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ADVANCE PRAISE FOR 
UNDERSTANDING ISRAEL/PALESTINE

“This is not only an unflinchingly clear-eyed assessment of how Israel has 
gone so terribly wrong in persecuting another people, the Palestinians, in 

Eve Spangler’s book also does that much rarer thing: it answers the more 
troubling question of why 
interminable struggle over a small patch of land.

This book places Zionism squarely in its historical and ideological context, 
showing how Israel’s founders were driven to repeat the follies and outrages 
committed by earlier, similar settler colonial movements. Israel’s leaders 

western support – financial, diplomatic and military – for their own racist 
ethno-national project against the region’s native Palestinian population.

As Spangler so clearly sets out, the western narrative of a ‘good Israel’ 
inside its recognised borders and a ‘bad Israel’ in the occupied territories 
only serves to confuse and mislead. The Zionist ‘dream’ could be realised 

into oppressors, created a self-ghettoising state, and failed to deliver on the 
promise of a safe haven.

In the post-Oslo era, when the old paradigms are obsolete, this is an 
important book that all interested observers of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict 
urgently need to read.”
– Jonathan Cook, journalist and author of Disappearing Palestine

“Eve Spangler is a veteran teacher, and Understanding Israel/Palestine is 
a model of her profession: it does what it says it will do, and takes some of 
the thorniest issues facing humanity and makes them understandable and 
clear.

The book is written, as Spangler states clearly, for ‘students, parishioners, 
neighbors, voters or dinner guests’ – in short, anyone who recognizes the 
importance of the Israel Palestine conflict but does not know much about 
it. It is illuminated by dozens of personal vignettes, often involving an 
individual shedding conceptual confusions, about the west and Islam, about 

path more visible.



Like other stellar primers, this one is not aimed at merely conveying 
information but in moving the reader to action. Spangler was called to the 

moral will be a hard one for many to swallow but it is a truthful one. There 
are two equally valuable human groups in equal numbers in this land, she 

comes down to a simple question, of the denial of human rights.
That injustice will only change when more people in our country are 

engaged and conversant. Spangler has taken up that challenge with energy 
and seriousness, and Understanding Israel/Palestine is a marvelous gate that 
many will pass through.”
– Philip Weiss, Co-Editor of Mondoweiss

“Professor Spangler, sociologist and daughter of Holocaust survivors, has 
written an engaging, well researched, and provocative primer on Israel/
Palestine. Her intellectual foundation lies in a belief in human rights for 
all, but her quest for historical and political understanding takes us on a 

struggle for self-determination.
With sensitivity and candor, she challenges much of the dominant 

paradigm, examining the ‘complexities’ of history, Islamophobia, as 

system of total subordination of Palestinians through settlement building, 
expulsions, pacification, and containment with the goal of creating an 

Africa movement and Zionism ‘startlingly strong’ and makes it painfully 
obvious that the US civil rights movement has indeed done far more for 
African-Americans than the existence of Liberia. There are important 
lessons to be learned.

Professor Spangler challenges the reader with humor and an abundance 
of historical material and analysis to examine every sacred myth from 

Ultimately, she makes the case for the inherent dangers of establishing 

on systematic ethnic cleansing and sociocide, at a time in history when   



de-colonization, democracy, tolerance, and universal human rights are the 
basic standards for a civilized and sustainable world.”
– Alice Rothchild, MD, author of Broken Promises, Broken Dreams: 
Stories of Jewish and Palestinian Trauma and Resilience, On the Brink: 
Israel and Palestine on the Eve of the 2014 Gaza Invasion, and producer 
and director of documentary film, Voices across the Divide

Palestine-Israel conflict have already been published, Dr. Spangler proves 
us wrong with this sharp, poignant, well-documented dossier. Much more 
than merely a primer for newcomers to the issue, this factually-grounded 
overview buries tired slogans and provides readers with all the most-needed 
facts to grasp the conflict and get involved. Above all, knowing this comes 
from a researcher who understands that the current state of affairs are being 
propagated ‘in her name’ gives hope that she can light the way for others 

and contribute to realizing human rights, freedom and independence for all, 
including all Palestinians.”
– Sam Bahour, co-editor of Homeland: Oral Histories of Palestine and 
Palestinians and business development consultant and activist based in 
Palestine

“Of the tens – or is it hundreds? – of books about the Israeli-Palestinian conflict 
that have seen the light of day in the past few years, this one is exceptional! 

and it brings all to life with real-life stories. Eve Spangler melds all of these 
together with spectacular sensibility and incomparable personal integrity. She 
is not afraid to take risks and to tell her readers the unpleasant, sometimes 
devastating, truths about the history of Zionism and the intractable, current 
situation in Israel-Palestine. She doesn’t hesitate to take the side of the weak 
against the strong and the victim against the victimizer. And she is not shy 
about offering an explanation and a resolution for it all through the construct 
of human rights. Still, the wonder of this book is its insistence on hope – not 
a naïve, idealistic hope, but one accompanied by a tool-box for concrete 
action that might right the wrongs of this tragic tale.”
– Anat Biletzki, Professor Emeritus of Philosophy, Tel Aviv University 
and Albert Schweitzer Professor of Philosophy, Quinnipiac University; 
Chairperson of B’Tselem, 2001–2006



