sheet clearly contradicts one 

of the points you advanced in your reply below, which is that 'the 

charges have nothing to do with issues such as academic freedom, 

the freedom of speech and expression'. It seems, on the contrary, 

that a very large number of the charges are about issues of free 

speech, since you accuse him among other things of denigrating 

individuals and the University as a whole, distorting facts, speaking 

ill of colleagues, etc. These are all issues of opinion - unless you 

believe that there is only one version of events, one possible view 

which one can hold about individuals and institutions, namely your 

own. lf this is the case, you should perhaps change the name of your 

Facu lty to 'Theology'. I am grateful to you for forwarding further 

material to me as and when it arises. 

No wonder a worried rector pleaded with me to 'stop 

the campaign' .  There was little I could do to save the 

face of a university I once adored and whose job offer 

in 1 984 I had preferred to all others. The disciplinary 

committee decided not to pursue the complainr, but the 

tribulations continued. 
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THE BEST RUNNER IN THE CLASS 

This stor'y is based on, and inspired by, events in two 

locations. The massacre in Tantura in 1 948, which plays 

an important role in the narrative of this book and the 

research of it in the University of Haifa conducted first 

by the MA student Teddy Katz and then by myself The 

names have been changed and the narrative is informed 

and inspi red by tales from the villages of Tantura and 

Fureids. The inquisitive student is much more a repre

sentation of me as an interviewer than of anyone else 

and his are my genuine misgivings about the way we 

the historians approach the interviewees - whose image 

in this story is created out of hundreds of Palestinians 

- who are willing to cope with the traumatic and 

unpleasant experience of retelling us what they have 

repressed for years. 

It  was the quiet lapping of the waves that reminded her 

of that awful day. Like now, it had been the middle of 

May, and roughly - or was it? - the same time of day, 

the Mediterranean dusk, when the skyline above the 

sea becomes a glowing display of colours, contours and 

configurations. But, of course, on that day she did not 

rest as comfortably as she does now, with her bare feet 

109 
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dug deep into the crisp warm sand of the beach near 

her village. 

The flickering water and fading sunl ight prodded 

the painful memories to surface and trouble her mind 

to the point of derangement. Then a sudden silence 

fell, for the shortest possible moment but crystal clear 

and sharp, as if everyone and everything were frozen in 

time. Fifty years ago it  had been the same: a very brief 

i nterlude that allowed everyone on the beach - killers, 

victims and bystanders - to absorb the moment, even 

to grasp it in a lucid manner that would never repeat 

itself. Now her own realisation was more stoical, and 

free of the panic that had gripped her then. This time a 

sense of surrender enveloped her. 'Illi fat mat' - bygones 

are bygones - Fatima murmured to herself. 

Yet they were not gon e .  It was all  the fa ult o f  

that insistent student. Nosey a n d  unpleasant a s  far 

as she was concerned, with broken Arabic, who had 

i nterviewed her about those traumatic days in the past. 

Fatima tried desperately to brush aside the memory of 

the meeting she had had with him that morning and 

to distance herself, as far as she could, from the beach 

a nd its dark secrets. 

She walked to the gate - a gate that was not there 

50 years ago. In 1948 none of the villages in Palestine 

had gates; but there was no vil lage now. Its houses 

h a d  become a kibbutz, its fields tourist bungalows and 

its graveyard a car park. In  the last 15 years she had 

'valked through this gate every Saturday at noon and 
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such comparisons did n o t  trouble her. But this pushy 

student had brought it all back. 

At the entrance to the car park - the old graveyard 

- her son Ali was already waiting in the driver's seat, 

patiently as usual, mesmerised by the voice coming o ut 

of his car radio. 'That same wretched cassette, '  grumped 

Fatima inaudibly. She was fond of the singer and did not 

really dislike the song, but had had enough of hearing 

it again and again.  But wait, there was someone in the 

back of the battered Toyota. Oh no, not that Jewish 

student. 

' He happened to be i n  the area for his research and 

I ran into him,' Ali explained, and of course he had 

invited him not only to the house but also to dinner. 

The 'of course dinner' pained Fatima, who did al l  

the cooking. Out of her four boys and two girls, only 

Ali, the youngest, was still  at home and w henever he 

felt hospitable it meant more work - and Ali was very 

sociable. Well, what could one d o ?  

'Marhaba,' she muttered. 

Yaacov a ppeared even more preoc c u p ied than 

before. He did not wait for them to arrive at the house, 

or ri l l  the end of the small  talk that was c ustomary 

before food was served. He was obviously in  a hurry 

and, as it turned out, did not run into them i ncidentally, 

but by intent. 

' Fatima, I need to k now exactly where the mass 

graves are. '  

'Well, I told you, ya Yakub, i t  has  been 5 0  years now 

and Allah is my witness, my memory betrays me.' She 
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stopped, looked anxiously a t  Ali, who seemed to focus 

on the road more attentively. 

'Hear him out, ya mama, it is important. Tell her, 

Yaacov.' 

'They want to come . . .  and it, I mean, they, will not 

be here. We have to show the world the bodies . . .  before 

them . '  He i nterchanged Ara bic and Hebrew a t  such 

speed that he lost her. He became even less coherent, 

unable to articulate his thoughts clearly. The rest of 

his explanation was rushed, and only parts of it made 
sense to Fatima. 

'The professor, Dr A wad, is  willing to alert the media 

and they will come and photograph and film the graves 

and then the world will know and . . .  ' 

And then ·what, indeed ? wondered Fatima. From 

.her late husband she had learned what happened if you 

annoyed the powers-that-be. Every trivial aspect of your 

l ife was a ffected by tax burdens, permits for this and 

t:hat and, worst of all, by a constant and almost daily 

harassment by the police and the devils from Shabak, 
the Israeli secret service. 

'This is for the sake of the truth', Yaacov continued, 

in the same muddled manner. 

'Science' and 'national pride' were the only fractions 

of phrases she could make out from what now became 

an unstoppable diatribe, against Israel and the scholarly 

world, and in favour of the Palestinian struggle. 

'Let's go home and talk further there.' 

Ali had saved her, and the car ended the s hort drive 

betvveen what had been her vi llage and the neighbouring 
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village that became her new home 5 0  years ago. She 

now lived in one of the few villages that had survived 

the ethnic cleansing on the coastal plain of Palestine 

during those violent months of 1 948.  

* 

They came through the barley fields - a sea of tawny 

stalks swaying back and forth in the early afternoon 

breeze of mid-May. The five young men who took it 

upon themselves to protect the village from the southern 

flank frantically raised their Hartushes, the old shotguns 

from the day of the Great War that were used for 

hunting, and aimed at the invaders. In less than five 

minutes they were gone; struck down by the troops 

who entered the village from the east, south and n orth, 

completing a full encirclement with the navy people 

who landed on the west from the sea. 

Fatima was in her teens and on her way back from 

the new school for girls that had opened the previous 

year. Tired from a long day of parroting what the 

teachers asked her to memorise, she was heading home 

when she met her elder brother who hurried her a long, 

yelling at the womenfolk in the house to hide wherever 

they could, because 'the Jews are coming'. 

Fatima kne\•i in a timeless way, in those days of 

May 1 94 8 ,  that the Jews were corning. For the last six 

months shreds from the daily news - traditionally the 

domain of the men in the village - had reached her. She 

was aware that the British were leaving and that the 



1 1 4  O U T  O F  TH E F R A M E  

Jews were occupying nearby vi l lages a t  a frightening 

rate. She a lso heard the men complaining about the 

Arab world's betrayal: its leaders made inflammatory 

speeches, promising to send soldiers to save Palestine, 

but not matching their rhetoric with any real action. Yet 

the daily routine of those days was not interrupted even 

once, so that the threatened arrival of the Jews was like 

an evil spell, against which the blue-painted door and 

ornate ceramic khamsa - the amulet hand hanging on 

one side of i t  - should be sufficient protection. 

But on that fateful day the evil spirits were stronger 

than any talisman or benevolent jinns hovering over 

the village to safeguard it, as they had in the past, from 

Crusaders, Napoleon and other would-be invaders who 

frequented the Palestine coast on the way to another 

conquest, or seeki ng a Christian redemption o f  the 

Holy Land. 

Hiding was no use. The troops found them and 

ordered them to leave their houses, without except ion. 

lt took several hours and they huddled on the beach, 

11ot far from \vhere Fatima now sat reflecting, 50 y ears 

later, relishing the warm holes carved by her feet in the 

soft sand .  The one thousand villagers were immediately 

separated into two groups, one of men and the other of 

"WOmen and children, seated a hundred yards from each 

other. They were ordered to put their hands behind their 

necks and sit cross-legged in a circle. Fatima saw one of 

her brothers, aged 1 2, in the women's group, and from 

t:he distance she spotted another, aged 14, counted as a 

man with the male members of her family. 
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Fatima sat facing the sun, and when the men were 
moved toward the sea with lou d shouts and kicks, 
their s i l hou ettes were so blurred that she could not 
tell who belonged to her family a nd who did not. Bur 
she d i d  hear the ear-splitting shots, the quick bursts 
of machine-gun fire. Then a silence - echoed now on 
the beach - descended on the scene. And she ran, a s  
one w h o  was the top runner i n  h e r  class. She did not 

understand the Hebrew curses shouted behind her as 
she flew through the scrub and made it to the old school,  
now empty and desolate, on the eastern s ide of the 

graveyard. Shivering with fear, she curled herself into 
a ball, crouching in what must h ave been the storage 
part of the school, and found a small aperture through 
which she could see a limited view of the outside world .  

Later s h e  learned that the noises she heard were 

the vehicles that transferred the women and children 
from the vil lage to a distant location. She sti Ll refused 
to leave her hideaway, and then saw what was now, 5 0  
years later, so valuable i n  the eyes of a nagging Jewish 
student: the pil ing up of the bodies.  Two huge pyres; 
but they were not set alight. The heaps were amassed 
by a group of villagers, most of whom she did not 

recognise, who were then shot and thrown on top of 
the corpses. The vision seared itself into her  mind, and 
she never let  it  go. 

* ::-

Musalem Awad was the only practising Palestinian 

historian i n  Israel who had a permanent post at a 
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university. He was a lso Yaacov's supervisor, and had 

been i nterested for years in  the 1 94 8  catastrophe, 

particularly in the war crimes committed in the coastal 

area. Yet he never dared to write a bout it himself and 

felt uneasy when he assigned it to Yaacov. 

Musalem was a conservative historian, believing in  

hard facts as  the core material for telling the story of  the 

past. Such evidence, he believed, had beeo brought to 

him by Yaacov. Here was the explicit documentation of 

arrocities that he was looking for. Yaacov had found the 

documents, not in the military archives whose d irectors 

�were economical a bout such truths, but in his  cousin's 

house. The material was so hot that Musalem became 

obsessed with it to the point of unconsciously us ing his 

student as an extension of his own mind. 

The massacres on the coast had never been a dmitted 

by Israel ,  and internation a l  historiography d i d  not 

mention them. 'Let 's face it,' Musalem w o u l d  say, 

'there is no conclusive evidence' - a declaratio n  that 

got him into trouble with the less professional, but more 

politically committed,  Palestinian literati and p undits 

in the country who wrote a bout the past. 

In  Fatima's village, survivors of the massacre - a 

few women and those who were under 1 3  years of 

age at the time - told Palestinian historians they had 

only heard shots, but had never seen anyone killed, 

and that the buses had taken them deep into Jordan, 

where they �waited in vain to be reunited with h usbands, 

brothers, sons, cousins and friends. Fatima missed the 

bus convoy and was adopted by her relatives in a nearby 
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village, where she found refuge a fter the soldiers left 

her own village and before Jewish settlers took over the 

remaining houses and built their k ibbutz, beach resort 

and car park, covering the scene of that dreadful day. 

By the time he was half-way through the material in  

his cousi n 's attic Yaacov knew he had hit a gold m ine. 

'More like a m inefield, '  retorted his cousin Yigal .  H e  

could n o t  understand Yaacov's e xcitement: why d i d  

he care a bout a bunch of o l d  diaries left behind b y  his 

\vife's father? The father had been a n  officer in  the units 

that carried out m ilitary operations along the Palestine 

coast in May 1 94 8 .  One of the entr ies d etailed the 

frenzied events that ended with the slaughter of all the 

men and male teenagers in Fatima's vil lage. A manic 

deputy commander, a very harsh battle the day before, 

a:1d a bove al l ,  the acypical deci sion of the villagers 

to stay and not run, as was usual in the hundreds of 

villages the troops had entered. Why he had recorded 

the description in his diary was a question that did not 

bother Yaacov for long. It was there, it was hot and 

even 'sexy', he told Yigal, and he hastened not only to 

;o.-rusalem, but also to the press. 

The very marginal space accorded to the story 

was enough to produce an extraordi nary l itany of 

confessions and test imonies a bout the atrocit ies  

committed by the Israelis in the 1 948 war. Massacres 

were revealed, tales of rape and loot were exposed, and 
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the initially confident and condescending official Israeli 

response was soon replaced by indignation, panic, and 
in some more thoughtful Israeli circles, remorse. 

It was Musalem's ingenious idea that led Yaacov to 

enlist Palestinian legal aid, with the aim of demanding 

the exhumation of the graves in five villages along 

the coast where the same army unit had seemed to 
copycat the original massacre of Fatima's vi l lage in 

succeeding months .  A group of young, professional 

and a r6culate lawyers filed the suit and made sure the 

world knew a bout it. The initial rebuttal became a 

public embarrassment. The army, used to deal ing with 

Palestinians by force and firepower, felt somewhat 
helpless. Everyone now looked to the east, to the holy 

city of Jerusalem, where the S upreme Court of the land 

was asked to resolve the issue. 

The Supreme Court, a lways the window of the 
state and reflector of its guilt complexes, ruled that i n  

o n l y  o n e  site, Fatima's village, would exhumation take 

p lace, and another decision would then be taken on the 

matter. Should the allegation turn out to be fal se, no 

further action would follow. However, i f  mass graves 

were found, the court would reconvene to discuss its 

next move. 

The year 1 948 never looked more men ac i n g  to 

the Jewish society as it  did i n  those days of potential 

e x h u m a tion - s o m e  Palest in i a n s  even c al l ed it 

resurrection - of the victims of massacres a n d  war 

crimes. The Independence War, the war of l iberation, 
that miraculous war that was regarded as the emblem of 
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Jewish valour and moral superiority, suddenly seemed 

tai n ted by suspicion and d iscomfiture. It could even 

lead to pressure on Israel to accept responsibility for 

the ethnic cleansing within which these particular 

killings took place, and lend credence to the demand 

for the right of return, voiced for years by the millions 

of refugees crammed into camps since their expulsion. 

The new triangular building of the Israeli Supreme 

Cou rt reminded Fatima of a Crusader castle she had 

seen in  one of the many albums that Ali collected 

obsessively. She \vas highly impressed, though, \Vith the 

clinical cleanliness and polish of the long corridors that 

crisscrossed one another with alarming multiplicity. 

��Iusalem n avigated her safely into courtroom C, where 

three distinguished j udges were to rule on the question 

of exhumation. 

A strange mix of people made up the crmvd that day. 

Old men and women like her, some recognizable, some 

not, from the villages were compressed into the back 

seats and looked bewildered by the occasion. Another 

elderly group was of Jev,rish war veterans. To Fatima, 

they seemed to be clones of one person, the then prime 

minister: obese, white-haired, yet with round youthful 

faces. The media made up the rest, many of them 

equipped with the high-tech paraphernalia that went 

with the latest version of the information s uperhighway. 



120 OUT OF THE FRAME 

The session was amazingly brief, a lmost record

breaking, in terms of the usual slow turning of the 

Israeli wheels of justice. The pleasant and handsome 

advocate, Youssuf al-Jani, presented the demand. The 

equally personable representative of the state replied, 

and the chair of the session, who was the president of 

the Supreme Court, suggested that 'before we all sink 

into an endless and useless long tria l ,  we may have 

found a way out of this muddle'. 

M usalem and Yaacov looked baffled. This was not 

what they expected.  Their surprise grew w hen the 

president, instead of calling for witnesses or opening 

speeches, requested the lav.ryers on both sides to join 

him in his chambers. 

Fatima moved slowly toward the nearby cafeteria, 

where she was hardly rewarded by a stale cake and 

murky coffee. Fifteen minutes later they were joined 

by the lav.ryer and the professor. 'Good news,' radiated 

Musalem. 'They will allow - in fact they will order - an 

exhumation of the graves in your village, and if bodies 

are found then the graves in the rest of the villages will 

be dug as \veil.' 

Fatima did not smile, and Yaacov suddenly realised 

why. 

�· 

Fatima's cottage was at the very end of the eastern slopes 

of the ancient mountain.  Her husband's c lan owned 

a l l  the houses in that corner. It was simple but very 
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welcoming. The door was immaculately white- Fatima 

had lost faith in the protective blue shields of the past, 

and did not bother with a proper l ock even when crime 

soared in a community that had been impoverished and 

marginalised for years since it was occupied in 1 94 8 .  

Yaacov twisted h i s  lean body into a chair that 

seemed meant for toddlers rather than grown-ups, but 

he preferred to sit there, in a kind of an apologetic 

posture of someone who was conscious of having 

intruded into another's private space, in an unpleasant 

reminder of the past. 

He was im patient, but knew he had  to wai t  

unti l  Fatima returned from the k itchen. He  glanced 

momentarily at Ali, but lowered his eyes, preferring 

to sit stil l .  The table was laid with traditional salads, 

tastier than the food in the 'oriental '  restaurants, as 

Palestinian restaurants were called in Israel .  He was 

frugal with food that he usually devoured greedily, and 

could not control the tapping of his feet. 

Finally, he found the courage to look directly at  

Fatima's face. ' I  l istened to the tape . . .  the one in  which 

you talk. '  Fatima dropped her eyes. Here it comes, she 

thought. ' I listened again and again.  You say they piled 

the bodies, you never said they dug in the bodies. Did 

they dig holes? Did they throw the bodies into a mass 

grave?' Fatima d id not answer. Ali seemed to awake 

from a dream or a nap. 

'Did they, mama?' 

Of course they did not, but why should she tell this, 

her secret, to Yaacov; and what would happen to her 
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beloved Ali if it all came out? The bulldozers needed 

only five to ten minutes to move the bodies into lorries, 

and Fatima, the best runner in her class, had followed 

them. She ran three miles and nearly collapsed, but then 

the vehicles stopped and the roaring bulldozers came in 

behind them. They excavated huge holes in the ground 

and shovelled the bodies into them, tidying the ground 

by running over it back and forth, back and forth. Years 

later, she found that they had planted pine trees over 

it, and the woods were named after the unit that had 

occupied her village and in memory of its own casualties 

in the conflict. Such pine trees became the recognised 

symbol of the recreation areas built over the ruined 

Palestinian villages of 1 948 .  

I f  she wanted, she could take Ali and Yaacov there 

now, but why should she? Ali had the unnerving habit 

of reading her mind. 

'They moved them, ah ya mama? Where to?' 

She knew that i f  she spoke a local Arabic dialect 

quickly, Yaacov would not understand. She was a bout 

to repeat to Ali the worst case scenario that would 

unfold if they \'Vent on with this episode. But Yaacov 

interrupted. 

' You know where the bodies are, don't you, and 

worse?' He was now talking to himself. 'The army 

and the Suprem e  Court knew that they are not in the 

graveyard. They will  come tomorrow, e xcavate the 

graveyard and show us as fantasy people, don't you 

see. We have to take the media to the right p lace.' 
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He meant to go on and explain the h istorical, indeed 

the political ,  significance of  the whole affair, but h e  

felt emotionally depleted and look desperately a t  Ali  

for salvation . 

�:-

She had not heard those loudspeakers for years. The 

last time was in the early 1 950s when the villages were 

under strict military rule, and the jeep would roll into 

the narrow a lleyways and order everyone to stay home 

till the end of the curfew. It was the same Iraqi accent 

as years ago. Even before Yaacov sank back into his 

squeezed space of a chair, the loudspeaker penetrated 

the air. 

'All  the good citizens a re a sked to stay in their 

homes; a curfew is in place; anyone found outside will 

be shot. ' 

Al i  was the first to spell out what was going on outside 

Fatima's humble cottage. The Israeli army had encircled 

the village - against Fatima? Probably not, but j ust to 

make sure that the excavation would not be interrupted. 

It seemed that the well-publicised ceremony had been 

brought forward, that they wanted to finish that night 

and were determined no Arab would disturb them. They 

did not know that Fatima knew - and was terrified. 

Ali,  on the other hand, felt triumphant. He was 

will ing to sit a whole year, confined to his mother's 

home, and then to lead the journalists to the right spot 
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and shame the Israelis. Fatima also seemed suddenly 

determined: 

'Yalla, let's go now.' 

'We can't, ya mama,' Ali laughed nervously. 'There 

is a curfew. D on't worry, tomorrow, or next week, or 

next month, no hurry.' 

'I am going,' she said. 

'La ya mama,' he beseeched her. 

But she was heading to the door. Ali would never 

dare to obstruct her bodily, but Yaacov now tried.  

She nearly k nocked over the lean student on her way 

out, but he was no obstacle. She needed to finish this 

business once and for all .  

The air outside was cool and pleasant and Fatima 

marched steadily, not looking back, believing that the 

two young men were behind her. In fact, she \Vas a lone, 

a sole figure crossing the dark, dimly lit village square, 

when shouts of 'Stop, or I shoot,' overtook her. 

'Aha,' she smiled to herself, 'but I am the top runner 

of my class,' and she felt as if wings elevated her, allowed 

her to hover above the air in a realm remote from the 

bul lets fired at her. 

Yaacov could not bear to participate in the funeral. 

He stood s o me distance a way from the graveyard, 

leaning against a lone pine tree outside the grove that 

had been planted over a small mound three miles from 

Fatima's vil lage i n  memory of the brave soldiers who 

li  hera ted Israel. 
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THE BATTLE FOR THE 

HISTORIOGRAPHY OF 1948 

I n  May 2003, Dr Asa'd Ghanim, my colleague in  the 

Political Science Department at the University of Haifa, 

suggested convening a conference on the historiography 

of 1 948. We wished to present recent developments both 

in Israeli and Palestinian historiography on the 1 948 

war and the Nakbah. He and Salman Natur, a local poet 

and essayist, were asked to introduce the d iscussion 

on recent critical trends on the Palestinian side (with 

particular emphasis on studies that deconstructed the 

role of traditional leadership and the Arab regimes). In 

the l atter part of the day we wanted Dr Udi Adiv, Teddy 

Katz and myself to present an updated picture of the 

historiographical debates on the 1 94 8  war within the 

academic community in Israel. I asked my own division, 

International Relations, to host the meeting, and its 

head, Professor Michael Gross, agreed. 

The conference was publicised on the usual campus 

sites.  On learning of the event, the dean of Social 

Sciences phoned Professor Gross and then myself .  

Acting on direct instructions from the rector and the 

president of the university, he ordered us to cancel the 

125 
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conference. He explained that he could not allow a 

conference to go ahead that included Udi Adiv. 

In  the early 1 970s Adiv had been found guilty of 

spying for Syria and Palestinian groups and was sent to 

jai l .  After h is release in the early 1 9 80s, he completed 

a PhD thesis at the University of London under the 

supervision of Professor Sami Zubadia, one of the 

world 's leading scholars on the Middle East. Adiv's 

thesis was on Zionist historiography and particularly 

that of 194 8.  He was then appointed a lecturer at the 

Open University of Israel, a position he stil l  holds.  I 

went over all these details with the dean.  I did not even 

mention my view that the arrest was wrong and that 

Adiv was a victim of the regime's ideology rather than 

that of 'treason', but just indicated that according to 

the Israeli law he was now a citizen as any other citizen. 

He told me that my arguments were of no interest and 

the conference would not take place. He also explained 

he would send an official letter alleging that I had not 

correctly fil led in the forms needed for convening a 

conference. 

I telephoned my head of department and explained 

the dichotomy between what would be officially written 

in the letters and the real reasons for the cancellation. 

I then asked the dean,  Professor Aryeh Ratner, what 

would happen if I filled in the forms again 'properly' 

and "vas told that this would not change the decision, 

as its source was i deological, not administrative. He 

a lso said that this was not his pol icy, but that of the 

president of Haifa University, Professor Yehuda Hayut. 
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The u n i versity codex l i sts  the procedures for 

holding conferences. Like many other guidelines these 

had rarely been implemented since the university was 

founded in the early 1 970s. I consulted some experts 

on the codex, who suggested that if the conference 

were a departmental symposium there was no need 

for codex procedures to be fol lowed. The conference 

was therefore redefined as a departmental symposium. 

A room was ordered, a day set a nd invitations sent out. 

On 22 May, at the arranged time, the lecturers 

and audience gathered in front of the doors to the 

designated hal l .  They were locked. In the corridor 

stood the chief of security at the university and ten of 

his staff, armed with pistols and walkie-talkies . I was 

pushed into a side room by the chief and his lieutenant 

and handed a personal letter from Professor Hayut. 

This was done in front of my wife and colleagues, who 

\1Vatched the macabre scene helplessly. The letter sa id 

that my actions were a serious breach of the university 

codex and hence the room was blocked and the event 

cancelled. The security chief expla ined that I would 

not be al lowed to conduct the event in any other part 

of the campus. In the corridor, my wife heard two of 

the chief's lieutenants informing the president on their 

communication devices: 'We caught him'. One also said 

to another, 'High time: they should do the same to all  

the leftist lecturers in the university.' 

The participants and I went to a cafeteria .  The 

security chief explained to me that if we talked sitting 

down, and not standing, he would not regard it as a 
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conference. We followed this advice and conducted what 

to my mind was one of the best critical symposiums on 

t:he h istoriography of 1948.  We were subtly subversive: 

every now and then when \'Ve thought the security 

people were not paying attention, we del ivered our 

speeches standing or hal f  standing: a small victory. 

Haifa's local newspaper, Kol Bo, reported the event 

under the headline: 'Silencing the voices' .  The university 

spokesperson responded: 'The conference was not up 

1: 0  the academic standards of Haifa University'. Indeed 

it was not. In the university's internal internet network 

t:here were only t\VO references to the event. One was 

by Dr Yuval  Yunai from the Department of Sociology: 

It's also a shame that the university management banned an event 

from taking place. The dept. of intern ational relations wanted to 

di scuss the historiography of 1948, but my friend and colleague, the 

dean of the faculty, decided to use a doubtful prerogative and to ban 

the participation of Dr Udi A div, a sociologist who wrote on the 1948 

war, because of the sin s he committed man y years ago and for which 

he paid abundantly in many years of incarceration. Many people 

didn't like the composition of that event and its apparent challenge 

to the decision about Teddy Katz's MA thesi s (Katz himself was 

supposed to talk too). Such objection is legitimate, but preventing 

the event by an instructi on from above is against the academic spirit 

and freedom, even if deans have this authority (which is also legally 

questionable). In any case, it's against the necessity to compromise 

and to heal the wounds of conflicts and hostilities. While the circle 

of violence runs amok around us, can't we, here, in our campus with 
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its uni que composition, show the citizens of Israel another way ()f 

living together, n ot side by side, but really together? 

P rofessor  Micha Leshem from the Department of 

Psychology \\'rote: 

Can anyone explain why on earth the university found fit to ban a 

seminar of faculty and students and invited speakers? I understand 

the doors of the me eting room were locked, and security personneL 

on hand in great n umbers to accompan y the participants away. Such 

an action is inexcusable in a university, and surely requi res a bold 

and convin cing explanation from our university authorities. I fear 

that the good n ame of our university will again be que stioned by 

our colleagues and the media- might it not have been wiser to let 

the meeting take place an d its organisers take responsibility for its 

consequences, if any? How parochial can th e University of Haifa 

be? I suppose the next step will be for the seminar to take place ir1 

one of our less prejudicial and more academically-orientated sister 

in stitutions. Either way we are left with mud on our faces. 

The conference affair  was not an isolated event. It wa� 

part of the daily reality on campus that reflected the 

overaU demise of basic civic and human rights in Israel 

in the third year of  the Second Intifada. The shooting 

of journalists and the assassination of human rights' 

activists in the West Bank on the one band, and the 

reign of terror and intimidation on the campus on the 

other, belonged to the same phenomenon. 
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The episode illustrated forcefully why the boycott of 

Israeli academia by university staff abroad was justified, 

not only as part of the overall pressure on the Jewish 

state to end its brutal occupation, but also as a warning 

to the academic community in Israel that its protracted 

moral cowardice had a price tag on it. As long as Israeli 

academia continued to exerc ise intimidation and 

tyranny on its own campuses and was silent about the 

destruction of academic life in the Occupied Territories, 

it could not be part of the enlightened and progressive 

world to which it wanted so eagerly to belong. 

Writing about this in 20 1 0, I am a fraid that not 

much has changed. My colleagues still find it difficult 

to support me or to show solidarity for the beliefs I 

represent, and for some reason fail to learn from the 

historical lessons of the past: today it is me, tomorrow 

i t  wi l l  be them. Many come from fami l ies  ·who 

experienced a similar incremental process of silencing in 

Nazi Germany, Fascist Italy and Spain, and the military 

regimes of Latin America. Yet they still  l ive in denial, 

believing it will never happen to them. 

This book is written in the same spirit as my letter 

to the international community in May 2002.  I ask 

readers to express their indignation and to protest and 

react in any way they deem a ppropriate, not for my 

sake, but for the sake of all  those who were, and are, 

victimised by present trends and ideologies in the state 

of Israel : for the Palestinians wherever they are, u nder 

occupation, inside Israel or in the refugee and exilic 
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commu nities. It was, and is, also a call to solidarity 

with the few dissenting voices inside Jewish society_ 

Such p rotests, at the end of the day, will be a valuable 

contribution to peace and reconciliation in the Middle 

East. The memory of such voices may help Palestinians 

to reconcile and forgive, for the sake of a new l ife i n  

the torn land of  theirs and mine. 



7 

THE HOME UNIVERSITY 

My final effort to inject some criticism into the historical 

debate in I srael thus ended on a low note in the 

university's cafeteria. I did not attempt to convene any 

more conferences, nor was I invited to any. ColJeagues 

who wanted me to take part in symposia or conferences 

in the university were told by the authorities that this 

was not a good idea and could affect their careers and 

prospects. At one point, this exclusion was extended 

to socialising with me, as one of my best friends found 

out when he was rebuked for sipping a cup of coffee 

with me in the senior common room. I could teach, but 

felt that my postgraduate students were deemed guilty 

by association .  If this were not enough, I was barred 

from the public space during 2005 and 2006, so that 

an intellectual or h istoriographical dialogue with my 

own society became impossible. 

This ostracism w ithin Israeli Jewish society was 

compensated by the warm reception I found in  the 

Palestinian community - i n  Israel,  i n  the Occupied 

Territories and around the world. It signified the removal 

of any remaining barriers and a deep involvement in the 

Palestinian community through my pol itical activity i n  
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Arab parties and my appointment as Chair of the Emil 

Touma Institute for Palestinian Studies in Haifa.  

My engagement with the tightly-knit Jewish society 

a round me did not end during the two years leading to 

my decision to leave for England, because I conducted a 

home university in my house. This initiative had begun 

in 2000, with the outbreak of the Second Intifada and 

my growing publ ic exposure. My critique of I sraeli 

policies and actions on the ground had become sharper 

and more vociferous, and the Katz affair increased 

public a wareness of my opinions. In those tumultuous 

days, for purely mundane reasons I left Haifa, where I 

was born and had lived intermittently for many years. 

With my family I moved to Kiryat Tivon, on the edge of 

what the Israelis call Emeq Yizrael- the Jezreel valley

and the Palestinians Marj ibn Amr. This beautiful spot, 

which has fewer than 15,000 inhabitants, overlooks 

Mount Carmel to the west, the upper Galilee to the 

north and the pastoral Jezreel valley on the east, a l l  the 

way to Jenin and the West Bank. 

The attention given to me by the national press was 

reflected in the small community we had j oined. In 2005 

the local press published an unkind profile of the 'ne\\' 

boy' in town. I was about to reply in a long article to 

what had increasingly become a smear campaign, when 

my wife wisely said that instead, I should engage in 

a constructive dialogue with the community. I gladly 

accepted this challenge. We thought it over, and decided 

that the best way to go about it would be to invite 

to our house anyone who wished to know what I 
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thought and to engage in  a dialogue. We inserted a 

small advertisement in the local paper and notified our 

neighbours of our intention to have a public meeting, 

and waited a nxiously for the results. 

On the day, at around 9pm in the evening, guests 

began to arrive. We expected a handful of visitors, but 

our living room was filled b y  more than 50 people. I 

wondered how best to begin! I started by asking how 

many of my guests knew the names of the Palestinian 

villages on which Tivon was built. There were three: 

some of  the residents had been forcibly evicted in the 

1 930s, after an absentee landlord in Beirut sold the land 

to rhe Jewish Agency. The other villagers were driven 

away during the 1948 war. My guests did not know 

about this, so I pointed out some visible remnants of 

the past that they were familiar  with. 

They were essentially a group of people who knew 

that they did not know. They did not share my views, 

and much of what I said to begin with - I introduced the 

1948 war as an ethnic cleansing operation- intimidated 

them. But  the u nu sual con stellation of a lecturer 

hosting listeners in his own living room helped us all 

t:o remain civilised in  our exchanges, and this is not 

easy for Israelis. The recurring theme was a provocative 

question: 'So, you are questio ning our moral right to 

be here?' A year later the same people asked the same 

question, but this time in a m uch more contemplative 

and quieter tone. From the first meeting that year to 

the last, a l imited number of similar questions  were 

asked and remarks made, but towards the end of that 
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year they were expressed i n  a very different manner. 

The meeting became a home university, expanding on 

a \Veekly basis over the next four  years with a clear 

structure and orientation.  A home university that 

became, for me, a prime tool in my struggle against 

Nakbah denial in Israel. 

In the following year I structured the meetings 

more systematically. At the opening of each session I 

presented a document: a report by the IDF on expulsion, 

Palestin ian  testimonies, extracts from professional 

h istorians on both sides, poems and novels. All  of them 

attested to a Pandora's box, that if it were further prised 

open, would raise questions like the one above about 

the moral foundations of the Jewish state. 

Among the many documents I presented, two in  

particular seemed to disturb them more than other 

pieces of evidence from those difficult times. The 

first describes a meeting in Haifa on the evening of 

1 July 1 948 .  The city's military commander called in 

the leaders of the local Palestinian community, who 

represented the few thousand who remained after an 

estimated 65,000 other Arab citizens had been expelled 

and 1 0,000 had fled. The purpose of the meeting was to 

order these notables to facilitate the transfer of Arabs 

in the city into one neighbourhood, Wadi Nisnas, i n  

downtown Haifa- the poorest section o f  the city. Some 

of those ordered to move had l ived for a long time on 

the upper slopes of Mount Carmel. They were told to 

complete the move by 5 July. 
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The leaders were shocked. Many of them belonged to 

the Communist Party that supported partition, and they 

had hoped that now the fighting was over they might 

be able to resume normal Life. 'I do not understand: is  

this a military command? Let us look at  the condition 

of these people. I cannot see any reason, even a military 

one, that justifies such a move,' protested Tawfiq Tubi, 

later a member of the Knesset for the Communist Party. 

He concluded: 'We demand that the people will  stay in  

their homes' .  Another participant, Bulus Farah, called 

out, 'This is racism', and called the move, 'Ghettoizing 

the Palestinians in Haifa'. 

Even a dry document cannot hide the frosty and 

metallic reaction of the Israeli military commander: 

' I  can see that you are sitting here and advising me, 

while you \vere invited to hear the orders of the High 

Command and to assist it! I am not i nvolved in politics 

and do not deal with it. I am just obeying orders . . .  I am 

just fulfilling orders and I have to make sure this order 

is executed by the fifth . . .  If this is not done, I will do 

it myself. I am a soldier.' 

Shehada Shalah asked, after the monologue by the 

commander had ended: 'And if a person owns a house, 

does he have to leave? '  

The commander: 'Everyone has to  leave.' 

Then came the question of costs. The Arab leaders 

l earned that the inha bitants would themselves have 

to pay for the cost of their enforced expulsion. Victor 

Hayat tried to reason with the commander that it would 

t:ake more than a d ay for people to be notified and 
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this would not leave them much time. The commander 

replied that four days was plenty of time. The person 

who transcribed the meeting wrote that the Arab rep

resentatives cried out, 'But it is a very short time! ' ,  and 

the commander replied, ' I  cannot change it.'1 

Some of my guests wiped away tears; others tried to 

say it was not bad compared with other historical cases. 

But they were famil iar  with the houses from which 

people were evicted ( in which some of them may even 

have lived) ,  and with the names of the Arabs and Jews 

participating in the meeting; and many of them, like 

me, had previously lived in Haifa, so the atmosphere 

was heavy. 

I reintroduced the same document at an event in 

my house that became a kind of a tradition: a meeting 

with the home university group and additional guests 

on Israel's official  I ndependence Day. Most Israeli 

Jews celebrate this day outdoors, enjoying barbecues, 

music and public ceremonies. Since the late 1 980s a few 

thousand Palestin ians and myself, with a handful of 

Jews, commemorate the day in what we call the Nakbah 

march, a journey to one of the destroyed villages, each 

year a d ifferent one. 

The same eve n i ng that I first introd uced this  

d ocument to about 70 people gathered in my living 

room, I a lso introd uced another document. It  sent 

s imi lar  shockwaves, th is  time to a much larger, 

uninitiated group of Jews who thought they knew all 

about their own history. It was about the city of Lydda

Lod in modern Israel - and was a testimony by a young 
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physician who was working in the local hospital·when 

the Jewish forces entered the city on 11 July 1 948.  His 

written evidence described how the troops first indis

criminately bombarded the city, 'infl icting numerous 

civilian causalities, mainly among elderly men, women, 

and children'. This was fol lowed by soldiers roaming 

the town, opening 'fire on the inhabitants, shooting 

through doors and windows. The streets had been 

crowded with people who had flocked from the outlying 

quarters to the less exposed areas of the center when 

the assault began,  and many were ki lled and wounded 

\'Vhen the Israeli tanks penetrated the inner city streets 

and started firing at everyone in sight'. The lcillings were 

followed by expulsions: 

Israeli troops began going into houses, hauling out the residents and 

gathering them in side the mosque and its courtyard . . .  Bit by bit , t he 

mosque and its courtyard filled up with hundreds of families who had 

been evicted from their houses. Then it was our turn, the orderlies, 

nurses, doctors and hospital staff; a few soldiers came and ordered 

us out into the hospital yard wit h our hands up. When we were all 

gathered there, t hey ordered us to lin e up facing the wall with our 

hands over our heads . .. We remain ed like thi s for a quarter of an 

hour . . .  awaiting the mercy of God. Thanks be to God, our fears did 

not materiali se. We were ordered to march, hands up, to the grand 

mosque n ot far way. We found it teeming wit h  people, especially 

women and chi ldren and t he elderly. 2 

The scene got uglier. Soldiers fired a bove people's heads, 

forcing them to squeeze l ike cattle i nto the mosque 
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to make more room for newcomers. Then a selection 

took place and the Christian Arabs were separated from 

the Muslims and taken to a nearby church . Another 

ominous separation,  similar to the one mentioned 

in Tantura ( see Appendix),  took place. The Muslim 

women and children were separated from the men. At 

that time, the doctor did not k now the fate of these 

men, who were massacred. As a doctor, he was attached 

to the women, children, elderly and Christians who in 

the next few days were marched out of the city. During 

that night, the soldiers began going into houses in areas 

they had occupied, rounding up the population and 

expelling them from the city. Some were told to go to 

villages nearby, while other soldiers said: 'Go to King 

Abdullah, to Ramallab'.3 

The last story he had to tel l was that while the 

stream of refugees was marched out of the city: 

the Israeli forces were proceeding with their task: speeding up the 

expulsion of the population still remaining, entering the houses and 

dragging out the inhabitants, ordering them out of the city on to 

Ramallah and al-Bireh [a town adjacent to Ramallah]. The flood of 

displaced persons clogged the roads, a seemingly endless stream 

flowing east, with enemy soldiers firing over their heads every now 

and then. 

This was not the end of it. Houses were looted and 

damaged by the occupiers, and before the stream of 

refugees reached its destination the women had to 

go through a roadblock, where their gold jewellery 
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was stolen 'from their necks, wrists, and fingers and 

whatever was h idden inside their clothes, as well as 

money and everything else that was precious and light 

enough to carry'. 

In retrospect, I realised I did not a llow enough 

time for people's feelings to come to the surface and 

respond to this description. Both documents covered 

a whole range of events and emotions and were a 

reminder of the present situation in the Occupied 

Territories, where some of my audience still served as 

reserve soldiers. Even worse, when my listeners heard 

how Jewish troops had forced the evicted residents of 

Haifa to pay for their own transfer, and when they 

read with me the unpleasant scenes that unfolded in 

Lydda in the summer of 1 948,  it was a reminder as 

one of them said 'of Nazi behaviour in Europe' and 

then retracted.  I have never used this comparison 

in the meetings, nor did I find it a lways useful, but 

one has to understand that everything in Israel is  

measured vis-a-vis the holocaust. Only when in fact 

the association is m ade - rightly or wrongly - the 

moral space of Israelis begins to include the Palestinian 

victims of their government's policies. 