“Oriented firmly around a human rights perspective, this book will be an 
extraordinary introduction to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict for many, as 
well as a good resource for those with some background in the conflict. 
This volume is both extremely well researched and admirably grounded, as 
much of it draws upon Spangler’s experiences taking student study groups 
to the occupied Palestinian territory of the West Bank and to Israel. Both 
the analytical sections and the narrative sections are eloquently delivered. 
Spangler masterfully brings many voices into the text, including those of 
prominent Palestinians and Israelis, Palestinians whose everyday experiences 
of conflict are rarely recognized, and Americans who encounter this issue 
from multiple perspectives and experiential backgrounds. As she does this, 
she maintains and strengthens the moral and intellectual center of the book. 
While she gives a strong historical background to the conflict, she also treats 
important contemporary issues, including the importance of the boycott 
movement, the analogy with apartheid, and resistance to the wall. I expect 
this book will do a lot of good in the world.”
– Amahl Bishara, Associate Professor of Anthropology, Tufts University, 
author of Back Stories: U.S. News Production and Palestinian Politics, 
director of documentary film Degrees of Incarceration

“Eve Spangler has produced an impressive resource for anyone interested 
in understanding the historical underpinnings and contemporary reality 
of Israel-Palestine. With encyclopedic knowledge, careful precision, and 
meticulous documentation, Spangler chronicles what has been at stake for 
Israeli, Palestinian, and international central actors in the region. While 
being attuned to critical political and sociological details that have animated 
the conflict for more than six decades, she also delineates compelling and 
accessible conceptual frameworks through which to analyze this complex 
terrain. For beginners and experts alike, this book is a rich and important 
read.”
– Sa’ed Adel Atshan, Assistant Professor of Peace Studies, Swarthmore 
College
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PREFACE

Every story has a beginning. My interest in Israel/Palestine began on an 

had just finished grading a set of papers. As I prepared to leave, a colleague, 
newly arrived just the month before, stopped by my office. “You must come 
to the talk I’m hosting,” she said. “It’s the first talk I’ve organized, and I’m 
so worried that there will be no audience.” My heart sank. I had been looking 
forward to an evening curled up with a glass of wine and my book club 
novel. “What talk is that?” I asked. “It’s FFIPP,” she replied, “The Faculty 
for Israeli-Palestinian Peace.” They send teams of speakers, a Palestinian 
academic paired with an Israeli academic, to inform university audiences 
about the state of the longest running conflict in the Middle East. Reluctantly, 
I agreed to attend the talk.

at Birzeit University whose work focuses on the villages lost by Palestine 
in the 1948 war.1 He was then Harvard University’s inaugural “Scholar at 

distinguished academics around the world who were in danger not only 
because of the generally miserable political situations in their respective 
countries, but, more specifically, because of the work they did in speaking 

Nakba, the 
catastrophic expulsion that Palestinians experienced as part of the creation 
of the state of Israel. I had previously known nothing about the Nakba and 
was shocked by what I heard. Nevertheless, I thought to myself, “Well, that’s 
the Palestinian point of view, let’s hear what the Israeli professor has to say.”

Yoav Peled, a political scientist from Tel Aviv University, came to the 
lectern. I later discovered that he is the son of a famous and distinguished 
Israeli family. His father, Matti Peled, is one of the architects of the Israeli 

the on-going control of conquered territory by Israeli settlers and the military, 
universally known as the Occupation. His sister, Nurit Peled-Elhanan, is 
a professor of education. She has shown how Israeli textbooks normalize 
the Occupation and immunize Israeli students against criticisms based on 
international human rights standards.  His brother, Miko Peled, is the author 
of a best-selling book, The General’s Son, which also unmasks the crimes 
of Occupation.  Yoav Peled is also the uncle of Smadar Peled-Elhanan, 



xvi

killed by a Palestinian suicide bomber at a shopping mall during the popular 
uprising against the Israeli Occupation known as the Second Intifada.4 Peled 

an understatement, the truth is really much worse.”  
I was riveted and, despite their later intense disagreement about the term 

“sociocide,” I realized that both speakers were painting a bleak and entirely 
consistent picture of ethnic cleansing and endless war.

After the talk, my colleague again appeared at my side. “They are our 
guests,” she said, “you must help me entertain them at dinner.” My book club 
novel receded further into the distance. We adjourned to a Thai restaurant and 

me “you really don’t know anything about the Middle East, do you?” which, 
alas, was an entirely correct observation.

many beginnings, this one, upon closer examination, was revealed to have 
antecedents – small seeds and tendrils of interest that remained curled in the 
shade of other, more pressing concerns and commitments.

My earliest memory of any conversation about the Middle East dates back 

Egypt.6 I was then the ten-year-old child of two Holocaust survivors who 
taught themselves English, mainly from American newspapers. Every 
evening at precisely 6 p.m., we sat down to dinner in Brooklyn and listened 
to the international news on WQXR, a deep, masculine voice announcing 
in plummy tones that this was “the radio station of the New York Times.” 
That newspaper was an object of near veneration in our home. After the 
broadcast, dinner was spent discussing the news. Without yet having the 
words to describe myself as skeptical about Zionism, I do remember asking 

dinner table. In general, both of my parents preferred left-leaning politics to 
religion as a spur to social justice.

minted college graduate, about to embark on a PhD program in anthropology. 
I had become a child of “the sixties,” involved since high school in the civil 
rights movement, and recently immersed in the peace movement critical of 
the Vietnam War. I spent a lot of time in Greenwich Village. Over coffee 
at Rienzi’s Coffee House, a classmate told me about attending the big, 
Vietnam-focused peace demonstration at the United Nations Plaza. He was 