Apart from jointly reading documents of this kind, 

both from Israeli archives and Palestinian oral history, 

we also discussed the occupation . We began the talk 

about it  by simulating a day of occupation in Tivon . 

What would i t  mean to the owner of the delicatessen 

in the town, to the teacher, the la\vyer, the physician, 
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the student, the child-minder who came to my house? 

I think it ·was vivid enough to persuade some of them, 

very u ntypical ly for middle-class Israelis, to go and 

see with their own eyes the horrors of the occupation. 

Parents brought their children, children brought their 

parents, and the project grew. 

This home university expanded and went through 

various forms not only in my house, but a lso i n  other 

venues. The guiding principle was that discussions on 

1 94 8  were not limited to one meeting, but becam e  

a contractual dialogue based o n  hospitality of views 

as well as of people. After all ,  the big question for a 

post-conflict Palestine is not what will be the identity 

and place of the Palestinians, who are the indigenous 

people by right and history, but what will be the p lace 

of the Jews, most of them newcomers who for years 

have colonised, expelled and occupied the Palestinians. 

Recognition of the 1 948  catastrophe can open the way 

for their admission and acceptance not only in Palestine, 

but in the Arab world as a whole. 

The final meeting in my house took place after two 

Israeli soldiers were captured by Hezbollah, the Shiite 

Islamist group in Lebanon, on the Israel-Lebanon 

border in the summer of 2006. This was followed by 

Israeli air attacks and by Katyusha rockets lobbed over 

from Lebanon, some of which fell in the vicinity of 

Tivon, not far away from my home. The receptive mood 

to listen changed into a j ingoism of the \VOrst kind that 

I had encountered since I was born on Mount Carmel in 
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1 954. This was followed by Israel's genocidal policies in  

Gaza, and if I needed additional evidence that there was 

very little hope for change within my society generally, 

or in my own personal predicament, this bloodshed 

was that final proof. 
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THE LAST STRAW: 

LE BANON AND GAZA 

If you lose your place in the public and academic spaces, 

you may sti ll be surrounded by understanding friends, 

neighbours and members of your immediate community. 

The best evidence of this was the Little town of Tivon 

where we had chosen to live, as I learned through the 

experience of the home university and the local school 

that my children attended. It was a safe haven, and in 

many ways still is when I occasionally return there. 

But even that certainty was shaken in summer 2006, 

during the days of the Second Lebanon War and in 

the escalation that year in Israeli actions against the 

Palestinians in the Gaza Strip. 

Imagine a group of h igh-ranking generals who for 

years had simulated Third World War scenarios in 

which they could move around large armies, employ 

the most sophisticated weapons at their disposal and 

enjoy the immunity of a computerised headquarters 

from which to direct their war games. Imagine, now, 

that they are informed that there is no Third World 

War, but their expertise i s  needed to calm down some 

nearby slums or deal with soaring crime i n  deprived 

143 
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townships and impoverished neighbourhoods. And then 

imagine- in the final episode of my chimerical crisis

what happens when they find out how irrelevant their 

plans have been and how useless their weapons were in 

the struggle against street violence spawned by social 

inequality, poverty and years of discrimination. They 

can either admit failure, or decide nonetheless ro use 

the massive and destructive arsenal at their disposal.  In 

hindsight, this is the best explanation that I can come 

up with for the havoc wreaked on Lebanon by Israeli 

generals in the summer of 2006. 

I had been teaching in  Israel i  universities for 25 

years. Several of my students were senior army officers. 

I could see their growing frustration after the outbreak 

of the First Intifada in 1 98 7. They detested this kind 

of confrontation, called euphemistically by American

trained international relations gurus, 'low intensity 

conflict'. It ·was roo low for their taste. They were faced 

with stones, Molotov cocktails and primitive weapons 

that required very Limited use of the huge arsena l  that 

the army had amassed over the years and that in no 

way rested their ability to perform in a battlefield or war 

zone. Even when the army used tanks and F-16s, it was 

a far cry from the war games that officers had simulated 

in their matkal or headquarters, and for which they 

had bought, with American taxpayers' money, the most 

sophisticated and updated weaponry on the market. 

The First I ntifada was crushed, but the Palestinians 

continued to seek ways of ending the occupation. They 

rose up aga in  in 2000, inspired this time by a more 
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Islamist group of national leaders a nd activists. But it 

was still no more than a 'low intensity conflict'. This 

\vas not what the army expected; it  v..-as yearning for 

a 'real' war. As Raviv Drucker and Ofer Shelach, two 

Israeli journalists with dose ties to the IDF, show in their 

book Boomerang, major mil itary exercises before the 

Second Intifada were based on a scenario that envisaged 

a full-scale war. It was p redicted that in the case of 

another Pa lest in ian uprising, there would be three 

days of 'riots' in the Occupied Territories that would 

turn into a head-on confrontation with neighbouring 

Arab states, especially Syria . Such a confrontation, i t  

was argued, was needed to maintain Israel's power of 

deterrence and to reinforce the generals' confidence in 

their army's ability to conduct a conventional war. 

The frustration was unbearable as the three days 

of dealing with the uprisi ng turned i nto a decade. And 

yet, the Israeli army's main vision for the battlefield 

today is still that of 'shock and awe' rather than chasing 

snipers, suicide bombers and political activists. The 'low 

intensity' war questions the invincibility of the army 

and erodes its capabi lity to engage in a 'real' war. Most 

important, it does not al low Israel to impose its vision 

unilaterally over the land of Palestine - as a de-Arabised 

and exclusive Jewish space. Most of the Arab regimes 

have been complacent and  weak enough to a llow 

Israel to pursue its policies, apart from the Hamas and 

Hezbollah, Iran and Syria .  They have to be neutralised 

if Israeli unilateralism is to succeed. 
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After the outbreak of the Second Intifada in October 

2000, some of the frustration was allowed to evaporate 

with the use of a 1 ,000-kilo bomb on a Gaza house in 

July 2002 and during the three-week long Operation 

Defensive Shield, which began in March 2002. In this 

operation the army made incursions into all major West 

Bank towns and wreaked havoc in the refugee camp in 

Jenin .  But it was a far cry from what the strongest army 

in the Middle East could do. Despite the demonisation 

of the mode of resistance chosen by the Palestinians in 

the Second Intifada - the suicide bomb - only two or 

three F-1 6s and a small number of tanks were needed to 

collectively punish the Palestinians by destroying their 

human, economic and social infrastructure. 

I believe I know these generals as well as anyone. 

When Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Olmert gave them 

the green light in July 2006, they had a field day. No 

more random use of 1 ,000-kilo bombs, but battleships, 

choppers and heavy a rtillery. Amir Peretz, the weak 

and i nsignificant minister of defence at the time, 

accepted without hesitation the army's demand to be 

able to crush Lebanon. It is possible that the politicians 

succeeded in taming the generals a little, as they would 

do later when the crisis with Iran developed. In 2006,  

the politicians only partially satisfied the army's hunger 

for a 'high intensity conflict'. But the politics of the day 
were already domi nated by military p ropaganda and 

rationale. This is why Tzipi Livni, the Israeli foreign 

minister and an otherwise intel l igent person, could 

say with sincerity on Israeli TV ( 1 3  July 2006)  that 



T H E  L A S T  S T R AW: L E B AN O N  A N D G A Z A  1 4 7  

the best way to retrieve the two captured soldiers was 

'to destroy totally the international airport of Beirut'. 

Abductors or armies that have two soldiers in captivity 

of course go and buy tickets on the next commercia l  

flight from an international airport for the ca ptors and 

the two soldiers. 'But they can sneak them out with 

a car,' insi sted the i nterviewers. Replied Livni, 'This 

is why we will also destroy all the roads in Lebanon 
leading our of the country.' 

This was good news for the army. At least the air  

force could show its 'real' might and compensate for 

the frustrating years of low i ntensity conflict that had 

sent Israel's best and fiercest to run after boys and girls 

in  the alleys of Nablus or Hebron. In Gaza, the air force 

had by then already dropped five 1 ,000-kilo bombs, 

whereas in the previous six years it  had frustratingly 

dropped only one. At the same time, the generals were 

saying pointedly on television that 'we here in Israel 

should not forget Damascus and Teheran. '  

Soon after the attack commenced i n  Lebanon, the 

captive soldiers, whom we now know were a lready 

dead, were deleted from the public agenda. The 2006 

campaign was about destroying Hezbollah once and for 

all, rather than bringing home the captives. In a similar 

manner to summer 1982, the Israeli public forgot the 

v ictim who provided the excuse to Prime M i ni ster 

Menachem Begin 's government for invading Lebanon 

that year i n  the First Lebanon War. He was Shlomo 

Argov, Israel's ambassador to London, who suffered 

an attempted assassination from a splinter Palestinian 
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group. This attack provided Defence Min ister Ariel 

Sharon with a pretext for invading Lebanon, where 

Israeli troops stayed for 1 8  years. 

Alternative solutions to the crisis of the two captive 

soldiers were not proposed in Israel, not even by the 

Zionist left. No one mentioned commonsense ideas such 

as a n  exchange of prisoners or beginning a dialogue 

with Hezbollah. The government's intransigent policy 

was fully supported by the Administration of President 

George W Bush. In Washington, Donald Rumsfeld, 

Secretary of Defence, stridently maintained that the 

complete destruction of Hezbollah, whatever the price 

and if it was without the loss of American lives, would 

'vindicate' the raison d'etre of the Third World War 
theory that he propagated early in 200 1 .  The Lebanon 

crisis for him \Vas  a righteous battle against a small 

axis of evil that was separate from the quagmire of 

Iraq, bur would hopefully be a precursor of victory 

in the as yet inconclusive 'war against terror' in Syria 

and Iran. If to some extent the American empire was 

serving the interests of its Israeli proxy in Iraq, the full 

support that President Bush gave to Israeli aggression 

in Lebanon showed that the proxy \Vas now trying to 

help the entangled empire. 

Hezbollah wanted back the piece of southern 

Lebanon over which Israel still retained control. It also 

wished to play a major role in Lebanese politics, a nd 

displayed an ideological solidarity with Iran and the 

Palestinian struggle and a particular affinity with the 

Islarnist struggle. These three objectives did not always 
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complement each other and led to a very l imited war 

effort agai nst Israel after 2000. The return of tourism 

on the Israeli side of the Lebanon border between 

2000 and 2006 demonstrated that for its own reasons 

Hezbollah was content to accept a very low intensity 

conflict. If and when a comprehensive solution for the 

Palestine q uestion is achieved, the Islamist organisation 

is likely to stop its attacks. The Hezbollah operation 

that  triggered the devastating Israeli a ssault in the 

summer of 2006 did not change the tolerable status 

quo on the border. Hezbollah fighters c rossed 1 00 

yards into Israeli territory. Retaliating to such a low-key 

operation with war and destruction indicated clearly 

that what mattered was the grand Israeli design and 

not a particular Hezbollah operation. 

There was noth ing n ew i n  this.  In 1 948 ,  the 

Palestinians opted for a low intensity conflict when 

the UN imposed on them a deal that wrested a\vay 

half of their homeland and gave it to a community of 

ne\vcomers and settlers, most of whom arrived after 

1 945. The Zionist leaders launched an ethnic cleansing 

operatio n  that expel led half  of the land 's native 

population, destroyed half of its villages and dragged 

the Arab world into an unnecessary conflict with the 

West, whose powers were already diminishing with the 

demise of colonialism. These two designs are i ntercon

nected: the more that Israel's military might expands, 

the easier it is  to complete the unfinished business of 
1 948 :  the total de-Arabisation of Palestine. 
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The focus on Lebanon, and later Gaza, allowed the 

Israeli government, throughout 2006, to construct a 

large portion of the apartheid wall separating the West 

Bank from Israel . For Israelis, the wall was the great 

symbol of their consensus. With its near completion in  

2006, the internal ideological debate was over, and the 

government's master plan for settling once and for all 

the geopolitical reality on the state's eastern border was 

visibly put into effect. The plan was originally Prime 

Minister Ariel Sharon's, but was followed by all his  

successors: Ehud Olmert, Tzipi Livni  and Binyamin 

Netanyahu. Israel was about to annex unilaterally half 

of the West Bank, de-Arabise it and allow the second 

half to be an autonomous bantustan that could be called 

a state. Gaza was supposed to have a similar fate, but 

as we know, matters did not develop according to plan. 

The last phase of finalising the map in the east was 

delayed because of the promises made by Israel, first 

under the Road Map in 2002 when it agreed with the 

United States, European U nion, United Nations and 

Russia to an  independent Palestinian state living side 

by side with I srael in peace, which meant freezing 

a l l  settlement activity, and later at the Annapolis  

Conference with the Palestinians and Americans in 

November 2 007, when it agreed to advance the peace 

negotiations. The Israeli government found two ways 

of circumventing this. First, it  defined a large area of the 

West Bank as Greater Jerusalem and annexed it, which 

allowed it to build towns and community centres within 

the new area.  Second, it expanded old settlements to 
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such a degree that there was n o  need to build new ones. 

In 2009, Barack Obama would be the first American 

president to take public issue with Israel about these 

policies, although with l ittle success . 

The settlements, army bases, roads and land taken 

for the wall a llowed Israel to a nnex almost half  of 

the West Bank by 2006. Compensation to the owners 

was sometimes paid later. Within these a reas, Israeli 

authorities continued to implement creeping transfer 

policies against the considerable number of Palestinians 

who remain.  They acted as i f  there was no rush. As 

far as they were concerned they had the upper hand; 

the combination of daily abuse and dehumanising by 

the army and the labyrinthine bureaucracy effectively 

strengthened the process of dispossession. All governing 

parties, from Labour to Kadima, accepted Sharon's 

strategic thinking that this policy was far better than 

the blunt one proposed by the proponents of a policy of 

'transfer' or ethnic cleansers such as Avigdor Liberman, 

currently Israel's foreign minister. 

By 2006, the West Bank was no longer regarded as 

a central issue on the Israeli agenda, nor was Lebanon. 

Iran was talked about, and might be targeted in a future 

war, but the might of the strongest army in the M iddle 

East was directed against a strip of land 40 kilometres 

long and 1 2  k ilometres wide, home to a mil lion and 

a half people .  Israel's generals  and strategists h a d  

concluded that ethnic cleansing would b e  ineffective 

in Gaza. The earlier strategy had been to ghettoise 

the Gazans, but it was no longer working. The Jews 
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know from their own history that ghettos either revolt 

or are destroyed. It was not difficult to tell what the 

future held for the people of Gaza - already ghettoized, 

quarantined, rejected and demonised. 

The situation in Gaza was not working because the 

Israeli strategy of creating a prison camp and throwing 

the key into the sea - as South African law professor 

John Dugard put it - was an option that the Palestinians 

in the Strip had reacted against forcibly since September 

2005. Determined to show that they were still part of 

the West Bank and of Palestine, they began to launch a 

significant number of missiles into the western egev, 

the largely desert area of southern Israel .  This assault 

was i n  response to a n  Israeli  campaign of arrests of 

Hamas and Jihad members in the Tulkarem area. 

I srael respo nded with Operation First Rain, a 

week-long offensive in September 2005 .  Supersonic 

flights flown over Gaza terrorised the population 

and were followed by heavy bombardment of large 

swathes of territory from land, sea and sky. The 

logic, the Israeli army explained, was to weaken the 

community's support for the rocket launchers. As was 

expected (by some Israelis as well ), the operation only 

increased support for the rockets. The real purpose 

was experimental .  Israel's generals wanted to k now 

how such operations would be received at home, in 

the region and in the world. It seemed that few took 

an interest in the scores of dead and hundreds of 

wounded Palestinians. 
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Succeeding operations were modelled on First Rain. 

The difference was more firepower, more casualties, 

more collateral damage and, as expected, more Qassam 

rockets lobbed into Israel . Accompanying measures 

ensured a ful l  i mprisonment of Gazans through 

boycott and blockade, with which the European Union 

shamefully collaborated. The capture of Israeli soldier 

Gilad Shalit in June 2006 was irrelevant in the overall 

scheme, but provided an opportunity for Israel to 

escalate further the military barrage. No strategy had 

been devised to follow up Sharon's decision in 2005 to 

remove 8,000 Jewish settlers from Gaza whose presence 

complicated punitive missions. Since then, the punitive 

actions continued and became a strategy. In June 2006 

F irst Ra in  was succeeded by Summer Rains .  In  a 

country where there is no rain  in the summer, showers 

of F- 1 6  bombs and artillery shells hit the people of the 

Gaza Strip. Summer Rains brought a new element: a 

land invasion of parts of the Strip. The army presented 

the killing of citizens as an inevitable result of heavy 

fighting within densely populated areas, and not of 

Israeli policy. 

In  September 2006 Israel  commenced a genocidal 

policy against Gaza. On the morning of 2 September, 

three citizens of Gaza were killed and a whole family 

wounded in the town of Beit Harroun. Before the end 

of that day many more were massacred. After that, 

it became almost a daily event. An average of eight 

Palestinians died every day that month in Israeli attacks. 

Most were children. Hundreds were maimed, wounded 
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and paralysed. As with the ethnic cleansing operations, 

the genocidal policy was not formulated in a vacuum. 

Ever since 1 948,  the Israeli army and government had 

needed a pretext to put it into action . The takeover 

of Palestine in 1 948 produced the inevita ble local 

resistance that in turn allowed the implementation of 

an ethnic cleansing policy, pre-planned in the 1 930s. 

Twenty years of Israeli occupation of the West Bank 

eventually generated some Palestinian resistance. This 

belated anti-occupation struggle unleashed a new 

cleansing policy that is still being implemented today 

in the West Bani<. The withdrawal of troops and settlers 

from Gaza in the summer of 2005, which was paraded 

as a generous Israeli move, produced a missile attack 

and an abduction by the Islamist groups Hamas and 

Islamic Jihad. Even before the capture of Israel i  army 

corporal Gilad Shalit, the army was bombarding the 

Str ip .  After Shal it was taken, the ki lling increased 

and became systematic. The daily business of slaying 

Palestinians,  mainly children, was reported in the 

internal pages of the local press in September 2006, 

quite often in microscopic fonts. 

The c hief culprits were Israeli pilots. In the First 

Lebanon War of 1 982, the Israeli air force issued orders 

to its pilots to abort missions if they spotted innocent 

civilians within 500 square metres of their target. These 

orders may not always have been kept, but the moral 

fac;ade remained. In the Israeli air force it is cal led the 

'Lebanon Procedure' (Nohal Levanon) .  When the pilots 

asked if the Lebanon Procedure was in place for Gaza, 
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the answer was no. The same response was given to 

pilots during the Second Lebanon War. 

For a while, the Lebanon war provided a fog that 

covered the war crimes in the Gaza Strip. But the 

policies in the south raged on even after the conclusion 

of the ceasefire in the north. It seems that the Israeli 

army was even more determined to extend the killing 

fields in Gaza. There were no politicians able or willing 

to deter the generals. A daily kill of up to ten civilians 

would leave a few thousand dead each year. This 

was different from killing a million people in a single 

campaign. But if the daily ki l l  is doubled, the number 

rises to horri fying proportions. More important, it 

may force a mass eviction of people outside the Strip, 

either in the name of human aid, or as a result of 

international intervention or the people's mvn desire to 

escape the inferno. But if Palestinian steadfastness , .. ,ras 

the response - and there was no reason to doubt that 

this would be the Gazan reaction - then the massive 

killing would continue and increase. 

The a utumn campaign ended with the chil l ing 

attacks of Operation Autumn Clouds, which began on 

1 November 2006 and lasted six days . Israeli troops 

killed 53 civilians. By the end of that month almost 200 

had been killed, half of them women and children. From 

First Rain to Autumn Clouds there was escalation in 

every parameter. It began with fudging the distinction 

benveen civilian and non-civilian targets, so that the 

population itself  became the main target for the army's 

operations. Second, there was escalation in the means: 
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utilising every possible killing machine that the Israeli 

army possesses. Third, escalation in the number of 

casualties. In 2006 I wrote on the Electronic Intifada 

website: 'with each future operation, a much larger 

number of people are likely to be killed and wounded' . 1  

Finally, and most important, the operations became a 

strategy - the way in which Israel intends to solve the 

problem of the Gaza Strip. 

When 2006 ended, the horrific sights on Gaza's 

k i l l ing fields became too obvious to be ignored. On 

28 December 2006 B 'Tselem, the Israeli Information 

Centre for Human Rights in the Occupied Territories, 

published its annual report. During that year Israeli 

forces had k illed 660 citizens, triple the number of the 

previous year. Most of the dead were in the Gaza Strip, 

where Israeli forces had demolished almost 300 houses 

and had killed entire families. Since 2000, almost 4,000 

Palestinians, many of them children, have been kil led 

by Israel i  forces and more than 20,000 have been 

wounded. 