PREFACE
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PREFACE

celebrating Israel’s victory in the Six Day War that brought all of historic 
Palestine under its control. Something about that seemed perverse and wrong. 
Over time, I encountered this contradiction again and again: the American 

questions of Israel and Palestine.
Many other issues and projects came to fill my life before those early, 

tentative observations were prompted to resurface. I immersed myself in the 
women’s movement and the green movement. I switched from anthropology 
to sociology, earned a doctorate, found a faculty position, and achieved 
tenure. Throughout that time, I thought of my work as belonging to “public 
sociology”  – a place where scholarship and social justice meet. I investigated 
class inequalities in higher education,8 gender discrimination in the work 
place,9 and the subordination of professionals in the context of organizational 
restructuring.  I spent ten years, with others, on issues of worker health and 
safety, especially in the post-Soviet world of Central and Eastern Europe.11 

I was aware of many injustices in the world and knew that I could not 
effectively address all of them. Without looking too closely, I recognized 
that Israel’s treatment of the Palestinians was a massive violation of human 
rights. At the same time, however, I knew that if I pursued this particular 
injustice, my family (though not my immediate family) would be unhappy. 

“Why do you focus on this conflict? Aren’t there more important struggles, 
more poignant, or massive, or immediate injustices?” My reply is that while 
the struggle for a just peace between Israelis and Palestinians is not the most 
urgent problem in the world, it is the one being perpetrated most directly in 
my name and allegedly on my behalf. It calls to me. It is an issue in which 
everything about my life – my family’s Holocaust heritage, my citizenship in 
a country siding with an occupier, even my tenure and safety to speak out – 
require that I pay attention.

When I began to pay attention, I recognized that the Israeli-Palestinian 

equal human value. And each must struggle against vicious stereotypes that 

bringers of the Black Death, the secret bankers in control of the world. And, 
similarly, Palestinians are not murderous terrorists intent on the destruction 
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beings, the vast majority of whom are just trying to live their lives as best 
they can. Each and every one of them is entitled to be treated fairly in accord 
with human rights standards.

The Israelis and the Palestinians even belong to communities that are 
 and 

roughly as many Palestinians in Israel and the Occupied Territories of the 

And yet, paradoxically, these equally valuable human beings in their 
relatively equal numbers are grouped in two profoundly unequal communities: 
an occupier and an occupied. The occupier, Israel, enjoys a modern, 
Western standard of living, is heavily armed and protected diplomatically, 
economically, and militarily by the last remaining superpower in the world, 
the United States. The occupied, the Palestinians, are a stateless people, a 
sizable percentage of whom live as refugees.14 Their leadership is divided, 
and periodically subject to arrest and even assassination. Their allies pay lip 
service to their needs more often than they provide real aid. Despite their long 
tradition of literacy  and entrepreneurship,16 Palestinians live constricted 
lives, uncertain of their ability either to remain in their homes or to rebuild 
their lives elsewhere.

Confronting that paradox – human beings of equal human worth grouped 
into such unequal communities – is where this book began three years ago 
and where it still draws its inspiration.

Alas, since the first edition of the book was published, a great deal has 
changed, mostly for the worse. On the ground in Palestine and in Israel, both 
regimes are losing their political legitimacy, and their respective populations 
are considering new goals that are, paradoxically, increasingly antithetical 
and increasingly convergent at the same time. In America, the Trump 
administration has deepened the asymmetry in the conflict, and discarded 
even the pretense of observing international law as a framework for its 
resolution. In the region, ISIS’ rise and fall and the power struggle between 
Iran and Saudi Arabia have become the new foci of attention, leaving Israel 
more room to expand the Occupation under the cover of global indifference. 
Even the scholarship addressed to Israel/Palestine continues to shift into new 
paradigms.

In Palestine, there is political disarray. The Palestinian Authority, long 
past the expiration of its last elected term of office, governs by executive 
order. Whether one believes that the PA was ever meant to be an embryonic 
state or whether one considers it to have been a subcontractor to the Israeli 

PREFACE
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Occupation from its inception, its behavior today lacks political legitimacy. 
It enjoys pallid support within the West Bank because it employs more 

supports their families and the various professionals and businesses who 
serve them, acting as the largest and most important economic entity in 
Palestine.  Before last summer, when the PA openly supported the cutback 
of power services in Gaza,18 it perhaps enjoyed pallid support there as well, 
because it was not Hamas, and not tarnished by Hamas’ failure to improve 

Nevertheless, leading intellectuals now refer to the Palestinian Authority as 
the Vichy government.19 The failures of the Palestinian Authority include the 
inability, despite significant concessions in Hamas’ new charter,  to create a 
coalition that would establish a united Palestinian leadership and the inability 

health appears to be deteriorating.  
In Israel, there is also political disarray. The sitting Prime Minister, 

Benjamin Netanyahu, faces possible indictment on any of five corruption 
scandals being investigated by the police. This makes him vulnerable to the 
destabilizing demands of his right wing coalition partners, many of whom 
advocate annexing most of the West Bank, especially Area C (explained 
further in Chapter 8) that has been largely cleansed of Palestinians. The 
Trump administration’s policy further pushes the Israeli political system 
toward over-reaching.

Contradictory regional and global forces also buffet the Israeli political 
system. On the one hand, the surrounding Sunni states, particularly Saudi 
Arabia, are ever more overtly uninterested in the plight of the Palestinians.  

Palestinians, once evenly balanced, are now tipping decisively toward a 
Palestinian majority.  Similarly, Israel is moving ever more assertively to 
be a leading source of arms sales and security consulting in the international 
market.  At the same time, however, a growing Boycott, Sanctions, 
Divestment movement attempts to undermine Israel’s hold on this economic 
niche.