A creeping transfer in the West Bank and a protracted 

genocidal policy in the Gaza Strip were the two strategies 

Israel had employed by the beginning of 2007. But the 

Strip continued to fight back, lobbing its missiles into 

Israel. This enabled the Israel i army to initiate larger 

genocidal operations. In the same Electronic Intifada 

article I warned that 'there is also the great danger that, 

as in 1 948, the army would demand a more drastic and 

systematic 'punitive' action against the besieged people 

of the Gaza Strip'. 
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The cruelty and inhumanity of Israeli actions was 

such that I assumed my friends and neighbours would 

share with me at least a minimal disdain and repulsion. 

Bur Jewish society in Israel, contrary to my hopes and, 

I h ave to admit, my sanguine assu mptions, was not 

yet post-Zionised, let a lone de-Zionised. If anything, 

it was even more Z ionistic.  In those years Zionism 

was reduced to a very narrow perspective that hardly 

warrants being called an ideology. Ideology usually 

means a relatively comprehensive interpretation of 

past and present reality, driven by a clear, quite often 

utopian, vision of the future. Zionism in 2005 and 2006 

was reduced to a discourse about and actions against 

the Palestinians wherever they were. According to the 

simplest - perha ps simpli£ed - version of this they were 

originally offered a place in mandatory Palestine made 

up of several enclaves subject to various regimes of 

oppression and control. In the Galilee, Wadi Ara (the 

western Galilee) and the Negev in the south, the areas of 

highest Palestinian density, they were given citizenship, 

a lthough limited in scope and in effect excluding them 

from any national or ethnic collectivity. As individuals, 

they lived under laws and practices that discriminated 

against them in a lmost every aspect of l ife.  

Nevertheless, they were better off than those 

Palestinians clustered in the West Bank in cantons and 

sub-cantons supervised and abused by Jewish colonists, 

checkpoints and roadblocks, in a space pervaded by a 

mil itary presence. Far worse in 2006 was the situation 

in the Gaza Strip, where the Palestinians had demo-
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cratically elected a leadership that they hoped would 

salvage them from the vast prison created after Ariel 

Sharon had extracted the last Jewish settlers. Strangled 

physically and mentally, Gazans took to resistance, or 

at least accepted the leadership of those opting for 

resistance, even if their new leaders endorsed a rather 

rigid vision of a future theocratic Islamic state. At 

that time, secularism and leftist politics did not offer 

any hope or resistance, and Hamas and lslamic Jihad 

became the focus of desperation and aspiration. 

It is impossible to chart a graph of Palestinian  

s u ffering, but however one looked at i t ,  several  

mill ion Palestinians in the West Bank and the Gaza 

Strip entered a fourth decade of dehumani sation ,  

dispossession, occupation, house demolitions, killings 

and degradation. Ne\V generations had already been 

born into this ongoing catastrophe, which augmented 

the Nakbah of 1 94 8  and its disastrous impact on 

human dignity. 

With the advent of satellite TV, the appearance of 

alternative, internet-based media and some dedicated 

reporting in the Israeli press, one would have assumed 

that large sections of Jewish society in Israel knew 

what was going on beyond rhe apartheid wall and the 

barbed wire around the West Bank and Gaza Strip. But 

they were not aware, or did not want to be aware, of 

the way that Palestinians were treated. In most Jewish 

settlements i nside Israel that were close to Palestinian 

v i llages, the Jewish population wanted to build a 

wall to exclude the Arab presence. Mayors o f  mixed 
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Jewish-Arab towns talked openly of their wish to oust 

Palestinians from their m un icipalities. 

There were some hopeful signs that a distant future 

might be better and was worth staying for, i f  only I had 

the energy and the stamina, or if I thought it was more 

important to stay and not to work from the outside to 

strengthen the Boycott, Divestment and Sanctions (BDS) 

campaign against Israel.  On the margins of society and 

politics, brave Palestinians and Jews were working 

towards desegregation through joint kindergartens, 

schools ,  cu l tural proj ects, business ventures and 

political activities. But they were the exceptions. 

Indeed, the public mood was very different. In the 

press, in talk shows and phone-in program mes, as \vell 

as i n  my immediate vicinity - fellow parents of school

children, supermarket customers and near neighbours, 

Israeli  actions were ful ly supported. There seemed to 

be a strong desire to see the Palestinians disappear 

behind visible or invisible walls. I heard uninhibited 

cal l s  for their complete elimination: massive ki l lings 

and a genocidal pol icy were endorsed from the left 

to the right of the Zionist political spectrum. Carpet 

bombing of civilians in Lebanon or Gaza would h ave 

been welcomed, and if any criticism was directed at the 

government it was that the army was not allowed to 

escalate its destruction. 

Tivon was not badly hit by the Katyusha missiles 

fired by Hezbollah from Lebanon, but one j ust missed 

my house. I thought this was certain to kill any appetite 

for more Israel i  wars and would trigger a desire to 
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find peaceful solutions to the problems and challenges 

facing the Jewish state. I was wrong. Whether it was 

the mao in the grocery shop, the woman at the bus 

stop, the teacher in school or the lawyer next door, all  

wanted more war. They were also looking for a strong 

man to lead them. Israeli society was weary and did 

not wish to play the democratic game, which had never 

been entirely genuine. Politics became more and more 

reminiscent of the swansong of the Weimar Republic. 

I joined my activist friends in  the north in forming 

an anti-war front during the Second Lebanon war. We 

demonstrated in smal l  numbers, and if  we were not 

beaten by the police we endured the wrath of passers-by. 

D uring this abortive effort I was invited - for the first 

time after a long absence - to a live char show on Israeli 

television. A leading editor and a former minister of 

j ustice were members of a panel that wanted to simulate 

a court martial of me, and as a principal witness for the 

prosecution they brought in my old colleague, Professor 

Benny Morris. As mentioned, he had been one of the 

new historians, but for various reasons (among them, 

perhaps, that he did not want to be as ostracised as I 

was)  he revised his interpretation of the events of 1 948 

to the satisfaction of the Israeli media and academia. 

The 1 948 ethnic cleansing was now justified, and its 

modus operandi would be justified as a future policy as 

well .  He had, it seems, became an expert on the Arab 

and  Islamic mentality - a bold move for someone who 

does not read or write Arabic. As such, he accused 

me during this televised court martial  of working for 
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the enemy. I never appeared again on Israeli television, 

a l though I did manage - in spite of the vociferous 

s ho uts of the moderator, 'you are a traitor', with the 

ex-minister of j ustice adding, 'you a re an agent of 

Hezbollah' - to call on people to join a demonstration 

in Tel Aviv against the war. I am sure fellow activists 

k now now the trick - w hen you a re invited to this 

shal low medium cal led television, and on top i f  as a 

hostile witness, concentrate on what you have to say 

and disregard totally the questions of the interviewers. 

That particular interview was taking place on a rooftop 

of a high building near Haifa - channel 1 0  was eager to 

catch me and a fa lling Katyusha if possible - to deliver 

the message home as forceful as possible. I had a feeling 

that I was seated at the very edge of  the roof - which 

had no rail ings of fences to safeguard me - on purpose 

and was trying not be over agitated as not to fal l .  I was 

relieved when this was over, especially when I l anded 

on a more solid ground. 

This is when and why I decided to look for a safer 

academic haven abroad. It became urgent after direct 

death threats arrived at our home. Letters covered in 

excrement were put into our mail box, which meant 

that the senders knew our house, and one persistent 

telephone caLLer indicated that he knew the movements 

of my wife and children and threatened to ki l l  them. 

The police, to whom I had complained a year before, 

suggested changi ng my pol itical views as the best 

recipe for putting an end to these threats. There were 

also comic moments. One of the letters smeared with 
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excrement was innocently taken from our mai lbox by 

my wife, who put it quickly into her bag as she was 

in a hurry. All day we could not figure out where the 

stench came from and looked suspiciously at each other 

until we found the source of this 'dirty bomb'.  Israeli 

Jews go more than any other people in the world to the 

local clinics bringing with them samples of whatever is 

needed for a full check up; so it is not that surprising 

that this is quite a common method of intimidation in 

a hypocendric Jewish state. 

The telephone threats were voiced by different 

people. Some had North African accents a nd were 

louder than the others, cursing and shouting - but there 

was something quite intimate and less threatening abour 

them, while Russian  Jews spoke quietly, presenting 

themselves as members of a local mafia that had received 

contracts to kill me. Benveen them were typical younger 

Israelis \vho could not articulate a whole sentence. But 

the message was clear, and it increased to more than 

two to three threats a day. Changing the number helped 

for a while, but not for long. 

Ostracised in my own university, conducting a 

dialogue of the deaf with my peers, neighbours, family 

and childhood friends, losing hope for any change from 

within, and continuing to assert that pressuring Israel 

and even making it a pariah state was the on ly way 

forward, added up to my conclusion that as a family 

we were ready to try life elsewhere. 

Some good friends s uggested that I apply to the 

University of Exeter, among other p laces, and  in the 
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summer of 2007 I was a ppointed to a chair  i n  its 

department of history. It  was a logical move from an 

academic point of view. Indeed, academically I could 

not ask for a better place .  Suddenly there was once 

more a clear distinction between professional l ife and 

commitment on the one hand, and public activity on the 

other. Adapting socially to English life was a bumpier 

ride. A decent society, welcoming in many respects, 

but introverted to an extreme point unless one lived in 

one of the cosmopolitan urban centres, which we did 

not. Children still seemed to be regarded as a liabi lity, 

a lbeit an  unavoidable one, and the local cuisine is 

not getting better, and then there are the dark winter 

afternoons and year-round soggy mornings. But what 

a rich cultural paradjse of innovation and civility! Even 

when hit by the financial crisis it was still a space where 

one could contemplate a rosier future and maybe even 

peace and reconciliation in Israel and Palestine. 

There were darker aspects to l ife in Britain :  inner 

cities that no one notices or goes into and a lienated 

min orities targeted by xenophobic po licemen and 

authorities. I was tempted to become involved in the 

struggle against Islamophobia in particular, as it was 

closely associated with the Palestinian issue. Muslim 

immigrants from south-east Asia, Africa and the Arab 

world made up some of the new communities that I 

learned to respect and engage with even before the first 

year of my relocation was over. 

On my arrival, the Jewish community's official 

bodies did not hide their close affiliation with traditional 
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Zionism and Israel . Jon Benjamin, Chief Executive of 

the Board of Deputies of British Jews, told the press: 

After taking full ad vantage of all the free dom s accorded t o  him 

in Israe l, a country he has so shamelessly att acke d, Pappe has 

d ecided to set u p  shop here. Whilst this provides the opportun ity 

for academics h ere t o  challenge him on his revi sion ist age nda, the 

u ncomfortable fact is t hat in the lecture theatres and seminar rooms 

at Exeter, many impressi onable you ng m inds will be ex posed to his 

partial and biase d views. 

He was followed b y  Mitch S immons,  Campaign 

D irector of the Union of Jewish Students, who said: 

'We are not angry or frustrated that he's coming to the 

UK. What is of concern is that he may use his position 

to vocalise support for the boycott of Israeli academics.' 

I responded by saying that when synagogues become 

Israel i  embassies they should not be surprised if 

they are targeted a s  such by the society, instead of 

screaming about the rise of a new anti-Semitism. My 

new university ignored these insidious accusations, a 

novel experience for me. 

I did not corru pt  my stu dents as the Board of 

Deputies feared, but I was active on two fronts in the 

United Kingdom. It was easier to see from a distance 

the ending of the two-state solution and the dire need 

to push forward the one-state solution. It was as if I 

felt that my newly-won peace of mind was the kind of 

peace deserved by all individuals in my homeland. Such 

a peace could not be achieved through the paradigm 
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constantly used by Israel to deepen its occupation and 

dispossession of Palestine. I was not the only one who 

felt that way. Since I arrived in Britain the number of 

people, both inside and outside Palestine, who are 

committed to the idea of one state in Israel/Palestine has 

grown exponentially. Books have appeared, conferences 

have been convened and political organisations formed. 

It became a mature enough movement to trigger further 

thought and research for when the time would be ripe 

to initiate the proposal, either as a result of economic 

collapse, political earthquake or even ecological disaster. 

W hatever transformative tide would make it possible, 
there was a need for activists, especially inside Israel and 

Palestine, to find an alternative model to the apartheid 

state of Israel .  

As an historian, I could look into the future and 

fee l  more assured a bo ut the struggle over memory 

and the past. In Britain, I realised that the fabricated 

a nd false Israeli mythology had disappeared from the 

serious academic centres and been rej ected by the 

informed public - not j ust in the United Kingdom, but 

a round the world. Yet the struggle was n ot yet won. 

The political elites, the mainstream media and large 

sections of American society and of the world's Jewish 

communities stil l  parroted the mythologies of the past. 

The battle over the past would only be over when the 

evils of ethnic cleansing were rectified by the return of 

the 1 948 refugees to their homeland in Israel, and when 

a state based on equality in every human and civil aspect 

of life had been created. 
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But the more important campaign for ending 

present evils on the ground has so far failed. Despite a 

qualitative change in the international public mood at 

the beginning of the t\1Venty-first century, governments 

of the day refused to change their policies towards 

Israel, as  was clearly seen during the Israeli assault 

on Gaza in January 2009. Without such a change of 

policy these massacres will continue, as will the overall 

ethnic cleansing of Palestine that was begun in 1 94 8 .  

A disunited Palestinian leadership does not help, and 

yet the sumud, the steadfastness, of the Palestinians 

wherever they are, their basic preparedness to seek a 

shared life with the settler colonialist society built on 

the rui ns of their lands, villages and towns and their 

sheer humanity still holds some hope for the future. 

I would have left I srael/Palestine a long time ago 

if I h a d  thought this would help to restore b a sic 

Palestinian rights and l ives. Yet I do have a modest 

sense of achievement in that many of my Palestinian 

friends mourned my departure, and kindly bestowed 

on me gifts - that I will bring back when I return - and 

honours that I do not deserve. 
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TH E KIL LING FIELDS OF GAZA 

In  2004 the Israel i  army began building a dummy Arab 

city in the Negev desert. It  is the size of a real town, 

with  named streets, mosques, public buildings and 

cars. Built at a cost of $45 mill ion, this phantom city 

became an imitation Gaza in the winter of 2006, after 

Hezbollah had fought Israel to a draw in the north, so 

that the IDF could prepare to fight a 'better war' against 

Hamas in the south. 1 When Israeli army chief D an 

Halutz visited the site after the Second Lebanon War 

he told the press that soldiers 'were preparing for the 

sce nario that will unfold in the dense neighbourhood 

of Gaza City.'2 A week into the bombardment of Gaza, 

Defence Minister Ehud Barak attended a rehearsal for 

the ground war. Foreign television crews filmed him 

watchi ng ground troops conquer the dumm y  city, 

storming the empty houses and no doubt kil l ing the 

'terrorists' hiding in them.3 

'Gaza is the problem,' said Pinchas Sapir, then finance 

minister of Israel, in June 1 967. 'I was there in 1 956 

and saw venomous snakes walking in  the street. We 

should settle some of them in the Sinai, and hopefully 

the others wil l  immigrate. '4  Sapir was discussing the 

fate of the newly-occupied territories: he and his cabinet 

167 
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wanted the Gaza Strip, but not the people liv ing in 

it .  Israeli s  often refer to Gaza as me,arat nachashim, 

a snake pit. Before the First Intifada, when the Strip 

provided Tel Aviv with people to wash their dishes and 

clean their streets and supplied myriad workers to the 

national construction industry, Gazans were depicted 

m ore humanely. This h oneymoon ended during the 

F i rst Intifada, after a series of incidents in which a 

few of  these employees stabbed their employers. The 

religious fervour that was said to have inspired these 

i so lated attacks generated a wave of Islamophobia 

in Israel , which led to the first closure of  Gaza and 

the construction of an  electric fence around it.  Even 

a fter the 1 993 Oslo Accords, Gaza remained sealed 

off from Israel and was used merely as a pool of cheap 

labour; throughout the 1 990s, 'peace' for Gaza meant 

irs gradual transformation into a ghetto. 

In 2000, Doran Almog, the chief of IDF southern 

command, began pol icing the boundaries of Gaza: 

' We esta blished observation points equipped with 

the best technology and our troops were allowed to 

fire at anyone reaching the fence at a distance of six 

kilometres, '  he boasted, suggesting that a similar policy 

be adopted for the West Bank.5 In 2008-2009 alone, 

1 00 Palestinians have been k illed by soldiers merely 

for getting too close to the fences. From 2000 until the 

20 09 Gaza War broke out, Israeli forces killed 3 ,000 

Pal estinians in Gaza, a mong them 634 children.6 

Betvveen 1 967 and 2005, Gaza's land and water were 

plundered by Jewish settlers in the Gush Katif settlement 
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m the Strip at the expense o f  the local population . 

The price of peace and security for the Palestinians in 

G a za was to give themselves up to imprisonment and 

colonisation. Since 2000, they have chosen instead to 

resist in greater numbers and with greater force. I t  was 

not the kind of  resistance that the West approves of, 

as i t  was Islamic and military. Its hallmark was the use 

of primitive Qassam rockets, which at first were fired 

m a i n ly at the settlers in Gush Katif. The presence of 

the settlers made it hard for the Israeli army to retal iate 

with the brutality it uses against Palestinian targets. So 

the  settlers were removed, not as part of a unilateral  

peace process as many argued at  the time, but rather 

to facilitate any subsequent military action against the 

Gaza Strip and to consolidate control of the West Bank. 

A fter the disengagement from Gaza, Hamas took 

over, first in democratic elections, then in a pre-emptive 

coup staged to avert an American-backed takeover by 

Fatah,  the secular political party in  power in the West 

Bank .  Meamvhile, I sraeli border guards conti nued 

to k i l l  anyone who came too close, and an economic 

blockade was imposed on the Strip. Hamas retal iated 

by firing missiles at the southern Israeli town of Sderot, 

giving the government a pretext to use its air force, 

artillery and gu nships. Israel claimed to be shootin g  at 

'the launching areas of the missiles', but in practice the 

targets were more widespread. Casualties were high : in 

2007 alone 300 people \Vere ki l led in Gaza, dozen s  of 

them children.7 
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Israel j ustified its conduct in Gaza a s  part of the 

fight against terrorism, although its actions violated 

every international law of war. Palestinians, it seems, 

can have no place inside historical Palestine unless they 

are willing to l ive without basic civil and human rights. 

They can either be second-class citizens inside the state 

of Israel, or inmates in the mega-prisons of the West 

Bank and Gaza Strip .  If they resist, they are likely to 

be imprisoned without trial or kil led. This is Israel 's 

message. 

Resistance in Palestine has a lways been based in 

villages and towns. Where else could it come &om? That 

is why Palestinian cities, towns and vil lages, dummy 

or real, have been depicted ever since the 1 936 Arab 

revolt as 'enemy bases' in military plans and orders. Any 

retaliation or punitive action is bound to target civilians, 

a mong whom there may be a handful of people who are 

jnvolved in active resistance against Israel. Haifa was 

treated as an enemy base in 1 948,  as was Jenin in 2002; 

Gaza's Beit Hanoun, Rafah and Gaza City are now 

regarded in that way. When firepower is matched by a 

lack of moral inhibition against massacring civi l ians, 

the situation arises that we have witnessed in Gaza. 

But it is not only in military discourse that Palestinians 

are dehumanised. A similar process is at work within 

J ewisb civi l ian society in Israel, and it explains the 

massive support for the carnage in Gaza. Palestinians 

have been so dehumanised by Israeli Jews - whether 

t hey are politicians, soldiers or ordinary c itizens - that 

killing them comes natural ly, as did expelling them in 
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1 94 8  o r  imprisoning them i n  the Occupied Territories. 

The response from the West indicates that its political 

leaders have failed to see the direct connection between 

the Zionist dehumanisation of the Pa lestinians and 

Israel's barbarous pol ic ies in Gaza. There is a grave 

danger that the sequel to Operation Cast Lead will  

turn Gaza into a ghost tmvn similar to the dummy city 
in the Negev. 

After a long period abroad, I came back to Israel 

when the Israeli attack on Gaza commenced in january 

200 9 .  The state, through its media and with the help 

of its  academics, spoke in a unanimous voice - even 

louder than during the Second Lebanon War in 2006. 

Israel was once more engulfed in a righteous fury that 

translated into destructive policies in the Gaza Strip. 

The disgraceful self-justification for the inhumanity and 

impunity should be examined in order to understand 

Israel's near-immunity internationally in spite of its 

actions in Gaza. 

This was based first and foremost on sheer l ies, 

transmitted with a newspeak reminiscent of the dark days 

of 1 930s Europe. Every half hour d uring the onslaught 

on Gaza, radio and television news bulletins described 

the people of Gaza as terrorists and Israel's massive 

ki l l ing of them as self-defence. Israel presented itself to 

its own people as the righteous victim defending itself 

against a great evi l .  The academic world was recruited 

to explain how demonic and monstrous the Palestinian 

struggle was, if  it was led by Hamas. These were the 

same scholars who had demonised the late, secular 
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Palestinian leader Yasser Arafat and delegitimised his 

Fatah movement during the Second Intifada. 

But the lies and misrepresentations \'\'ere not the 

worst part of it. The direct attack on the last vestiges 

of humanity and dignity of the Palestinian people was, 

for me, the most enraging aspect. The Palestinians in 

Israel showed their solidarity with the people of Gaza 

and were consequently branded as a fifth column in the 

Jewish state; their right to remain i n  their homeland 

was cast as doubtful given their lack of support for 

Israeli aggression. Those among them who agreed -

wrongly, in  my opinion - to appear in the local media 

were interrogated rather than interviewed, as if they 

were inmates in a Shin Bet prison. Their appearance '.vas 

prefaced and fol lowed by humiliating racist remarks, 

and they were accused of belonging to an irrational 

and fanatical people. But the basest practice was in 

relation to a few Palestinian chi ldren from the Occupied 

Territories who were being treated for cancer in Israeli 

hospitals. Israel Radio went to the hospitals repeatedly 

to demand that the parents tell the Israeli audience how 

righteous Israel was in its attack and how evi l Hamas 

was in Gaza's defence. 

There are no bounds to the hypocrisy that righteous 

fury p roduces . The discourse of the generals  and 

politicians moved erratically between self-compliments 

about the army's h umanity in its 'surgical' operations, 

on the one hand, and the need to destroy Gaza once 

and for ali - in a humane way, of course - on the other. 

This righteou s  anger has been a constant phenomenon 
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in the Israeli, and before that the Zionist, dispossession 

of P a lestine.  Every action, be it ethnic c leans ing, 

occupation, massacre or destruction, is always portrayed 

as morally just, as an act of pure self-defence reluctantly 

perpetrated by Israel in its war against the worst kind 

of human beings. In his excellent volume, The Return 
of Zionism: Myths, Politics and Scholarship in I srael, 8 

Gabi  Piterberg explores the ideologica l  origins and 

historical progression of this self-justification. Today 

in Israel, from the political left to the political right, 

from Likud and Kadima to Labour, from academia to 

the media, one can hear the righteous anger of a state 

that more than any other in the world is destroying and 

dispossessing an indigenous population. 

It is crucia l  to explore the ideological origin s  of 

this  and to draw the necessary political conclusions. 

Righteous anger shields the society and politicians in 

Israel from any external rebuke or criticism. Worse, it 

always translates into destructive policies against the 

Palestinians. With no internal mechanism of criticism 

and little external pressure, every Palestinian becomes 

a potential target. Given the firepo,ver of the Jewish 

state, this will inevitably end in more killings, massacres 

and ethnic cleansing. 

Self-righteousness is  a powerful act of self-denial 

and justification. It explains why Israeli Jewish society 

is not moved by words of wisdom, logical persuasion 

or diplomatic dialogue. And if one does not wish to 

endorse violence as the means of opposing this state 

policy, there is only one way forward: challenging it 
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head-on as an evil ideology intended to cover human 

atrocities. Another name for this ideology is Zionism, 

and an international rebuke, not j ust for particular 

Israeli policies but for Zionism itself, is  the onJy way 

of countering it. We have to try to explain both to 

the world, and to Israelis themselves, that Zionism is 

an ideology that endorses ethnic cleansing, occupation 

and massacres. What is needed now is not  only a 

condemnation of the recent massacre in Gaza, but also 

a delegitimisation of the ideology that produced this 

policy and justifies it morally and politically. Let us 

hope that significant voices in the world will tell the 

Jewish state that this ideology and the state's overall 

conduct are intolerable and unacceptable, and for as 

long as they persist Israel will be boycotted and subject 

to sanctions. 

But I am not nai·ve. I know that even the killing of 

hundreds of i nnocent Palestinians will not be enough 

to produce such a shift in Western public opinion. It is 

even m ore unlikely that the crimes committed in Gaza 

-will move European governments to change their policy 

towards Palestine. And yet, we cannot allow 2009 to be 

just another year, less significant than 2008 - the sixtieth 

commemoration of the Nakba - which did not fulfil the 

hopes of many of us that the Western world's attitude 

t:o Palestine and the Palestinians would be dramatically 

transformed. It seems that even horrendous crimes, such 

as the genocide in Gaza, are treated as discrete events, 

unrelated to events in the past and disassociated from 

any ideology or system. In the next few years we have 
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to try to reconnect publ ic opinion to the h istory of  

Palestine and the  evils of Zionist ideology. This i s  the 

best means of explaining genocidal operations l ike the 

Gaza War and of pre-empting worse to come. 

Academically, this has already been done. Our main 

challenge is to find an effective means of explaining the 

connection betv.reen Zionist ideology and past policies 

of destruction, and the present crisis. It is easier to do 

this when the world's attention is directed to Palestine. 

When the siruation in Gaza is 'calmer' and less dramatic, 

the short attention span of the Western media once 

again marginal ises and neglects the Palestinian tragedy, 

either because of horrific genocides in Africa, or the 

economic cri sis or  ecological doomsday scenarios 

around the world. While the Western media a re not 

l ikely to be interested in historical stockpiling, it is only 

through an historical evaluation that the magnitude of 

the crimes committed against the Palestinian people  

during the last 60 years can be exposed. I t  is therefore 

the role of activist academics and an alternative media 

to insist on establishing this historical context. They 

should not shrink from educating public opinion and 

influencing the more conscientious politicians to view 

events in a wider historical perspective. 

Similarly, we may be a ble to find the popular, a s  

distinct from the highbrow, way o f  expla ining that 

Israel's policy over the last 60 years stems from a racist 

hegemonic ideology called Zionism, shielded by layers 

of righteous fury. Despite the predictable accusations o f  

anti-Semitism, it i s  time to associate Zionist ideology in 
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the public mind with a succession of familiar historical 

landmarks in Israel: the ethnic cleansing of 1 948, the 

oppression of the Palestinians in Israel during the days 

of military rule, the brutal occupation of the West Bank 

after 1 967 and the massacre in Gaza in 2009. Much as 

apartheid ideology explained the oppressive policies of 

the South African government, the Zionist ideology -

in its most consensual and simplistic form - allowed 

Israeli governments, past and present, to dehumanise 

Palestinians wherever they were and to strive to destroy 

them.  The methods altered from period to period ,  

location to location, as  d i d  the narrative covering 

up these atrocities. But  the clear pattern cannot be  

discussed only in ivory towers: i t  has to become part 

of the political discourse on contemporary real ity i n  

Palestine today. 

Some of those committed to justice and peace i n  

Palestine unwittingly evade this debate b y  focusing, 

understandably, on the Occupied Territories. Struggling 

against the criminal policies imposed on them by Israel 

is an u rgent mission. But it  should not convey the 

message to the West that Palestine consists only of the 

West Bank and Gaza Strip and that the Palestinians  

are l imited to those living there. We should expand the 

representation of Palestine geographically and demo

graphical ly by recounting the h istorical n arrative of 

1 948 and thereafter, and demand equal human and civil 

r ights for all  the people who live, or used to live, in  what 

today comprises Israel and the Occupied Territories. 
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By connecting Zionist ideology and past policies 

·with present atrocities, we will be able to provide a clear 

and logical explanation for supporting the Boycott, 

D ivestment and Sanctions campaign agai nst Israel .  

Challenging by non-violent means a self-righteous 

ideological state - aided by a largely mute world -

that dispossesses and destroys the indigenous people of 

Palestine is a just and moral cause. It is also a n  effective 

way of galvanising public opinion not only against the 

genocidal policy such as the one perpetrated in Gaza, 

but, it is hoped, of preventing future atrocities. Most 

important, it will puncture the balloon of self-righteous 

fury that repeatedly suffocates the Palestinians. It will 

help to end Western passivity a bout the conduct of the 

Israeli state. As this proceeds, one hopes more and more 

people in Israel will begin to see the real nature of the 

crimes committed in their name, and that their fury will 

be directed against those who trapped them and the 

Palestinians into this unnecessary cycle of bloodshed 

and violence. 



EPILOGUE 

PROJECT: DI SARM ISRAEL 

When I was born, Israel was eight years old. When 

I j oined the army, a lmost a quarter of century had 

passed since the foundation of the state. I n  those first 

25 years of statehood, and almost a century of Zionist 

presence in Palestine, the two parallel spaces of the 

Israeli experience unfolded clearly and were already 

visible enough to the critical eye from within and 

without; but  not for me u ntil I started what we call in  

Israel the 'Ezra hut' - life without uniform; n amely when 

you finish your military service. Until then, I failed to 

see what lay beyond the thriving society and dynamic 

culture, to which I belonged and in which I felt happy 

and protected. I was totally oblivious to the parallel  

world of ethnic cleans ing, a partheid, d i spossession 

and occupation. 

Rereading this book for the last time, I am not sure 

1 ful ly answered the riddle of how I became such a 

defunct product of the Israeli educational system and 

aspirations . Even more troubling, I am not s ure I have 

answered the question regarding why it took me so 

long. Was it really as I claim i n  this book the events in 

Lebanon in 1 982 and my research for the doctorate 

on 1 948 which made the difference ? Was it only my 

178 
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close ties with Palestinian intellectuals abroad and the 

distance from Israel that enabled me to deprogramme 

mysel f  in  such a fundamental and  irreversible way? 

Why could I not see the reality for what it was without 

the geographical distance or the i ncidental choice of a 

professional career? 

I revisited the explanations that were given for my 

'betrayal' by my hostile Israeli colleagues - and there 

are quite a few of them around.  It seems that people 

like me represent the new anti-Semitism, which had, 

l ike the old one, a strong self-hating component i n  it. 

And I think that through their distorted - and quite 

honestly insane - explanations I found the answer. It 

was my Jewish origins that did not allow me to tolerate 

anymore the l ie and pushed me to take an active part 

in unmasking it. 

I do not recal l  the precise moment of awaken ing, 

but there was such a moment when the un-Jewishness 

and immorality of the project became c lear to me. I 

did, and stil l  do equate Jewish ness a nd morality, not as 

superior to any other position, but rather a comfortable 

heritage I belong to and I can rely on when maki ng 

moral j udgments .  And from this  perspective, the 

Zionist project abused this kind of Judaism and this 

kind of morality. Worst of al l  was the Zionist and 

later Israeli abuse of the Holocaust memory to j ustify 

the dispossession of Palestine that disconcerted and 

outraged me. The abuse is obvious and yet so many 

today can sti l l  not see i t .  I t  was this departure point 

human and Jewish that recently led so many Jews to 
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oppose crimes and policies done i n  the name of the state 

of Israel. In the name of the same heritage, Jews took 

an active role against apartheid in South Africa, racism 

in the United States, dictatorship in South America, 

imperialism in South East Asia and neo-colonialism 

in  Africa. Israel should not have been a sui generis i f  

the same moral and ethical departure points for these 

p rotestations would have been applied to it as well .  

As  crystal c lear as this position is for m e  now, I 

do realise that even today it is difficult for others to 

make this very j ourney themselves because Zionism 

began as a noble response to an acute real problem of  

Jewish existence i n  Europe. But this noble impulse was 

gone the moment Palestine was chosen as the Zionist 

destination: it was not about rescuing people a nymore, 

it was focused on colonisation and dispossession. 

In fact, the Zionist movement appeared in central 

and east Europe in the late n ineteenth century as a 

movement motivated by two noble impulses. The first 

was a search by the Jewish leadership for a safe haven 

for its community that was increasingly exposed to a 

hostile anti-Semitic environment with the potential ,  

which was realised i n  World War Two, to become 

genocidal. The second impulse was a wish to redefine 

Juda ism in a new secular  form, i n spired by the 

surrounding spring of nations when so many cultural, 

religious and ethnic groups redefined themselves in the 

new intoxicating terms of nationalism. The search for 

security and new self-determination was noble given 

t he circumstances and  quite common for its t ime. 
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However, the moment these impulses were territorial

ised, n amely gravitated towards a specific piece of land, 

the n ational project of Zionism became a colonialist 

one. This was also norma l  at the time, when Europeans, 

for a p lethora of reasons migrated to non-European 

lands,  colonised for them by force of expuls ion and 

gen ocide by their greedy governments. But  noble it 

was not. \Vhere genocide occurred a las there was no 

way back, but where colonisation did not deteriorate 

to such criminality, which was the norm, the settlers 

eventual ly returned to their countries of origin and the 

colonised became independent. The territory coveted 

by the Zionist movement, after other territorial options 

were examined, was Palestine where for h undreds of 

years the Palestinian people had lived. 

The first Zionist settlers of Palestine arrived in the 

1 8 80s without decl aring openly their dream of taking 

over the land and without disclosing their desire to 

cleanse it of its indigenous population. I hope that had I 

lived at that period I would have belonged to those who 

would have already seen the betrayal. The more difficu lt 

exercise in counter factual history is to assess how one 

\\'ould have acted d uring the late 1 930s, when Palestine 

was gradually becoming one of the few places to which 

je\vs could flee from the expanding Nazification of 

Europe. This is the most intriguing period which is the 

basis for the self-confidence of Zionists in  Israel that 

ever since that moment they had the moral right to do 

everything in their power to s urvive. But the Jewish 

heritage provided the means to n avigate safely between 
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the need to survive, given what happened in central 

Europe, and the temptation to use force to create a safe 

haven. Survival was a human and individual impulse 

not a political project of dispossession. The leadership 

of the community of settlers i n  Palestine was not 

i nterested i n  survival of the Jews, or looking for ways of 

confronting the calamity in Europe and the xenophobic 

attitudes of some of the Western governments. This is 

why it objected to a very positive attempt by Britain 

to save Jews by bringing them over to Britain but not 

to Palestine, or by finding ways of smuggling them 

i nto the USA despite the quota pol icies imposed by 

Washi ngton. The way my family is scattered around 

the world indicates that most of them found a way out 

of the calamity without immigrating to Palestine. Bur 

even if one were in Palestine, if indeed survival was the 

issue, there were Palestinian partners for such a project; 

however i f  de-Arabising Palestine was the aim, there 

was no hope for Palestinian co-operation on this issue. 

The i nevitable result was that the noble impulse for 

survival was transformed into a militarised project of 

dispossession ending with the making of an army that 

had won a state. 

Unt i l  the 1 9 30s,  the leadershi p of the settler  

community was preoccupied with winning international 

support and legitimacy - which the British Empire 

gave them with the Balfour Declaration in November 

1 9 1 7 - and with gaining a foothold as a state within a 

state, which the British mandatory government allowed 

them to do. I n  that period their main predicament 



E P I L O G U E  1 8 3  

was that world Jewry d i d  n ot fancy Palestine either 

as their salvation or destination. It was only with the 

rise of Nazism and Fascism i n  Europe that the validity 

of Palestine as a safe haven for the Jewish people 

made sense and the com m unity of settlers grew i n  

numbers . Still, until the end of the British mandate, that 

population consisted of only one third of the overall 

population and it possessed less than ten per cent of 

the land in Palestine. 

It was in the 1 930s that the ideological weaponry, 

soon to be translated into real arms of destruction, was 

forged. A formula emerged which became consensual 

and  a lm ost sacred to those who led the Zioni st 

movement then and those who lead the state of Israel 

today. The formula was simple: for the Zionist project 

in Palestine to succeed, the m ovement had to take over 

as much of the land of Palestine as possible and make 

sure that as few Palestinians as possible remained on 

it. This was - cynical though it may sound - in order 

for the new state to be democratic. The hope was to 

maintain a Jewish majority that would democratically 

vote for keeping the country eternally Jewish. In the 

1 930s, an additional recogn ition emerged: there was 

no hope that the indigenous people of Palestine would 

either diminish in numbers, or give up their natural right 

to live on their land as a free people, either then or in 

the future. Thus, for the 'existential' formula to succeed 

you needed military power of enforcement. This did not 

only mean building an army, but granting the military 

a promi nent role, to the point of domination over all  
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other aspects o f  l ife i n  Palestine as a Jewish community. 

Critical Israeli sociologists traced with astonishment 

how systematic and ever-expanding this process has 

been since the conscious decision to militarise Zionism 

was made in the 1 930s.1  Political leadership, economic 

directorship, even social and cultural management are 

all won through a military background or a career in the 

security octopus that runs Israel . Moreover, the major 

decisions on foreign and defence policy - especially 

towards the Arab world in general and the Palestinians 

i n  particular - have s ince the 1 930s been made by 

generals .  The end result is  only too visible today in 

Israel :  the budget and the economy as  a whole, the 

socialisation process, the educational system and even 

the media are all geared to service the army. 

An Army with a State 

Thus, the process of militari sation of Israeli society 

was intense and exponential .  Israel indeed became an 

army with a state. Two aspects are in particular worth 

stressing in this context. The first is the militarisation of 

the educational system. Since this part of reality ensures 

that a militarised perception of l ife is reproduced time 

and again with each new generation of young men and 

women who will only be able to view reality through 

the perspective of a n  armed conflict, military values 

and wars. The second is the prominent economic role 

the Israeli arms industry plays in the state's national 

product and in particular how crucial it is for its trade 
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balance and export. Israel is the fifth largest exporter 

of a rms in the world and hence any anti-militarised 

discourse, let alone action, can also be easily portrayed 

as u ndermining the very survival of the Israeli industry 

and  economy. 

This paramount position would not have been won 

without an occasional proof that the mi litary force 

wa s  badly needed.  There are two types of military 

action: one a cyclic confrontation with regular Arab 

armies, not always initiated by Israel ( the 1 973 war 

was an Egyptian-Syrian initiative) ,  but all could have 

been averted had not the Israeli army wished to be 

engaged in the battlefield for the sake of its own morale, 

its status and its need to experiment with weapons 

and exercise its soldiers. More importantly, each war 

enabled Israel to extend its territory in a never-ending 

quest for l iving space and margins of security. The last 

round of this kjnd of military confrontation was in 

1 973 and despite Israeli attempts to engage the Syrian 

army twice since, once in 1 982 and then in 2006; Israeli 

troops have not fought a war against a conventional 

army in the last 35 years. Most of Israel's weaponry, 

the most sophisticated and updated in the world, was 

produced for huge land and a ir campaigns between 

mammoth-sized regular armies, but instead it has 

been used in the last 35 years mainly agajnst unarmed 

civilians and guerrilla fighters. The collateral damage 

is inevitable, as are the doubts about Israeli ability to 

engage in a genuine conventional ''va r. 
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The second use o f  the mi l i tary power w a s  for 

implementing the Zionist  ideal and the formula 

mentioned above for upholding it, namely the need 

to maintain a hold over most of Palestine with as few 

Palestinians i n  it as possible, if the Zionist project is 

to survive . 

It began with a carefully planned scheme of ethnically 

cleansing the country of as many Palestinians as possible 

in 1 94 8  when the British mandate came to an end. The 

British government decided in February 1 947, after 30 

years of rule, to leave the question of Palestine in the 

hands of the UN with a genuine hope not to be involved 

any more in a country they developed on the one hand 

but helped to destroy by their pro-Zionist and anti

Palestinian policy on the other. After the tribulations 

of World War Two, the demise of British power in the 

world, a devastating economic crisis and loss of men 

on the ground, London had had enough.2 

The Palest in ian  pol i t ica l  e l i te  and the Arab  

neighbouring countries hoped the UN would deliberate 

long on what to do with a m inority of settlers l iving 

amidst an i ndigenous majority, but they were wrong. 

The UN was quick to decide on granting more than half 

of the country to that minority. The world was looking 

for a quick way out of the Holocaust and forcing the 

Palestinian to give up half of their homeland seemed a 

very convenient and reasonable price to pay. No wonder 

the Palestinian leadership and the Arab League publicly 

rejected the UN plan. This plan was articulated in a 

UN General Assembly resolution in November 1 947 
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offering the Palestinians a mere 4 5 per cent o f  their home 

l a n d .  The Zionist leadership although unhappy at being 

granted only 55 per cent of the land, nonetheless realised 

t h a t  the resolution accorded a h istorical internationa l  

recognition to their right o f  dispossessing Palestine. The 

UN, on top of it, due to the Zionist acceptance and the 

P a lestinian rejection rebuked the P alestinians, praised 

t h e  Israelis and ignored the fact that on the ground 

Jewish forces began to forceful ly evict the Palestinians 

from their homeland . 

In February 1 94 8 ,  within a year of the British 

decision to leave Palestine, the Zionist leadership began 

ethnica l ly  c leansing it. Three months  later, when the 

B ritish left, hundreds of thousands of Palestinians were 

a lready refugees, pressuring the Arab world to take 

action, which it did on 15 May 1 94 8 .  But the limited 

n umber of troops it  sent to Palestine  were no match 

for the efficient Jewish forces and they were defeated. 