 The counter-move to BDS has been the attempt to label every critic of 
Israel as a “new anti-Semite.” This effort is credible only to people whose 
attitude is “Israel, right or wrong.” Beyond that narrow group, as Israeli 
historian Neve Gordon explains, the attempt at silencing fails. “The logic of 
the ‘new anti-Semitism’ can be formulated as a syllogism: (i) anti-Semitism is 
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anti-Semitic. The error has to do with the second proposition. The claims that 

not Zionists.”

Semitic. This phenomenon is particularly relevant to the American political 
scene at present.  

In the United States, too, there is political disarray. The election of Trump 
has meant the ascension of an administration marked by inconsistency, and 
profound disregard of international law. This administration, like its Israeli 
counterpart, is mired in allegations and investigations into wrongdoing that 
are spreading to engulf more and more members of the Executive Branch. 

discredits America’s already dubious claim to being an “honest broker,” and 
his ambassador’s support for settlements embodies the entire administration’s 

Trump’s tacit endorsement of white supremacist groups and their rhetoric 
points to the confluence of two unlikely political impulses: an anti-Semitic 
white nationalist program and simultaneous unlimited support for Israel, 
presumably because the Israeli state represents the “white guys” in the 
Middle East.  Politics does, indeed, make for strange bedfellows.

The turmoil in the wider Middle East adds to the difficulty of imagining 
a reasonably settled future for Palestinians and Israelis. The nation state 
model imposed by European powers – through the League of Nations 
mandate system and through secret agreements among individual European 
countries – appears to be crumbling. Iraq and Syria lie in ruins. Kurdish 
nationalism raises the possibility of re-drawing international boundaries. 
There are intensified struggles among Iran, Turkey, and Saudi Arabia to 
become the dominant regional power, and these, too, work against a just 
or balanced Israeli/Palestinian agreement. And, finally, climate change is an 
emerging threat that adds a growing swell of climate refugees to the many 

 
The scholarship on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict has also changed 

significantly since the first edition of this book was written.
The earliest generation of historians parroted the Israeli government’s line 

Palestine, was a necessary war of self-defense, even though Israelis struck 
the first military blows. Gradually, as archives opened some thirty years after 
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the war, a movement referred to as the New Historians began to produce a 

Tom Segev’s 1967 detailed the extent to which the war of that year arose not 
out of an inevitability, but through a series of miscalculations.  A year later, 
Gershon Gorenberg’s The Accidental Empire, caste the settlement movement 
as an opportunistic achievement following swiftly on the military victory of 

Finkelstein made the point that the Israelis could have chosen simply to 

Bank and the Gaza Strip.  And finally, in a series of groundbreaking books 
The Biggest Prison on Earth, Ilan 

Pappe shows that Israel had made comprehensive plans for organizing the 

than an opportunity to put a long-planned program into effect, the government 
and the settlement movement acting in conscious support of one another.

the framework that is emerging for understanding the Occupation and, 
indeed, Zionism itself is that of settler colonialism. Chapter 9 explores the 
most common frames for understanding the Occupation (Israeli self-defense, 
genocide, apartheid, and settler colonialism). Suffice it here to say that the 
settler colonial frame, first advocated by French historian Maxime Rodinson,  
and later affirmed by the work of Israeli historian Gershon Shafir,  has the 
great advantage of creating a unified story from the beginnings of Zionism 
in the 19th century to the present day, instead of treating the half-century 
Occupation as something qualitatively different from all that had gone 
before.  Though the scholarship itself dates back decades, it is only now, 
with the cumulative weight of the New Historians’ arguments (especially 
that of Pappe), that the settler colonial framework is taking its rightful place 
in the understanding of the whole history of Palestine and Israel.

With all that has changed, some things remain the same in both editions 
of this book.

First, I remain convinced that, Americans should not aspire to dictate a 
solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. At the same time, however, they 
should employ the standard of human rights in assessing any proposal to do 
so, and in evaluating the behavior of all the parties to the conflict. As I discuss 

solutions, but it is, I will argue, the only metric that aspires to universalism 
and that avoids the powerful undertow in American conversations about 
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Palestine and Israel, that always puts Israeli needs, real or imagined, ahead 
of Palestinian rights.

Second, I am even more convinced than before that the Black American 
experience remains the best point of reference for Americans who wish to 
understand the Palestinian/Israeli conflict. In the first edition, I used this 
comparison mainly for historic reasons, focusing on the strategies that oppressed 
populations can employ in pursuit of their rights. For the future, the comparison 
turns more on the repressive ways that Israelis police Palestinian communities 
and that Americans, not coincidentally, police Black communities.

Third, I will continue to argue that the situation now existing between 
Israel and Palestine is tragic, but not incomprehensible. The framework I 

this conflict as arising out of the interaction of three parties: Zionists, 
Palestinians, and great powers. Each of these behaves according to a logic 
that is self-interested and consistent and therefore not incomprehensible. The 
history has not changed. Zionism remains the project of building an ethno-

want normal lives, whether through national liberation or by securing civil 
rights in a single state. Either resolution poses a serious challenge to Zionist 

continue to care only how the area serves their national agendas.
Fourth, and finally, I maintain that the future is uncertain but not hopeless. 

Despite the image of the conflict in the American media,  there is a great 
deal of activity, beneath the surface of a seemingly immovable Occupation, 
in which Palestinians and Israelis are working together on projects that I 
call “thinking about the day after:” the day after the Palestinian Authority 
collapses, the day after an even more right wing Israeli government decides 
to annex the West Bank, the day after the U.N. reaffirms the refugees’ right 
of return, the day after younger, more diverse American voters signal an 
openness to the Palestinian voice  – in short, the day after the current 
impasse shifts in any one of a myriad of unpredictable ways.

My purpose, in re-writing this book, continues to be to make available a 
reasonably concise and even-handed account of the conflict for those who 
know it is important and who want to understand it without becoming experts 
in Middle East history and political theory.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Tell Our Story

[T]he … task is not so much to be balanced as to give balance, 
particularly in situations of disproportionate power relationships.

Michael Leunig, Cartoonist1

If you are neutral in situations of injustice, you have chosen the side of 
the oppressor. If an elephant has its foot on the tail of a mouse and you 
say that you are neutral, the mouse will not appreciate your neutrality.

Archbishop Desmond Tutu

Richard’s Story

More than a decade ago, when I first became engrossed with the issues 
of Israel/Palestine, I began reading voraciously on the subject. And 
immediately thereafter, my friends came to be at the receiving end of 
many book reviews masquerading as conversation. “Did you know?” I 

quite some time.
At one point, my good friend Richard broke into the recitation. 

“Stop!” he cried. “You’re getting way ahead of me.” And then he 
proceeded to tell me this story from his own experience.

When he was a student in junior high school, his social studies 
teacher assigned each member of the class an area of the world to study. 
Richard was assigned the Middle East. Over a period of some weeks, 
each student was to read everything he or she could find about their 
assigned area, as though they were a reporter assigned to that “beat.” 
At the end of the assignment, each student was to submit a newspaper-
article-cum-review-of-the-region and, together, the class would publish 
a world newspaper for the rest of the school.
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This book is written for readers who know that the Israeli-Palestinian conflict 
is important, but who do not know much about it. It offers a point of entry 
into the conversation. It is written for those who want to learn more, for those 
who want to be active in the search for a just peace, for those who are fearful 
about the complexity of the issues, for those who suspect that the mainstream 
media provide only a one-sided understanding, and for those who remember 
that, in foreign affairs, good intentions sometimes produce catastrophic 
results.  This book provides a framework that allows readers to sort out many 
of the claims and counterclaims they hear and to act thoughtfully, whether 
as students, parishioners, neighbors, voters, or dinner guests. Within these 
pages, I will try to provide a concise and easily understood history of the 
situation in ways that point to actions we might take in the future to bring 
this seemingly intractable conflict to a just resolution. Throughout the book 
I will argue that human rights provide the basis for a just resolution and that, 
surprisingly, no one has ever used human rights as the standard to which both 
Israelis and Palestinians should be held at more than a rhetorical level.4

Israeli-Palestinian conflict. The course has two unusual requirements: in 
addition to the class itself, students are required to participate in a study 
trip to Palestine/Israel over the winter break and, upon their return, to create 
a project to increase American interest in finding a just resolution to the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict. While planning the first trip, I went to great 
lengths to ensure that students would be exposed to a wide variety of human 
rights groups in both Palestine and Israel whose work is centered on the 
conflict: those who focus on land rights,  water rights,6 prisoners’ rights,  

Unfortunately, Richard did not know exactly where the Middle East 
was. But he was the kind of ambitious and self-motivated student teachers 
love. So, without asking for clarification, Richard got out a map of the 
United States, looked carefully at the Eastern seaboard, and dutifully 
became very attentive to all news coming from Maryland and Virginia 
(this was in the days before the internet and Wikipedia). Luckily his 
father read all his papers before Richard turned them in to his teachers, 
and thus he was spared the humiliation of having anyone else know that 
he had confused the Middle East and the Mid-Atlantic states!

But his advice to me, in that long-ago conversation rings true today: 
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women’s, children’s and gay rights,8 refugee rights,9 students’ rights,  rights 
of the Palestinian citizens of Israel in the Negev and elsewhere,11 and rights 
to cultural survival.  I assumed that each student would be impressed by at 
least one of the many projects we visited, and would want to raise money for 
them in the United States. But, in fact, our hosts never asked us for money.

our story. If Americans knew what is going on here, their politics would 
change. Americans could play an important and useful role in promoting a 
just peace. Please tell them our story.”

Every year since that first trip we hear exactly the same plea: to transmit 
Palestinian voices and to tell their story. So we come home, determined to 
tell their story, only to find that this is easier said than done. Typically, we 
encounter four obstacles standing in the way.

The first is Islamophobia. Arabs, Palestinians among them, are depicted 
in the American imagination as shadowy and ominous figures: ill shaven 
and gun toting – always a threat to our safety.  It is not hard for the average 

it. Both “realistic” and avowedly fictitious accounts of events in the Middle 
East are filled with simplistic stereotypes. They ignore the fact that there are 
large Christian Arab communities, especially in Palestine, that most Muslims 
are not Arab, that differences of nationality and class are important in the 
Arab world, as they are elsewhere, that much of recent Arab history is shaped 
by imperial and Cold War politics.

The documentary, Reel Bad Arabs, captures the enactment of Islamophobia 
in that powerful medium of American popular culture, the action movie, 
showing how pervasive and xenophobic the stereotypes are.14 Nor are the 
stereotypes offset by any counter-knowledge of the role of Arabs in American 
history, for example that Arab-Americans fought against slavery in the Civil 
War or stood with Caesar Chavez’s United Farm Workers or, in the person of 
Ralph Nader, agitated for consumer and environmental safety.