The  ethnic cleansing continued and at the end of i t  

almost a mill ion Palestinians became refugees (half of 

Palestine's population) and with them disappeared half 

of the country's vil lages and towns, erased from the face 

of the earth by the Jewish forces.3 

The use of force against the Palestinians as means 

of achieving control over terrirory and containment of 

population continued a fter 1948 .  It was used in 1 95 6  

t o  massacre Pale stinian v i l lagers w h o  were part o f  

the smal l  minority who had survived the 1 948 ethnic 

cleansing and became Israeli citizens.  Every now and 

then, but not too often, that minority would protest 
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against its oppression and would face the powerful fist 

of the Israel i  military and police a uthorities. 

It was then used, and this time frequently, in the areas 

Israel occupied in June 1 967: the West Bank and the 

Gaza Strip. Whenever the Palestinians under occupation 

protested and struggled against the occupation, the 

Israeli military responded with a l l  its firepo\ver. Tanks, 

aircraft, naval destroyers and all the rest of the arsenal 

used in conventional war theatres against armies of 

similar might were mercilessly employed against the 

urban and rural areas of the densely populated West 

Bank and Gaza Strip, \Vreaking havoc and destruction of 

unimaginable proportions. Similarly, in two onslaughts 

on Lebanon in 1 982 and 2006 like force was used to 

devastate the Lebanese urban and rural spaces. 

Three chronological j unctures are particularly worth 

mentioning to illustrate the ferocity of armaments when 

employed in order to implement a century old colonialist 

ideology. I n  October 2000, a frustrated Israeli army 

j ust forced to withdraw from southern Lebanon by 

the Hezbollah responded with its entire sophisticated 

army against a fresh Palestinian attempt to resist the 

occupation . For the first time F- 1 6s and the mighty 

Merkava Tanks were used in an urbanicide to subdue 

the rebellion.4 This same military might, but with more 

collateral damage and the addition of cluster bombs, 

was used against Lebanon in 2006 after two Israeli 

soldiers were captured by the Hezbollah. Finally, as is 

only too familiar by now, the Israeli army experimented 

with the most lethal state-of-the-art weapons, such as 
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phosphorous bombs and  fibber glass shells, i n  order to 

que l l  a rebellious Gaza strip suffering under the yoke 

of c losure and starvation for more than eight years. 

I f  one adds to the deadly arsenal Israel possesses 

the armament of its Arab neighbours, always engaged 

in a c ra zy arms race, fi rst fed by the cold war then 

by world mil itary industry, it becomes obvious how 

any step towards disarming people of the ideological 

urge to use power could contribute to peace and rec

onciliation. Moreover, one has to consider the nuclear 

option available to Israel but which has not been used 

(although there have been reports of deployment of 

tactical nuclear weapons  on several occasions) .  Atom 

bombs are sti l l  considered in Israel a doomsday weapon 

to be used only in case of an imminent defeat of the 

Jewish state. But I feel this is  no longer the main scenario 

among the political and military elite of the state. There 

it is considered the main factor enhancing the myth 

of Israeli invincibility. Hence the desperate attempt of 

Arab regimes such as Syria and Egypt and, elsewhere in 

the Middle East, Iran, to follow suit; all leading to an 

ever-growing destructive capability that can be realised 

at any moment. 

As suggested, all this armament and its frequent use 

are mainly, not exclusively, the product of an ideological 

mind set. The axiom is that colonisation of part of 

the Arab world was an existential i nevitability for the 

Jewish people and that only by building a formidable 

mil itary force so as to gain ful l  control of the land 

but with as few of its indigenous people remaining 
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a s  possible, could i t  be realised . The arms amassed 

and their frequent deployment do not menace only 

the Palestinians, they prevent the Jews in Israel from 

leading a normal l ife and they pose a threat to the 

stabil ity of the region, and q uite probably beyond it. 

WhiJe disarmament, in the l iteral sense, is  perhaps a 

dream, and q uite frankly could turn into a nightmare, 

if only one side is disarmed, diffusing of the ideology 

is feasible, reliable and peaceful. 

Diffuse and Disarm: Past Attempts and a Future 

Road Map 

As mentioned m thi s  book, i n  the 1 9 8 0s, I srael i  

i n tellectuals ,  academi cs ,  p laywrights, m us ic ians ,  

journalists and educators developed secon d  thoughts 

about the val idity of Zionist ideology, and some no 

longer take it for granted. Their critique on Zionism 

varied in its i ntensity and severity, but, for want of 

a better term, they were al l  dubbed post-Zionists not 

anti-Zionists. All in all, their understanding of Zionism 

was very different from the way it was interpreted by 

the vast majority of Jews in Israel: in  their  depiction 

Zion ism was and rema i n ed a settler col o n i a l i st 

movement, informing a militarised society and nearly 

a n  apartheid system. This post Zionist critique entered 

for a while i nto the public sphere and influenced, albeit 

in a very l imited way, the educational curricula, some 

of the documentary films on television and the general 

discourse. This new thinking was there for about a 
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deca de, during the 1 990s .  Then came the Second 

Intifa da, or uprising (2000), and the urge for openness 

subsided and a lmost total ly disappeared in  the process 

described i n  details in this book.5 

The Jewish society i n  Israel at the beginning of 

the twenty-first century has closed the door that was 

prised slightly open in the 1 990s. Today, it has become 

even more rigid in its ideological  convictions a n d  

i ntransigence. Hence, aU the factors mentioned above 

about militarism and armament are still relevant in this 

time and age. But it is this exposure of a harsh ideological 

society that may harbour the seeds for a future change_ 

The logic of the present ideological realities, and their 

military implications, a re that one cannot hope for a 

change from within in  the near future. Without this 

change, arms production, lethal deployment of weapons 

and their deadly impact will continue unabated. So it is 

urgent to look for alternative ways of changing a public 

mind and a political system, with the realisation that a 

change from within is right now impossible. 

In  the face of more than a century of dispossession 

and 40 years of occupation the Palestinian national 

movement and activists were looking for the appropriate 

response to the devastating policies i mplemen ted 

against them. They have tried it all - armed struggle, 

guerri l la warfare, terrorism and diplomacy: nothing 

worked. And yet they are not giving up and now they 

are proposing a nonviolent strategy - that of boycott, 

sanctions and divestment. By these means they wish to 

persuade Western governments to save not only them, 
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but ironically also the J ews in Israel from a n  imminent 

bloodbath. This strategy bred the call  for a cultural 

boycott of IsraeL The demand is voiced by every part 

of Pa lestin ian existence : by the civil society under 

occupation and by Palestinians in IsraeL It is  supported 

by the Palestin ian refugees and is led by members of  

the Palestinian communities in exile. 

B D S ,  Boycott, D ivestment and Sanctions as a 

three-tiered strategy for the future has become a valid 

option because of a fundamental shift in  public opinion 

i n  the West. And indeed i f  there i s  anything new in 

the n ever-ending tragedy of Palestine it is the clear 

shift i n  public opinion i n  the West. Britain i s  a case in 

point. I remember coming to these isles in 1 98 0  when 

supporting the Palestinian cause was confined to the left, 

and indeed, to a very particular section and ideological 

stream within the left. The post-Holocaust trauma and 

guilt complex, military and economic interests and the 

charade of Israel as rhe only democracy in the Middle 

East all played a role in providing immunity for the 

state of IsraeL Very few were moved, so ir  seems, by the 

dispossession of half of Palestine's native population, 

destruction of half of their vill ages and towns, dis

crimination against the minority among them who l ive 

within Israel's borders through an apartheid system and 

t:he division into encla ves of 2.5 million of them in a 

harsh and oppressive mi litary occupation. 

Almost 30 years later, it seems that all these filters 

and cataracts have been removed. The magnitude of the 

ethnic cleansing of 1948 is well known, the suffering 
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of t he people in  the Occupied Territories recorded 

and described even by the US president as unbearable 

and inh uman.  In a similar way, the destruction and 

depop u lation of the greater Jerusalem area is  noted 

da i ly  a n d  the racist n ature of the pol icies towards 

the Palestinians in Israel are frequently rebuked and 

condemned. 

The reality today, in  2 0 1 0, is described by the UN 

as ' a  h umanitarian catastrophe' .  The conscious and 

conscientious sections of British society know ful l  well 

who caused this catastrophe. It is no longer related to 

e lus ive circumstances, or to 'the conflict' - it is seen 

clearly a s  the outcome of israeli policies throughout the 

years. When Archbishop Desmond Tutu was asked for 

his reaction to what he saw in the occupied territories, 
he noted sadly that it was worse than apartheid.  He 

should know. 

This qualitative change in public opinion and mood 

is visible in other Western countries; needless to say 

that in the vast world this has been the case for years 

now. A similar mood prevailed towards apartheid in 

South A frica . The reality there then and the reality in 

Palestine now prods decent people, either as individuals 

or as members of organisations, to voice their outrage 

against the continued oppression, colonisation, ethnic 

cleansing and starvation in Palestine. They are looking 

for ways of protest and some even hope to convince their 

governments to change their old policy of indifference 

a nd inaction in the face of the continued destruction 

of Palestine and the Palestinians. Many among them 



1 9 4  O U T  O F  T H E  F R A M E  

are Jews, though, according to the logic o f  the Zionist 

ideology, these atrocities are perpetrated in their name 

and quite a few among them are veterans of previous 
civil struggles in this country and for similar causes all  

over the world. They are not confined any more to one 

political party and they come from all walks of l ife. 

So far the British government, like other Western 

governments, is not moved. It was also passive when 

the anti-apartheid movement in Britain demanded of 

its government to impose sanctions on South Africa. 

It took several decades for that activism from below 

to reach the political top. It takes longer in the case of 

Palestine: guilt about the Holocaust, distorted historical 

narratives and contemporary misrepresentation of Israel 

as a democracy seeking peace and the Palestinians as 

eternal Islamic terrorists blocked the flow of the popular 

impulse. But it is beginning to find its way and manifest 

its p resence, despite the continual demon isation of 

Is lam and Arabs and notwithstanding the persistent 

accusation that any criticism of Israel is anti-Semitic. 

The third sector, that important l ink between civil 

society and government agencies, has shown us the way. 

One trade union a fter another, one professional group 

a fter another, all  sent a clear message recently: enough 

is enough. They do so in the name of decency, human 

morality and basic civ i l  commitment not to remain idle 

jn the face of atrocities of the kind Israel has and still is 

committing against the Palestinian people. 

The validity of the Boycott, Divestment and Sanctions 

option is a first step in triggering a process of disarming 
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Isra el fro m  its lethal ideology and  its real material  

arms. Boycotts and external pressure have never been 

attempted in the case of Israel, a state that wishes to 

be i ncluded in the civilised democratic world. Israel 

h a s  i ndeed enjoyed such a status since its creation i n  

1 94 8  and, therefore, succeeded in fending off the many 

United Nations' resolutions that condemned its policies 

and,  moreover, m anaged to obtain a preferential status 

in the European Union. Israeli academia's elevated 

posi tion in the global scholarly community epitomises 

this western support for Israel as 'the only democracy' 

in the Middle East. Shielded by this particular support 

for academia and  other cultural media, the Israeli  

army and security services can go on, and will  go on, 

demolishing houses, expelling families, abusing citizens 

and killing children and women a lmost daily without 

being called to account, regionally or globally, for their 

cnmes. 

Mil i tary and financial support is significant i n  

enabling t h e  Jewish state t o  pursue the policies i t  does. 

Any decrease in such aid is most welcome in the struggle 

for peace and justice in the Middle East. But the cultural 

image Israel enjoys feeds the political decision in the 

West to unconditionally support the Israeli destruction 

of Palestine and the Palestinians. A message that will 

be directed specifically against those who officially 

represent Israeli  culture (spearheaded by the state's 

academic i nstitutes which have been particularly 

culpable in sustaining the oppression since 1 948 and the 
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occupation since 1 967), can be the start of a successful 

campaign for disarming the state from its ideological 

constraints (as similar acts at the 6me had activated the 

anti-apartheid movement in South Africa).  

External p ressure is effective in the case of a state 

in which people want to be regarded as part of the 

civi l ised world, but whose government, with their 

explicit or implicit help, pursues policies that violate 

every human and civil right. Neither the UN nor the 

US and European governments and societies have sent 

a message to Israel that these policies are unacceptable 

and have to be stopped. It is up to the civil societies to 

send messages to Israeli academics, businessmen, artists, 

hi-tech industrialists and every other section in society, 

that there is a p rice tag attached to such policies. 

There are encouraging signs that civil society and 

particular professional unions are willing to intensify 

the p ressure they can exert. The achievements are 

symbolic in legitimising a demand for disarming the 

state from its practices and ideological prejudices. 

However, pressure is not enough if an effective 

dismantling of the ideology that produces the weaponry 

is desired. It should be complemented by a process of 

re-education in Israel itself, though ,  as noted in the 

beginning of this a rticle, the chances for a c hange 

from within are very slim. Pressure from the outside is 

called for because there is an urgent need to prevent the 

continued destruction of Palestine and the Palestinian 

people. However, that does not mean that one should 
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g 1v e  u p  the attempt to dismantle the ideological  

weapon by education and dissemination of alternative 

k nowledge and understanding. The two are actually 

interlinked. Those very few and brave ones who toil 

re l e ntlessly in Israel to re-educate their society from 

a pacifist, humanist and non-Zionist perspective, are 

empowered by those who pressure the state to act along 

these l ines and leave behind the old habits of aggression 

a n d  militarism. 

I would like to mention in this respect one particular 

group 'New Profile'.6 It is committed to introduce to 

a n d  disseminate among younger Israelis the idea of 

p a cifism. They are the ones who inform young recruits 

that even according to the Israeli law you are allowed to 

declare conscientious objection from serving in the IDF 

on pacifist grounds. They produce educational material 

to counter the militaristic educational system and take 

part in debating these issues. They became potential ly 

so  successful that the Israeli security service declared 

them a menace and a threat to national security. Their 

pure, simple message of the sanctity of life, the stupidity 

of war and militarism, is not yet connected to a more 

mature political deconstruction of the reality in Israel 

and Palestine, but it will be one day and could serve a 

potent transformative agent. Perhaps it is so effective 

precisely because it is so pure. 

The Palestinians of course have an agency i n  this 

as well .  Non-violence, rather than violence, has less 

immediate effect on a lleviating an oppressive reality, but 
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has long-term dividends. But a t  this stage no one can 

interfere in  the affairs of a liberation movement torn by 

different visions and haunted by years of defeat. What 

is important is to ask for a Palestinian contribution to 

a post-conflictual vision free of retribution and revenge. 

A non-militarised vision for both Jews and Arabs, if  

transformed from the realm of utopia and hallucination 

into a concrete political plan, together with the outside 

pressure and the educational process from within, can 

help enormously in disarming ideological ly  the state 

of Israel. 

Finally, the Jewish communities in the world, and 

in particular in the Western world, have a crucial role 

to play in this disarmament. Their moral and material 

support for Israel indicates endorsement of the ideology 

behind the state. I t  is not surprising, therefore, that 

in the last few years a voice of the non-Zionist Jews 

is increasingly heard under the slogan 'nor in m y  

name' .  The main weapon official Israel uses against 

the outside pressure, or any criticism for that matter, 

i s  that any such stance is anti-Semitic. The presence of 

Jewish voices in  the call for peace and reconcil iation 

accentuates the illogical way in which the state of Israel 

tries to j ustify the crimes against the Palestinians i n  

the name of the crimes perpetrated in  Europe against 

the Jews. 

The project of disarming Israel is thus presented 

here as an ideological disarming. It begins with asking 

people concerned with the rea l ities in Palestine and 
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Israel, for whatever reason, to learn the history of 

the Zionist project, to understand its raison d'etre 

and its long-term impact upon the indigenous people 

of Palestine. One would hope that such historical 

knowledge will associate the violence raging in that land 

with the historical roots and the ideological background 

of Zionism as it developed through the years. 

Recognition of the role of the ideology that 

necessitated the building of a fortress with one of the 

most formidable armies in the world, and one of the 

most flourishing arms industry, enables activists to 

tackle tangible goals in the struggle for peace and rec

onciliation in Israel and Palestine, and in the general 

struggle for disarmament in the world. 

An efficient process of ideological disarming should 

avoid unnecessary demonisation, should dearly 

distinguish between political systems and 'people' as 

such, should dearly perceive how reality is distorted, 

information manipulated, how educational systems 

and other socialisation organs can indoctrinate and 

governments misrepresent and demonise whom 

they wish. 

This is in essence a strategy of activism that would 

initiate a very tough dialogue with a state and a 

society that wish to be part of the 'civilised' world, 

while remaining racist and supremacist. In it lives a 

society that does not wish, or is unable, to see that 

its ideological nature and its policies locate it within 

the group of rogue states of this world. For better or 
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for worse, what academics in the West teach about 

Israel, what journalists report about it, what conscious 

and conscientious people think about it and what 

politicians eventually decide to do about it, are the 

things that hold the key to changing the reality in Israel 

and Palestine. This dismal reality has repercussions 

not only for peace in the Middle East but also for the 

world as a whole. But it is not a lost case, and now is 

the time to act. 
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TANTURA: THE EVI D ENCE SPEAKS 

1 have no doubt a massacre took place in Tantura. I did not walk in the 

streets and shout it. It is not a case for any pride. But once the affair was 

publicised, one should tell the truth. After 52 years, the state of Israel is 

strong and mature enough to face its past. 

Eli Shimoni, former Senior Officer in the 

Alexandroni Brigade, 4 February 2000. 

On 21 January 2000, the Israeli daily Ma'ariv published 
a long article about the k il lings in Tantura. Written by 
journalist Amir Gilat, it was based mainly on a master's 
thesis by Teddy Katz, a student in the Department of Middle 
Eastern Hjstory at Haifa University. Entitled 'The Exodus 
of the Arabs from Villages at the foot of Southern Mount 
Carmel', the thesis had been awarded the highest grade for 
a master's thesis a few months earlier. It had been subrilltted 
in March 1998, but because of complications unrelated to 
the law case it was examined only at the end of 1999. 

Katz's methodology was micro-historical research on the 
1948 Arab-Israeli war, focused on five Palestinian coastal 
villages between Hadera and Haifa, and especially the villages 
of Umm Zaynat and Tantura. The testimonies reproduced in 
hjs fourth chapter tell a chilling tale of a massa cre, the gist 
of which i s  that on 22-23 May 1948 some 200 unarmed 
Tantura villagers, mostly young men, were shot dead by 
Haganah troops (the main pre-state militia} after the village 
had surrendered, following an onslaught. 

The thesis and the article caused an academic and legal 
controversy in Israel that has not yet ended. I was deeply 
involved in the Katz affair and later in the Tantura affair. 

201 
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The former was the struggle of Teddy Katz, himself a Zionist, 
against the mainstream Zionist academia and polity about 
the history of 1948. On the one side was a graduate student, 
whom I alone supported among Israeli academics, but who 
received widespread legal and political support from the 
Palestinian Israeli community and from a few Jewish activists, 
and on the other an establishment that did all it could to 
discourage research that uncovered uncomfortable aspects 
of history, such as 'ethnic cleansing' in the 1948 war. The 
Tantura a ffair was the fierce debate a bout the veracity of 
events in this particular village. 

What Happened in Tantura? 

On 10 March 1948, the Haganah issued a military blueprint 
for the situation after the British relinquished their Mandate 
and left the country. The Arab world and the Palestinian 
leadership had rejected the UN proposal to partition Palestine. 
The blueprint prepared by the J ewish military command 
included Plan D (dalet in Hebrew). Plans A, B and C had 
formulated earlier Zionist strategy vis-a-vis an unfolding and 
changing reality. Plan D was in essence a scheme for taking 
over by force the areas a llocated by the UN to the Jewish 
state, as well as additional territories designated for the Arab 
state that were deemed vital to the survival of the Jewish 
community. The plan instructed Je\'Vish forces to cleanse the 
Palestinian areas falling under their control. The Haganah 
had several brigades at its disposal, and each received a list of 
villages it had to occupy. Most of the villages were destined 
to be destroyed; only in exceptional cases were the troops 
ordered to leave them intact. L 

One of these brigades, the Alexandroni Brigade, was 
entrusted with such a list. Its mission wa s to Judaise the 
coastal pla in stretching from Haifa in the north to Tel 
Aviv in the south, an area containing about 64 Palestinian 
villages. Except in very few cases, villagers left their houses 
'\.Vithout much of a fight. \Xlhere resistance was a ttempted, 
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quite often with the help of Arab volunteers belonging to the 
Arab Salvation Army (volunteers from neighbouring Arab 
states headed by Fawzi al-Qawqji), the brigade immediately 
destroyed the villages and expelled their inhabitants. 