Alas, serious news coverage of Palestine is hardly better. Illegal Israeli 
settlements are described as “neighborhoods,” and spokespersons from one 
side predominate.16 New York 
Times had a son serving in the Israeli military, and his successor published 
articles on rock-throwing as part of the “culture” of Palestinian children 
without specifying that the rock throwers are aiming at the military vehicles, 
the visible symbol of the Occupation that suffocates their communities.

Second, in the case of Israel/Palestine, violence is typically presented 
ahistorically, as though there are two equal parties who, inexplicably, refuse to 
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“just use their words.” Coverage like this makes it impossible for an American 
audience to recognize the struggle as one between an occupying force and 
an occupied population engaged in a grassroots liberation struggle.18 The 
popular Israeli television series Fauda exemplifies this problem. The show 
focuses on the on-going duels between a company of Israeli undercover 

Mustarivim), and 
various Palestinian villains (Hamas in the first season and ISIS in the 
second). In Israel Fauda is considered to manifest a liberal bias because 

Palestinian ones who actually speak Arabic. However, the show could just as 
well be Romeo and Juliet or West Side Story in that it provides no context at 
all that explains why the parties are fighting each other. It does not recognize 

it does not even notice that there is an Occupation.
Third, even for people too generous or too smart to be taken in by 

Islamophobia, complexity is a challenge. “No, no,” we are told repeatedly, 
often accompanied by dismissive hand motions, the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict is “just too complicated.” “Haven’t they always hated each other?” 
we are asked. “Wouldn’t we have to understand hundreds of years of a very 
complicated history to be informed about this conflict?”

Perhaps some of this professed bewilderment is a mask for prejudice 
and distaste, genteelly expressed. But genuine humility is also at work, and 
appropriately so. We have seen American intervention produce unintended 
and disastrous results in many places around the world and in much of recent 
history. So asking Americans to attend to this particular Middle Eastern 
conflict with a view to, yet again, changing the course of events for the better 
in far-off places is, indeed, a task to be approached with caution and humility.

A fourth difficulty is that people cannot learn even a fairly straightforward 
history one fact at a time. We all need a framework that organizes our 
questions about the unknown (For a discussion of frameworks, see Chapter 

point of view is, simultaneously, also a point of blindness. This difficulty 
reinforces some people’s belief that the Palestinian-Israeli conflict is just too 
complex to be understood.

This book is grounded in the belief that the best framework for studying 
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is human rights, which provides the standard 
by which Israeli and Palestinian actions, and all possible resolutions of 
the conflict between them, should be evaluated. I chose the human rights 
standards because I believe it is essential to start from the assumption 
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that all human beings are of equal value. I can see no other starting point 
for the conversation. Human rights doctrine also has a practical aspect. 
In a conflict situation, applying human rights criteria points the way to 
acceptable solutions and to the standards they must embody. The alternative 
realpolitik point of view has been spectacularly unsuccessful in providing 
any solution, let alone a sustainable one. Finally, human rights allow us to 
compare the Palestinian-Israeli conflict to other difficult conflicts such as the 
anti-Apartheid struggle in South Africa or the search for peace in Northern 
Ireland or the resolution of competitive land claims in countries like New 
Zealand or Canada that are dominated by colonial settler populations. This 
comparative perspective broadens our frame of reference and invites more 
people into the conversation. It makes the Israeli-Palestinian conflict less of 
a “boutique” issue and allows it to be seen, instead, as another example of 
anti-colonial, national liberation, or civil rights struggles.

This book is essentially a call to action. More people are needed in the 
conversation. The hope for a just peace in Israel/Palestine cannot rest solely 
on the shoulders of those with highly specialized Middle Eastern expertise 
(at a minimum, Arabic and Hebrew). If the experts were able to resolve the 
issue, they would have done so by now. Clearly the conversation will also 
benefit from the knowledge of those who understand the work of grassroots 
social movements, the impact of non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs), the role of truth and reconciliation commissions, the actions of 
transnational market forces, etc. In short, the human rights perspective 
is able to welcome the efforts of all those who wish to contribute to the 
creation of a just peace.

For all these reasons, human rights advocacy forms the backbone of this 
book. Many NGOs funded by U.S. and European sources wave the banner 
of human rights. But, too often, they miss the most essential point: that the 
Occupation is elephant in the room. Until it is dismantled, most other efforts 
are more or less beside the point.19 The failure of human rights programs to 
address this crucial issue must end.

Most readers, I suspect, will be favorably inclined toward human rights 
as the place to start. But the challenge is that, if human rights standards 
are applied rigorously, we face uncomfortable insights and demands. 
The Israel that Americans think they know (“the only democracy in the 
Middle East,” a place of vibrant capitalism based on advanced military and 
medical technology, a safe haven for Holocaust survivors,  a place where 
a frontier mentality of nation-building still prevails,  a tourist destination 
of Mediterranean beaches, ancient holy sites, and modern plumbing) has 
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a darker underside in its brutal colonization of the Palestinians. Likewise, 
recognizing the Palestinian right to self-determination challenges the 
popular and ahistoric depiction of Palestinians as senselessly violent and 
devious. In Western discourse, this right has been ignored, sidelined, and 
silenced in favor of a chorus of denunciations of the sometimes-violent 
means, inconsistent with human rights, which Palestinians use to achieve 
their ends.

Perhaps the greatest challenge to adopting a human rights framework is 
that it does not lend itself to simple, formulaic bromides like “the truth is 
probably half way between the two contending sides.” Instead, the human 
rights standard demands that we take sides. It requires us to recognize that 
the truth is not to be found half way between Martin Luther King and the Ku 
Klux Klan. The latter is just wrong. Neither is the truth half way between the 
slave trader and his captive, the polluter and the defenseless earth or sea, the 
sweatshop owner and the child worker.