By 15 May 1948, the day the Jewish state was declared, 
58 villages in this area had already been erased from the 
earth. Six remained intact. Three of them, Jaba', Ijzim and 
Ein Ghazal, would be destroyed in July that year. Two, 
Fureidis and Jisr al-Za rqa, lying about 20 miles south of 
Haifa, still remain today. They provided cheap labour to the 
vetera n Jewish settlements of Zichron Yaacov and Binyamina 
and were spared.2 Tantura, the largest of the six remaining 
villages, was located in the middle of Jewish territory like 
'a bone in the throat', according to the Alexandroni officia l 
account of the war.3 On May 22, its day came. 

Tanrura wa s an old Pa lestinia n villa ge on the 
Mediterra nean coast. It was large in local terms, with around 
1,500 inhabitants whose livelihood depended on agriculture, 
fishing, and menial work in nearby Haifa .4 In J ewish sources 
of the time, Tantura is described as a pastoral village that 
was not involved in 'hostile activity' until the outbreak of the 
1948 war. The villagers had strong ties with nearby J ewish 
settlements. In November 1947 these ties were cut as a result 
of the hostilities, but the viJlagers did not actively participate 
in the fighting until April1948. Everything changed with the 
Jewish occupation of Haifa at the end of April and the eviction 
of the nearby village of Qaisaria . These t\oVO developments 
weakened the Tantura villagers' sense of security. �1oreover, 
foreign elements entered the village's Local politics, refugees 
from other villages and 5 0  fighters from the Arab Salvation 
Army.5 A dispute developed in the village abour whether 
or nor to participate in the struggle against the Jews. Some 
notables recommended that they should be allowed to reach a 

surrender agreement. After a heated debate, it was decided to 
try to defend the village, which for the Haganah meant that it 
became a 'hostile base'. The Alexandroni brigade's command 
decided to occupy the village and evict its inhabitants. 
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On the night of 22 May 1948 the village was attacked. 
At first the Jewish commander contemplated sending in a van 
with a loudspeaker calling on people to surrender, but this 
did not happen. The offensive came from four flanks, ·which 
was uncommon. The brigade usually closed in on villages 
from three flanks, lea ving an 'open gate' on the fourth to 
put the people to flight. Lack of coordination led to a full 
encirclement, leaving a large number of villagers in the hands 
of the occupying force. The captured villagers were moved 
to the beach. The men were separated from the women and 
children, who were sent to nearby Furiedis, to be reunited 
with some of the men a year and a half later. 

From this point I have reconstructed the narrative, but 
differentiated benveen rumours, hearsay evidence, eyewitness 
accounts and documented evidence. 

Rumours 

ln 1997, as part of his dissertation research, Teddy Ka tz 
interviewed Pal estinians and Jews who had participated in 
the battle of Tamura. Several of his interviewees testified that 
t:hey heard a rumour of a big massacre taking place in the 
village a fter its people had surrendered.6 The rum our industry 
concerning Tamura was a lready active in 1948. Reports of 
robbery and rape reached the UN shortly after the campaign. 
A different kind of rumour was hinted at by the Palestinian 
Israeli novelist Emjle Habibi, in his novel, The Secret Life of 
Saeed the Pessoptimist. One of its heroines, Baqia of Tantura 
(Arabic for 'the surviving woman of Tamura') lives under 
t:he spell of traumatic events that occurred in her village in 
1948.7 Katz's interviewees were more specific, but could not 

give numbers or accurate details. Figures of a few hundred 
vvere mentioned, and horror stories of torture and rape added 
t:o the grim picture. 

In the rumours, one person in particular figures as the 
villain of the piece: Shimshon Mashvitz, a Jewish intelligence 
officer whose sphere of activity covered the village of Tantura, 
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came from the nearby settlement of Giva t Ada. Another 
intelligence officer, Tuvia L ishansky, who had been with 
�1ashvitz in Tamura, asserted in his interview that it stands 
to reason that someone like Mashvitz would cold-bloodedly 
kill unarmed prisoners of war.8 The tale a lso has a redeeming 
a ngel, Yaacov Epstein, the mukhtar or headman of Zichron 
Yaacov, who stopped the killing. One Palestinian witness 
who commended Epstein for his intervention said his arrival 
'came too late'.9 

Hearsay Evidence 

Micha Vitkon, a soldier in the Alexandroni battalion, said at 
the beginning of his interview: 'Tamura, oh dear, I don't know 
if you know, but I will not tell you.'10 But as the interview 
proceeded he told the facts as he had heard them from others 
in his unit immediately after the events described. He said 
that an officer in the battalion, whom he named, executed 
several people one after rhe other because they refused to 
tell him where the villagers' weapons were hidden (mostly 
hunting rifles from the First World War).11 

Muhamma d  Abu Hanna is a resident of the Yarmuk 
refugee camp in Syria, where most of the Tantura refugees 
live today, a part from s ome in Israel and the West Bank. He 
was interviewed by Palestinian h istorians after the Tamura 
affair had broken out in Israel. He recalled hearing gunfire 
from the location on the beach where the men were ta ken 
after they were rounded up and separated from their women 
and children. Many other former Tanturians in Yarmuk 
remembered hearing the shots, but did not see a nything. 
They had no doubt, however, that what they heard was the 
execution of the men ta ken from the group on tbe beach.12 

Joel Skolnik, a sapper in the Alexandroni battalion, was 
wounded but heard from other soldiers that it was 'was one 
of the most shameful battles fought by the Israeli army.'13 
According to him, local snipers shooting a t  the soldiers 
triggered the k illing of the villagers after they had ostensibly 
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surrendered by waving a white flag. He heard that the soldiers 
did not leave anyone alive, either women or children. He was 
also told that two solruers in particular did the killings, and 
that they would have continued had people from Zichron 
Yaacov not stopped them, but he could not name the soldiers. 
Nor could he give an exact figure of the number of people 
shot, althou gh he did point to the need to dig a mass grave 
after the battle.14 

Eli Shimoni, the person responsible for new recrwts in the 
Alexandroni brigade, also heard about executions. He was 
interviewed in january 200 1  in the Israeli press and reponed 
hearing about the massacre from three people \•:ho refused 
to repeat again what they had disclosed. According to his 
testimony, they said that: 

The prisoners were led in groups to a distance of 200 metres away 

and there they were shot. Soldiers would come to the commander in 

chief and say, ' My cousin was killed in the war.' His commander then 

instructed the troops to take a group of five to seven people aside and 

execute them. Another soldier came and said that his brother died in one 

of the battles. For a brother, the retribution was higher. The commander 

ordered the troops to take a larger group and they were shot, and so on.'! 

Shaul Dagan, Zichron Yaacov's local historian, who was 
interviewed on the same occasion, told the press that in 
about 1985 the leaders of this settlement, Yaacov Epstein 
and Zvi Zukerman, who had since died, told him that the 
Alexandroni people committed a massacre in Tamura and 
their own attempt to intervene was blocked. But m ost of the 
Jewish witnesses who heard, but did not see, atrocities being 
committed in the village, do not refer to summary executions 
after the battle had ended. They heard disturbing news about 
a chase in the v illage by soldiers who had run amok and 
indiscriminately shot everyone on sight. 

The hearsay evidence from Palestinian informants was 
a repetition of stories about a summary execution of young 
men aged between 13 and 30 by soldiers who had come with 
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lists of suspects. The suspects were taken group by group 
from the gathering of men on the beach and were shot dead 
back in the village. They could not say what these men \vere 
suspected of.16 The difference between a rum our and hearsay 
evidence is that numbers become clearer, as does the scope 
of the ki!Jing. Abu Fihmi, a native of Tantura who was in 
jail in Zichron Yaacov's police station, heard that the army 
announced that 250 Palestinians had died in Tantura. He also 
heard that only a fe\v people were killed in the battle itselfY 

Hearsay evidence reiterated the stories relating to rape 
mentioned in the rumour section. Few Palestinian �vitnesses 
talked about a speci.fic rape of a woman and most of them 
insist that very few women were harassed.18 Jews and 
Palestinians confirm that three women who tried to run away 
from the village were shot. 

Eyewitness Accounts 

The J ewish eyewitnesses, apart from one, rem ember 
soldiers ru nning amok through the village and shooting, 
in an attack that left about 10 0 people dead. 19 Several 

Palestinians recall this roo, but place greater emphasis on 
the su mmary execu tions, which were engraved in their 
memory.20 Almost all the Palestinians interviev.:ed witnessed 
the cold-blooded executions. 

The Rampage 

Yossef Graf was one of few guides from Zichron Yaacov 
who led the battalion troops to the village. He witnessed at 
first-hand the soldiers running amok in Tantura. He testified 
that the rampage began because snipers were shooting at the 
soldiers after the villagers had surrendered by waving their 
kaffiyyes (traditional white head-coverings).21 Joel Skolnik, 
another local guide, saw the beginning of the rampage with. 
binoculars as a sapper, he was one of the few with such. 
equipment. Like Graf, he attributed the rampage to the 
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shooting at Jewish soldiers after the village surrendered. He 
added that the sniping had killed a very popular soldier, 
adding to the rage and the impetus to kill indiscriminatelyY 

The same narrative is corroborated by a third civilian guide 
from Zichron Yaacov attached to the military, Mordechai 
Sokoler. He owned tractors and was therefore called in at the 
end of the rampage and other killings to supervise the burial. 
He remembered burying 230 bodies. As noted, only about 20 
villagers were killed in the actual fighting. Sokoler attributed 
all the deaths to the rampage. The exact number was clear 
in his mind, because 'I laid them one by one in the grave.'2J 
Since he supervised the burial after the fighting had ceased, it 
is likely that the number he gave included everyone killed, in 
whatever manner. It is probable that Yossef Graf's estimation 
of 150 people killed in the rampage is more accurate. He 
described it as 'a justified massacre'. 24 

Yossef Cohen, another guide from Zichron Yaacov, 
also witnessed the rampage. He remembers civilians doing 
the killing 'out of hatred. I cannot explain it otherwise. 'zs 
Intelligence officer Tuvia Lishanski, who nearly died in the 
rampage as he was not wearing uniform at the time, also 
witnessed this attack. He assumed it happened because it 
was supposed to be an easy campaign, yet the battalion had 
lost twelve people, so it was out of 'vengeance'. 26 Lishanski 
commented that such a revengeful response was not typicaL 
He attributed this behaviour to the Alexandroni Brigade's 
inexperience in tough battles. He was u nable to give a 
figure, but thought that a lot of Palestinians were killed in 
the rampage. 

The Executions 

The second massacre was a systematic execu tion of 
able-bodied young men by soldiers and intelligence officers. 
One eyewitness, Abu Mashayich, was in Tantura staying with 
a friend. He was originally from Qaysariya, the village that 
had been destroyed and its residents expelled a short time 
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before. He saw with his own eyes the execution of 85 young 
men of Tantura, taken in groups of ten to a graveyard and the 
nearby mosque. He thought that even m ore were executed 
and estimated 110. He sa\v Shimshon Mashvitz supervising 
the whole operation. 'He had a Sten [sub-machine gun] and 
killed them. They stood next to the wall, all facing the \>vall. 
He came from the back and shot them at the head, all of 
them. '27 He further testified seeing gleeful Jewish soldiers 
watching the executions. The people were selected for 
execution according to lists of villagers suspected of being 
involved in skirmishes with Jews before the war, or of having 
connections with the Arab Salvation Army, or just being 
aged between 13 and 30 and therefore being able-bodied 
men who could fight.28 

Fawzi Muham ad Tanj, knovm as Abu Khalid, also 
witnessed the executions. In his account the village men 
were separated from the women, and groups of seven to ten 
were then taken and executed. He wimessed the killing of 
90 people.29 Mahmu d  Abu Salih of Tantura corroborated 
the killing of 90 people. He was 17 years old then, and his 
most vivid memory is of a father being killed in front of his 
children. Abu Salih kept in touch with one of the sons, who 
was deranged by the whole affair and never recovered. Abu 
Salih also witnessed the execution of seven male members 
of hjs fawly.30 

Mustafa Abu Masri (Abu Jamil), aged 13, was spared 
due to his age and sent to the group of women and children. 
Another dozen members of his family aged between 13 and 
30 were Less fortunate and he saw them shot dead. The 
sequence of events he describes makes a chilling read. His 
father encountered a Jewish officer known and trusted by 
the family, and therefore Let his family group go with the 
officer, only to discover Later that they were shot. Abu JamiJ 
recalled a total of 125 people killed in summary executions. 
He observed Mashvitz going arou nd the gathered people 
with a whip, lashing them 'just for the fun of it'.31 Anis Ali 
J arban told similar horror stories about Mashvitz. He was 
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from the nearby village of Jisr ai-Zarqa, and his family came 
to Tantura believing it was a safer place.32 

Abu Fihmi corroborated the executions. He testified that 
they were on the beach, but added that the hundreds of 

Palestinians sitting there did not resist the killing, as they 
were surrounded by sub-machine guns mounted on boats 
and on the coast. He did not see the actual shooting, as 
it was d one in the village, but did witness the attempt of 
some people from Zichron Yaacov to stop it, in particular 
Yaacov Epstein. Epstein was told by soldiers in the village 
that the executed were conscripts from Arab countries, but 
he refuted this angrily and shouted at the killers that he knew 
the people and they were all l ocal villagers. Yet the official 
history of the Alexandroni Brigade comments that only 50 
foreign volunteers were reported in Tantura.33 Muhammad 
Abu Hanna recalled that 'my uncle survived thanks to the 
intervention of the mukhtar of the Jewish colony of Zichron 
Yaacov'.34 

Tuvia Lishanski reaffirmed the use of l ists to round up 
suspects for immediate execution. But it is not clear whether 
he saw this happening with his own eyes. He also doubted 
that Mashvitz was the main culprit, but he is the only one 
of that opinion.35 

Nimr Dib Ali  Jar ban, Anis Ali Jarban's brother from Jisr 
al-Zarqa, witnessed the calling out of names from a list and 
the selection of those to be shot. He assumed that the list 
i ncluded notables in the village who had declined the offer of 
surrender before the war.36 Anis added that masked people 
from Je\vish intelligence identified the men to be shot. He saw 
the gunning down of 27 personsY Mordechai S okoler was 
one of those wearing masks, according to his own testimony 
and to that of Zhudi Abu ida, a survivor from Tamura 
aged 32 on the day the village was occupied. Sokoler stated 
that he wore a mask, since 'I was ashamed I knew the people 
from the past'. This was in vain, because he was recognised 
anyway. Abu Nida, on the other hand, accused him of hiding 
behind the mask in order to identify prospective victims.38 
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The Burial 

Sokoler, as menti oned, supervised the burial of 230 
Palestinians. Several Palestinians who took part in digging 
the mass grave told of a terrifying moment when they realised 
that they were about to be killed themselves, had not Yaccov 
Epstein and others arrived in time to save them.39 

Abu Khalid is one of those who witnessed the grave
digging. Murani Muhsayn, known as Abu Hasan, saw the 
digging of two mass graves, each containing 45 bodies.40 Abu 
Fihmi was one of those recruited first to identify the bodies 
and then to help carry them to the grave. Shimon Mashvitz 
ordered him to number the bodies and he counted 95 of 
them. Jamila Ihsan Shura Khalil observed the bodies being 
put onto carts and pushed to the graveyard.41 

Treatment of Women 

As noted in the earlier discussion on rum our, the UN reponed 
to the IDF that it had received reports of rape and abuse. 
The hearsay evidence also made reference to a couple of 
cases of rape and harassment. Men and women alike felt that 
giving names and specifics here was very difficult. Several of 
the eyewitnesses testified to maltreatment. Some reported a 
humiliating ceremony on the beach in which women were 
stripped of their jewellery, which was never returned.42 Later, 
they were physically harassed by the soldiers and, according 
to an eyewitness, one woman had been taken and raped. 

ajiah Ayub said: 'I saw that the troops that encircled us 
tried to touch the women but were rejected by them. When 
they saw that the women would not succumb, they stopped. 
When we were on the beach, they took tv,ro women and tried 
to undress them, claiming they had to search the bodies.'43 

The Documents 

One of the most senior officers interviewed, Shlomo Am bar, 
refused to give the interviewer details of what he had seen. 
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But he did say, ' I  want to forget what happened there.' His 
interviewer pressed him, but all he was willing to add was: 

I connect this to the fact that I went to fight against the Germans [he 

served in the British Army's jewish Brigade] . The Germans were the 

worst enemy the jewish people had, but when we fought we fought 

according to the laws of war dictated by the international community. 

The Germans did not kill prisoners of war, they killed Slav prisoners of 

war, but not British, not even jewish.'44 

He admitted hiding things about Tantura: 'I did not talk then, 
why should I talk now?'45 

Ambar's evasive discourse is very close to that in the IDF 
documents, on which a purely empirical research method 
would have had to rely. On 1 June 1948 the chief of General 
Staff of the IDF, in an unusual and unprecedented manner, 
asked to verify what he had heard from his intelligence 
officers. 'There were hints that our soldiers who entered 
Tantura committed many unnecessary sabotage actions after 
the occupation.' Twelve days later he \Vas told that 'a certain 
damage was caused by our people immediately after their 
entrance to the village. It happened mainly as a result of 
battle excitement.'46 As nored by Benny Morris in relation to 
a better documented act of massacre in 1953 in Qibyya, the 
IDF term relating to the killing of civilians was 'sabotage'.47 

The documents shed light on another aspect of the affair. 
They reveal the discrepancy between the number of people 
killed in the battle itself and the number of bodies buried by 
Mordechai Sokoler a few days later. The IDF reported 20 
Palestinians dead in the battle, a number corroborated by the 
battalion commander. Sokoler supervised the burial of 230 
Palestinians and testified that the women and children of the 
dead men had to stay with the bodies for two days before 
t:he burial began. The digging was hurried and sloppy, the 
bodies had become inflated and the burial had to be repeated. 

The IDF documents do not give a figure and do not refer 
directly to a large number of casualties. But several references 
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indicate clearly that a large group of people died in Tantura, 
many more than the 20 killed in the fighting itself. The first 
indication is a document ordering soldiers to make sure 
that 'everything is all right with the mass grave in Tantura'. 
Another instructs the soldiers to shovel additional graves 
in order to prevent epidemics. In fact, the IDF requested 
injections against typhus because of the dead corpses lying 
around, as well as asking for disinfectant to be sprayed on 
the ground and in the water sources because first signs of 
disease had already appeared in the area. In one document 
the reference is to corpses of animals, in another to dead 
human bodies.48 

But there is also a Palestinian document, the language 
o f  which is far from vague or ambivalent. It appears in the 
memoirs of a Haifa notable, Muhammad Nimr ai-Khatib. 
A few days after the battle he recorded the testimony of a 
Palestinian who told of summary executions of dozens of 
Palestinians on the beach:49 

On the night of 22-23 May the jews attacked from three sides and 

landed in boats from the seaside. We resisted in the streets and houses 

and in the morning the corpses were seen everywhere. I shall never forget 

this day all my life. The jews gathered all women and children in a place 

where they dumped all bodies, for them to see their dead husbands, 

fathers and brothers and (to] terrorise them, but they remained calm. 

They gathered men in another place, took them in groups and shot 

them dead. When women heard this shooting, they asked their jewish 

guard about it. He replied, we are taking revenge for our dead. One 

officer selected 40 men and took them to the village square. Each four 

were taken aside. They (would] shoot one, and order the other three to 

dump his body in a pig pit. Then they [would] shoot another and the 

other two [would] carry his body to the pit, and so on. 

In one way or another, more than 30 Palestinians and seven 
Jewish witnesses told a tale of massacre. More information 
may be revealed in future. There is still a file on 'Jewish 
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War Atrocities' in the IDF archives that is inacce sible to 
the public. 5° The victims of Tantura wanted to excavate the 
parking lot of the Tantura resort beach, where they believe 
the bodies of their loved ones lie buried , but have so far 
been refused. 

Implications for Historiography 

The Tantura case study is relevant to a wider discussion of 
history in general, and of Palestine in particular. I would 
like to make two observations, one theoretical and the other 
methodological. The first concerns military historiography. 
In the professional academic historiography of the 1948 war, 
the clashes taking place in Palestine and Israel after the end 
of the British Mandate have been treated as part of an overall 
war between two armies. Such an assumption calls for the 
expertise of military historians on the military strategy and 
tactics of both sides. 

Atrocities are part of the theatre of war, where events 
are judged on a moral basis very different from that in a 
non-combat situation. For instance, the death of civilians 
during a battle is accepted as an integral part of the conflict, 
and is deemed necessary, or at least unavoidable, as part of 
the overall attempt to win a war (of course, even within a 
war context there are exceptional atrocities that are treated 
as illegitimate in military historiography). 

Such a view also entails the concept of parity. It is taken 
for granted that the historian's task is to assess the balance 
of power and evaluate its impact on the end result. T he 
concept of parity relates to questions of responsibility. If two 
structures such as national armies are involved in a mjlitary 
confrontation, then their hierarchies, chains of command, 
m anpower, armaments, strategies, tactics and conduct can 
quite easily be reconstructed by contemporary historians. 

I suggest that the events unfolding after May 1948 in Israel 
and Palestine should be reviewed not only in terms of military 
history, but \Vitrun a paradigm of ethnic cleansing. Historio-
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graphically, this means that the acts were part of domestic 
policies implemented by a regime vis-a-vis its citizens. The 
area between Haifa and Tel Avi�· with its 64 villages was 
within the new state of Israel. It was not a battlefield benveen 
two armies, but a civilian space invaded by military troops. 
Ethnic ideology, settlement policy and demographic strategy 
were the decisive factors here, not military plans. Massacres, 
premeditated or not, are integral to and not an exceptional 
part of an ethnic cleansing, although history has taught us 
that in many cases expulsion was preferred to killing. 

The historical evidence in the archive of the regime 
committing the ethnic cleansing does not give a clear picture, 
because the regime's aim from the beginning is to obscure 
its intentions - as can be seen in the language of orders and 
in post-event reports. This is why the evidence of victims 
and victimisers, even in hindsight, is so vital. The act of 
reconstruction is achieved mainly through connecting the 
collective and personal memories of victims and victimisers 
alike. Thus, expulsions and not massacres were the essence 
of the ethnic cleansing doctrine after the Second World War. 
As was shown in the Balkan wars of the 1990s, within the 
act of cleansing, sporadic massacres were motivated more by 
revenge than by a clear-cut plan. But the strategy to create 
new ethnic realities was assisted by these massacres no less 
than by systematic expulsions. 

Tamura stands our as typical of an ethnic cleansing 
reality. This comes out very clearly if we examine it against 
the available definitions of ethnic cleansing, from the most 
popular to the most professional. One encyclopaedia defines 
it as 'expulsion by force in order ro homogenise an originally 
mixed territory'. The purpose of expulsion is to cause the 
emptying of as many houses as possible, by all means at 
the perpetrator's disposal, including non-violent ones, as 
in the eviction of Muslims from Croatia after the Drayton 
Agreement of 1996. 

The US State Department holds similar definitions and 
adds that in its opinion the essence of ethnic cleansing is 
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'the eradication of a place's history by its depopulation by 
all means, and through an atmosphere legitimising acts of 
retribution and revenge'. The result is the making of a new 
refugee problem. The State Department investigated what 
happened in the town of Peck in Western Kosovo in May 
1999, which was apparently depopulated within 24 hours. 
The systematic aspect was in the expulsion, not the massacres, 
but nonetheless the troops felt that periodic massacres could 
speed up the operation. 51 

Similar definitions can be found in the UN reports of 
1993. The UN Council for Human Rights linked the desire 
to impose ethnic rule on a mixed area - as in the creation 
of Greater Serbia with acts of expulsion and other violent 
measures. The report defines acts of ethnic cleansing as 
including separation of men from women, detention of men, 
explosion of houses and repopulating them later with another 
ethnic group. In certain places in Kosovo, Muslim militias 
showed resistance. Where this was stubborn, the expulsions 
included massacres as wei!Y Almost all the Jewish witnesses 
of the Tamura massacre associated it with the fierce resistance 
encountered by the soldiers. 

Drazen Patrovic has produced one of the most impressive 
works on the definition of ethnic cleansing. He links 
nationalism, the making of new nations and national struggle 
with ethnic cleansing. The political leadership delegates to 
the military level the implementation of ethnic cleansing, 
without systematic planning and explicit instructions 
although the overall objective is clear.53 Patrovic and others 
refer us to the distinction between massacres that are part of a 
genocide, where the massacre is premeditated, and unplanned 
massacres that are a direct result of hatred and vengeance, 
against a background of a general directive to carry out an 
ethnic cleansing.;4 

In Palestine, the ethnic cleansing took place according to a 
scenario outlined in Plan D of 10 March 1948; a scenario that 
foresaw the de-Arabisation of the part of Palestine designated 
by the Jewish Agency as Israel (the area allocated by UN 
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Resolution 181, as well as an additional area to be taken 
from the designated Arab state (78 per cent of mandatory 

Palestine altogether}. Eventually, out of 900,000 Palestinians 
who were living there, 750,000 became refugees. 

The ethnic cleansing of Palestine as a whole, and of the 
coastal area in particular, was carried out without direct 
orders from above, as the commander of the 33rd battalion 
of the Alexandroni Brigade testified. He explained that the 
Haganah commanders who took over a village were free 
to decide what to do with the inhabitants, whether they 
surrendered or were captured. The procedure followed by the 
Alexandroni Brigade in occupying Tantura was a repeat of its 
previous conquests. The troops had occupied, expelled people 
and destroyed the villages of Hayria, Kafar Saba, Qaysariya, 
Sikkiya and Um Zeynat before they came to Tantura, and 
afterwards they did the same in Ein Ghazal, ljzim and Jaba'. 

In Tamura, due to poor co-ordination during the fighting, 
the village was fully encircled; boats blocked escape via the 
sea, while the Alexandroni units on the land blockaded 
the other three flanks and the people had no outlet. The 
concentration of such a large number of civilians - 1,5 00 
inhabitants might have created fear in the soldiers, leading 
them to run amok and start shooting, while the 200 or 300 
prisoners on the beach might have caused panic that led to 
the massacre. The Alexandroni record quotes a telegram that 
was sent to the battalion commander from one of the soldiers: 
'I fear the large number ofPOWs.' The commander told the 
book's authors that '[in response] I instructed him to place 
heavy mortar on the roofs around the group and to distance 
the troops from the prisoners so that the latter will not try to 
take them over'. From the testimonies of those perpetrating 
the massacre, it seems that some saw it as a positive move 
by military intelligence to prevent young Arab men from 
becoming future fighters. 

My second observation on historiography is about the 
difference between macro and micro-histories. The histori
ography of the 1948 war, Israeli or Palestinian, new or old, 
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is mainly macro-historical. This is due to the nature of the 
archival material, the dry, laconic language of which provides 
little description of individual cases. Positivist historians, who 
base their work on direct observation, do not usually venture 
to add imagined layers to bare narrative of this sort. The 
individual stories can only be filled in with the help of oral 
history, which is used extensively in Israeli historiography of 
the Holocaust, but is completely delegitimised if attempted by 
Palestinian historians reconstructing the Nakbah. My vie\:v 
is that oral history is a crucial methodology for pursuing the 
research on the 1948 war. As in the case of other subaltern 
groups, it is a vital tool for salvaging the voices of the 
Palestinian victims in that conflict. 

In recent years, oral history has been acknowledged in 
the global academic community as a respected sub-discipline. 
There are more than 1,000 programmes of oral history in 
American universities alone. ln a parallel development, the 
written document's status has declined and it is no longer 
considered more authentic or reliable than oral testimony. 
The validity of this reassessment in regard to Israel and 
Palestine can be seen from a closer look at the IDF archive 
and the relevant 1948 documents. Most of these consist of 
correspondence between military men, the purpose of which 
is not only to report events, but quite often to glorify their 
own roles in a campaign and to conceal fiascos and misdeeds. 
When Benny Morris, an ardent positivist and empiricist, 
wrote on another massacre in Dawayma, he reluctantly had to 
rely on interviews. Historians who rely exclusively on written 
documents quite often resort to guesswork and imagination 
when reconstructing the past from the documents (a truism 
already expressed in 1933 by the philosopher Robin George 
Collingwood, in An Essay on Philosophical Method). 

Oral history is not a substitute for archival material, but 
it is a crucial source for filling gaps and for confirming the 
written evidence that quite often provides only the bare bones 
of events. Thus, \·vhile the official history of the Haganah may 
briefly describe an occupation of a village or the 'purifying' 
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of another in the 1948 war, the event appears in detailed and 
graphic form in the Palestinian collective memory: quite often 
it i s  a tale of expulsion and sometimes of massacre. Indeed, 
the massacre in Tantura can only be accepted as fact if one 
trusts at least part of the Palestinian and Jewish testimonies 
about it. The archival material is not sufficient to substantiate 
it, and readers and historians who reject oral histories out 
of hand may regard the whole event as non-existent until a 

precise document tells them it took place, even though the 
documents pertaining to the events in Tamura hint quite 
heavily at an atrocity. In our case, therefore, the documents 
help to fill gaps in the oral testimonies and not the other 
way round. 

Alessandro Portelli, who dealt extensively with oral 
history, insisted that it tells less about events in history and 
much more about their significance. He examined the murder 
trial of Aldo Moro in Italy in 1987, and his main conclusion 
was that written documents are themselves quite often a 
processing of oral testimonies and hence do not deserve 
preferential treatment. 

Oral history is undoubtedly as authentic as the 
documented version. Both types are broken clay pots from 
the past, which are themselves interpretations of a reality that 
historians, like archaeologists, claim they can reconstruct 
to reproduce an ancient vase or jaL The reassemblage is  
quite often carried out according to a contemporary agenda 
and is not necessarily faithful to the past. Fifty years from 
today, such clay fragments could be the basis for telling the 
story of the Second Intifada, drawing on IDF archives, media 
reports and recollections of Palestinian victims. There will 
be a range of narratives, all substantiated by evidence and 
all consistent with whatever the academic paradigm is at the 
end of this century. 

The case of Tantura was brought before an Israeli court. 
The court did not complete its investigation and did not 
produce a verdict. Nor should it have. This is the job of 
professional historians, and their verdict is not a legal 
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decision. On the contrary, it should be created as a temporary 
conclusion that will undoubtedly be recast in the future on 
the basis of new evidence or a re-reading of existing evidence. 
As in the past, this debate will be informed by an updated 
discussion about what is history, about the relationship 
between power and knowledge, about what is truth or reality, 
what comprises historical evidence, and many more questions 
that on the one hand, enrich the work of h istorians, but on 
the other, inj ect doubt about their scientific pretensions. 

And yet, until proved to the contrary, those Palestinians 
who claimed that their version of the 1 948 events was untold 
and ignored, should feel that the exposure of the Tantura 
massacre may win them more sympatr.y and support than 
jn the past. Their narrative, unlike tha: of Israelis, did not 
fare well in the maj or academic centres of the world until 
recently. New evidence, different approaches to history, the 
deconstruction of Orientalism and the new Israeli histori
ography have changed that picture. But the struggle for the 
validity of their claim within academia has continued, and 
t:he political implications have been far more decisive for my 
own traj ectory than the academic ones were. 
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al-Nakbah - The Arabic word for 'the catastrophe' or what 
the Palestinians call the events of 1 948, whereby they were 
driven from their villages in acts of ethnic cleansing. 

Altneu/and (Old New Land) - A utopian novel by Theodore 
Herzl, the Austro -Hungarian founder o f  the Zionist 
movement. 

Bantustans - These are small geographical  a reas that are 
not really viable as  independent states but are given 
limited autonomy for political reasons other than to give 
people true self-determination. For example, in former 
Apa rtheid South Africa black people were herded into 
refugee camps called reservations kno\vn as bantustans 
and kept in poverty and despair. Each black person was 
given citizenship, regardless of whether or not they actually 
lived there. The policy thereby kept the rest o f  South A frica 
under the control of white people. 

Bash'ar - A society o f  lsrae]j academics committed to social 
justice and spreading higher education. 

Canton - A word of French origin that refers to a subdivision 
of a country established for political or a dministrative 
purposes. 

Dalet - This is the fourth letter in the Hebrew alphabet_ 
Haganah's plan for the village of Tantura in 1 948 was 
part of wha t was called Plan Dalet. 

Didacticism - A tendency to insist on the altera tion or 
replacement of traditional spellings, meanings and pro
nunciations in the interests of social, ethnic or international 
amity. 

D iktat - An order or decree imposed by someone in power 
or a categorical statement whose writ the issuing person 
or body expects to be followed. 

Dukkans - An Arabic word for shops. 
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Empiricism - In philosophy, empiricism i s  a theory of 
knowledge that asserts that knowledge arises from sense 
experience. Empiricism is one of several competing views 
that predominate in the study of human knowledge, 
known as epistemology. Empiricism emphasises the role 
of experience and evidence. In a related sense, empiricism 
in the philosophy of science emphasises those aspects of 
scientific knowledge that are closely related to evidence, 
especially as discovered in experiments. 

Ex officio - A Latin term meaning by virtue of one's position 
or office. 

Ezrahut - An Israeli term for life without uniform, civilian 
life. 

Fa�ade - T he word comes from the French language and 
literally means 'frontage' or 'face' . 

Fin-de-sii!Cle - A  French term, meaning end of the century. 
It has come to imply decadent, with particular reference 
to the end of the nineteenth century. 

Gurus - A name for spiritual leaders, especially ones who 
impart initiation. 

Ha'aretz - Israel's oldest daily newspaper. Founded in 1918 ,  
i t  i s  now published i n  both Hebrew and English. The 
English edition is published and sold together with the 
International Herald Tribune. Compared to other mass 
circulation papers in Israel, Ha'aretz uses smaller headlines 
and print. Less space is devoted to pictures, and more to 
political analysis. 

Hebraicised - Meaning to make Hebrew. 
Hezbollah - A Shi'a Islamist political and paramilitary 

organisation that operates in Lebanon. 
Hirbet al-shaykh - An Arabic term sometimes used to refer 

to an historic and architecturally-interesting Arab house 
from unspecified historical period. 

H aganah - A J ewish paramilitary organisation which 
operated at the time of the British Mandate of Palestine 
from 1920 to 1948.  Created by the Jewish leadership, it 
later became the core of the Israel Defence Force. 
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Hartushes - These are a type of old shotgun dating from the 
time of the First World War. 

Hashomer Ha-Zair - Translating as The Youth Guard in 
Hebrew, this is the name of a Socialist-Zionist Youth 
Movement founded in 1913 in Galicia, Austro-Hungary. 
It was also the name of the group's political party in the 
Yishuv in the pre- 1948 British Mandate of Palestine. It 
advocated a bi-national solution in mandatory Palestine 
with equality between Arabs and Jews. 

IDF (Israel Defence Force) - The Israeli armed forces. 
Intifada - The Arabic word for uprising. 
Isl amophobia - A hatred or fear of Isl a m  or Musl ims, 

especial ly when feared as a political force. 
]inn - According to the Koran, a jinn is a supernatural creature 

which occupies a parallel world to that of mankind and can 
be either good or evil. Together with humans and angel s, 
the jinn make up the three sentient creations of God. 

Kaffiyyes - The traditional white kerchiefs worn as a 
head-covering by Arabs. It is sometimes anglicised to 
Keffiyas. 

Khamsa - An amulet shaped like a hand that is popular 
throughout the Middle East and North Africa. It is often 
incorporated into jewellery and wall -hangings as a defence 
against the evil eye. It is sometimes also known as Fatima's 
hand. 

Kibbutznik - A member of a kibbutz, which is a communal 
settlement in Israel, usually a farm. 

Kol Bo - Haifa's l ocal newspaper. 
Le Monde Diplomatique - This publication began as a journal 

in 1954 to keep dipl omats up to date with world events. 
Based in Paris, under the umbrella of the French daily 
newspaper Le Monde, it is now an international source 
of news with 72 editions. It publishes in 26 languages. 

Lord Haw-Haw - The nickname generally refers to Second 
World War Nazi-collaborator William Joy ce, who was 
German radio's most prominent English language speaker. 
In the early stages of the war, the term was also applied 
to other broadcasters but it gradually came to be applied 
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exclusively to him. Through the use o f  Lord H aw-Haw's 
propagand a, the azis attempted to d iscourage and 
d emoralise British, Canadian, Australian and American 
troops, as well as the British population. 

Ma'ariv - An Israeli daily tabloid newspaper. The Hebre\v 
word means 'evening'. lt is second in sales after the Yediot 
Aharonot tabloid . 

Mapam - A left-wing Zionist party which sprang out of 
the Hashomer Ha-Zair after the foundation of the state 
of Israel. 

Matkal - A Hebrew term for the Israel Defence Force ( IDF) 
headquarters. 

Mea culpa - A Latin term that is an acknowledgment of 
one's fault or error. 

Me'arat nachashim - A Hebrew term meaning a 'snake pit'. 
It is often u sed to d escribe Gaza. 

Miluim - Annual reserve duty for the Israeli armed services. 
Mizrachi - A term used to describe Jews who originate from 

Arab lands. 
Modus Operandi - A particul ar method of operating, 

especially  something that is characteristic or wel l
established; the way something works. 

Mukhtar - An Arab word for a village or town headman 
or chief. 

1\1uqat'a - An Arabic term for Yasser Arafat's compound in 
Ramallah. It was largely reduced to rubble by the Israeli 
Army. 

Neo-colonialism- This is a form of contemporary, economic 
imperialism: powerful nations behave like the colonial 
powers of imperialism and multi-national corporations 
continue to exploit the resources of post-colonial states. 
This economic control inherent to neo-colonialism is 
also seen as akin to the classical European colonialism 
practiced from the sixteenth to the twentieth centuries. In 
broader usage, neo-colonialism may simply refer to the 
involvement of powerful countries in the affairs of less 
powerful countries. 
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Orientalism - T he knowl edge and study of the languages 
and cultures of the peoples of west, east or cential Asia. 
It can also mean something considered characteristic of 
such people. 

Persona non grata - A  Latin term for an unacceptable or 
u nwel come person. 

Polymath - A person of wide-ranging k nowledge or learning. 
Positivist - Positivism is a set of epistemological perspectives 

and philosophies of science which hold that the scientific 
method is the best approach to uncovering the processes by 
which both physical and human events occur. The concept 
was devel oped in rhe early nineteenth century by the 
phil osopher and founding sociologist Auguste Comte. He 
asserted that the only authentic k nowledge is that \vhich 
is based on sense experience and p ositive verification. A 
p ositivist adheres to this strand of thought. 

Postmodernism - A l ate twentieth-century strand of thought 
that represents a departure from modernism and has at its 
heart a general distrust of grand theories and ideologies. It 
is a tendency in contemporary culture characterised by the 
rejection of objective truth and gl obal cultural narrative. 
It emphasises the role of l anguage, p ower relations, and 
motivations; in particular it attacks the use of sharp clas
sifications such as male versus female, straight versus gay, 
white versus black, and imperial versus colonial. It has 
influenced many cultural fields, includjng l iterary criticism, 
sociology, l inguistics, architecture, visual arts, and music. 

Pravda - T his Russia n daily ne\vspaper was founded in 
1 9 1 2. From 1 9 1 8  to 1 99 1 ,  it was the official organ of the 
Soviet Communist Party. It devel oped a reputation for 
only printing the 'party-line'. T he name comes from the 
Russian word for truth but the word now often carries 
connotations of 'managed propaganda'. 

Praxis - An accepted practice or custom. 
Qasbah - An Arabic word for the citadel of a orth African 

city or the area surrounding such a citadel, typically the 
old part of a city. The word is often anglicised to Kasbah 
or Casbah. 
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Qassam - The name of the rockets used by Hamas in the 
Gaza Strip, as well as the name of the military wing of 
Hamas in the Gaza Strip. Both are named after lzz ai-Din 
ai-Qassam, a Syrian preacher who was forced to leave Syria 
due to his participation in the revolt against the French 
M andate in 1925 . He became a leader of the Palestinian 
resistance movement to Zionism and the British Mandate 
until he was killed by British forces in 1 935. The name is 
often anglicised to Kassam. 

Relativism - The doctrine that knowledge, truth, and morality 
exist in relation to culture, society, or historical context, 
and are not absolute. 

Shabak - A Hebrew acronym for Shin Bet, Israel's General 
Security Service. 

Shahid - The Arabic word for martyr. 
Sikul memukad - This is the Israeli vocabulary employed 

to describe the assassinations of wanted Palestinians as 
'focused prevention'. 

Sui generis - This Latin term means something has a distinct 
character of its own; unlike anything else. 

Sumud - The Arabic word for the steadfastness. 
Suq - An Arabic wor d  for a market. The word is often 

anglicised to souk. 
'Tekkuma - The Hebrew word for renaissance. It is also the 

title of an Israeli documentary series. 
Tikkun - The name of a liberal Jewish j ournal. 
"\Vadi - The Arabic word for a small vall ey. 
:Xenophobia - An intense or irrational dislike or fear of 

people from other countries. 
Yediot Aharonot - A daily newspaper p ublished i n  Tel 

Aviv, Israel. Established in the late 1930s, it was the first 
evening newspaper in the British Mandate of Palestine, and 
attempted to emulate the format of the London Evening 
Standard. Since the 1970s, it has been the most widely 
circulated paper in Israel. 

Zeyta - The name of an Arab village that, before 1948 , 
existed on the site of ''vhat is now Kibbutz Magal, which 
is situated a few miles south of Haifa. 
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