In the case of Israel/Palestine, the human rights perspective reveals at least 
two paradoxes. There are two equally valuable communities of the same size 
but vastly disparate power, making it very difficult for the weaker side (the 
Palestinians) to insist on human rights. And while this book advocates for 
the application of human rights to the conflict, the very same standards also 
remind us that we should not be in the business of telling other people what 
to do.

Nevertheless, those who serve the vision of Zionism as it is currently 
embodied by the Israeli state stand indicted by human rights standards. This 
is not Zionism as it might have been had the early Zionists followed the 
advice of Martin Buber, Albert Einstein, or Hannah Arendt – namely to 

homeland state. Nor is it Zionism as 
it could yet become: one voice in an egalitarian and multi-ethnic society. 
Alas, application of the human rights standards to the current situation in 
Palestine/Israel will show that the “actually existing” Zionism requires 
human rights violations to achieve its goals. The Occupation is a trap for 
all who enter it: it invites Israelis to abuse power in order to maintain their 
position, and it invites Palestinians to resort to any means necessary to 
liberate themselves. Human rights doctrine demands that we recognize this 
unpalatable truth.

You are entitled to your opinion. But you are not entitled to your own 
facts.

Daniel Patrick Moynihan
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION

Before we go too much further into the details of this book, the reader will 
want a brief synopsis of the situation. (The second part of the book provides 
the historic detail underlying this summary.) The basics are as follows.

Israel/Palestine is a small space, only slightly larger than the state of New 
 When Zionism began, the population 

of Palestine was mostly Muslim but also contained substantial Christian 
communities. Palestinians were, in fact, the first Christians, living in 

and language was Arabic, and who lived peacefully in Palestine.
The cultural diversity of Palestine at the beginning of Zionism is no 

the land bridge between Africa and Asia, and between Asia and Europe. 
Nearly all the ancient civilizations have been part of its history, genetics, and 
culture.

themselves as Zionists, concluded that they would never be safe from anti-
Semitism in Christian Europe. They began talking and writing, planning 

Uganda were considered as possible sites. But Zionist ambitions soon came 

Christians, and part of the Islamic waqf, vouchsafed to Muslims by their god. 
Clearly, such competing claims presaged trouble.

systematic anti-Semitism that would later give rise to the Holocaust. By the 

to build a state of their own rather than simply joining the communities 
already in place. It was also clear from the behavior of the militias formed by 

force of arms if necessary.
World War II and the Holocaust gave impetus to the Zionist movement. 

Resolution 181 (a non-binding resolution) to partition historic Palestine in 
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only about a third of the people living there.
The creation of the state of Israel triggered intense and bitter violence 

between the Palestinians and the new state, and between the new state and its 
Arab neighbors. Beginning at the time of the U.N. vote to partition Palestine, 

as many Palestinians as they could, not only from the land that the U.N. had 
apportioned for Israel, but also from land assigned to the Palestinian state. 
Then, on the very day that Israel was created, neighboring Arab countries 
invaded. In the end, however, the Arab armies did not succeed in holding 
even the 44 percent of the land that U.N. had designated as Palestine.

By 1949, the war, which Palestinians call the Nakba (the Catastrophe) 
and Israelis call the War of Independence, was officially over, although 

been earmarked for Palestine. The Palestinians controlled nothing.
The boundary defined by the armistice lines of 1949 became the new de 

facto boundary of Israel. It was drawn on maps of the time in green ink and 
so it became known as the Green Line. It is, even today, the point of reference 
for international discussion of the still unrealized and ever elusive “two-

human rights standards: using the Green Line as the international boundary 
means ratifying a change of national boundaries through acts of war. This 
resolution would be inadmissible under international law anywhere else in 
the world, but it is universally endorsed in the case of Palestine and Israel.

The Nakba or War of Independence took a catastrophic toll on everyone. 
The new State of Israel lost 1 percent of its population. By the most 

from their homes
their cities within reach of the Israeli army were destroyed.

The Palestinian people were reduced to dependent status. In the West 

were crowded into refugee camps, in the West Bank and Gaza, and also in 

of them were internally displaced, that is, still in areas under Israeli control, 
but not where they had always lived.
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Palestine and all of the Palestinians who lived there. Once again, Palestinians 
had no control over their own land, society, or government.

At present, there are roughly thirteen million people in Israel and the 
Occupied Palestinian Territories, all living under one form or another of Israeli 

divided between roughly 6.6 million Muslim and Christian Palestinians and 

as illegal settlers in areas allocated to Palestine (or to Syria in the Occupied 
Golan Heights). The rest live west of the Green Line, i.e. in Israel proper if 
a two-state solution continues to be the frame of reference.

citizens but not as Israeli nationals (the distinction will be discussed in 

Gaza (1.8 million).

impossible to create any two state division of the territory that doesn’t leave 
huge numbers of people on the “wrong” side of whatever line is proposed.

They remain in refugee camps even within Palestinian areas for a variety 
of reasons: they cannot get permission to acquire land or build homes 
outside the camps, they do not have the resources to do so, or they fear 
surrendering their right of return to land that is now inside Israel.  
For purposes of this book, unless otherwise specified, when I speak of 
refugees I will be focusing on those Palestinians who live under Israeli 
control, within Israel or in the Occupied Territories.
An additional three million Palestinians are living as refugees in camps in 

those who actually fled during the Nakba and their direct descendants. 
Under international law, they have the right to return to the places from 
which they were expelled. All of the proposed peace agreements have 
compromised this right into an inferior right to return only to the territory 
of an eventual, ever shrinking Palestinian state. Once again, the failure 
to insist on human rights law complicates the situation and leaves the 
Palestinian refugees in a perpetual limbo.
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Within the West Bank, the most populous Palestinian area, the land has 

West Bank Palestinians are crowded into Area A (the major Palestinian 
cities) and Area B (villages immediately surrounding the cities).  Areas 
A and B together are discrete chunks of land, leaving the Palestinian 
population of the West Bank simultaneously herded into crowded cities 
and scattered across the landscape in non-contiguous clumps. In short, 
Palestinians in the West Bank live in areas that look more like Indian 
reservations or Bantustans than like the nucleus of an emerging state.
Looking at these numbers, it may be difficult to understand why Israel 
continues to think of itself as small and defenseless. However, globally, 

States)
and North Africa.  These numbers explain why Israel continues to talk 
about being surrounded by enemies.

All of these numbers add up to is this: both the Israeli and Palestinian 
communities number in the millions. The Israeli community is expanding 
the areas in which it lives, pushing the Palestinian community into smaller 
and smaller non-contiguous spaces. Palestinians continue to resist, and 
are winning increasing sympathy for their resistance, even in Europe and 

state solution would create two micro-states (imagine subdividing New 

living within its borders. This is the same problem that bedeviled early 
European nationalisms that called for ethnically pure nation states. Europe 
responded to this challenge, eventually, by developing a sense of nationalism 
that allows for ethnic and cultural diversity. Human rights standards requires 
the same of Israelis and Palestinians, whatever form the state(s) may take.

Hope is being able to see that there is light despite all of the darkness.
Desmond Tutu

REASONS TO HOPE

Despite the difficulties revealed in the foregoing summary, there is room 
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equal size, and both populations are highly educated and entrepreneurial.  

Virtually all versions of development theory would predict from these facts 
that Israelis and Palestinians, whether together or apart, could be among the 
most successful examples of post-colonial national development following 
World War II. This insight allows us to ask new questions: instead of assuming 

how did politics manage to fritter away all that potential for development, 
to snatch defeat from the jaws of victory? Flipping the question in this way 
allows us to look for correctible errors instead of assuming that there is 
nothing to be done.

Indeed, I will argue that studying the Israeli/Palestinian conflict begins 
with three pieces of very good news. First, the conflict between Palestinians 
and Zionists, though acute, is neither ancient nor eternal. It is simply not 

millions of individual human beings have been caught up in the conflict, there 
are really only three major parties to the conflict: Zionists (who, for purposes 

These three actors have acted from the beginning of Zionism to the present 
from consistent, coherent, and understandable motives. The Zionists want to 

(e.g. access to intelligence, control over the regional balance of power, 

their own lives and society in the face of Zionist and superpower agendas – 
their behaviors have been largely reactive to the initiatives of others. The 
limited cast of characters and the constancy of their purposes allow us to 
understand the situation, while the relative newness of the Palestinian-Israeli 
conflict allows hope for a resolution.

A Recent Conflict

a little more than a century and a quarter. While that is more than long enough 
for so much suffering, in the span of human history, a conflict that is barely 

were generally safer in the Muslim societies than in the Christian world. If 
they were not fully equal to their Muslim neighbors, at least they were not 
ghettoized into economically, socially, and politically constricted lives, as 
they often were in Christian Europe.
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doctrinal necessity for hatred. The Old Testament was written long before 
the development of Islam and therefore cannot make any reference to it. And 

worthy of respect.
Of course, it is also true that both the Old Testament and the Qur’an are 

ancient and complex documents. Those wishing to smite their neighbors 
can find textual support for doing so,  as can those who wish to love their 
neighbors. But, in the end, it is far more the practical circumstances of 
the communities of believers than the requirements of creed that dictate 
whether these communities will emphasize neighborliness or hostility.  Put 
differently, context can trump creed when it comes to choosing between the 
more aggressive and the more conciliatory strands within religious texts.

So what were the practical circumstances that lent themselves to a 

more virulent anti-Semitism in Christian Europe for centuries before the 
advent of Zionism? Princeton historian Mark Cohen provides the most 

the pre-modern era.  He argues that the Muslim world is geographically, 

preferred minority in Islamic societies, since they were also monotheists, 

single most significant minority and were hated for a variety of ideological 
and practical reasons. Ideologically, they were deemed to be the killers of 
Christ, and the bringers of the Black Death. Practically, they were excluded 
from many occupations and then despised as moneylenders. They were 
excluded from political life and then viewed with suspicion as “rootless 
cosmopolitans.”41

 

Ages, would have been wise to choose life in Beirut rather than Bialystok, 
had such a choice been available. Nor need one be foolishly optimistic about 

neither ancient nor inevitable.
Moreover, the possibility for peaceful coexistence did not end with 

the Middle Ages. Today, inside the West Bank city of Nablus, an ancient 
community of Samaritans, who claim to practice the earliest version of 
Israelite worship, continue to live among their Palestinian neighbors in safety 
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and acceptance despite the depredations of the Occupation and despite the 
obvious favors (Israeli passports and drivers’ licenses) they enjoy from the 
occupier. By contrast, indigenous Palestinians inside Israel live beleaguered 
lives (for reasons that will be discussed more fully in Chapter 6).

Clearly, this history points to deep divisions. At the same time, there is 
room for hope. The core of the current conflict is not senseless, atavistic 
xenophobia. Rather, intransigence is limited to those on both sides who 
will accept only an ethno-religiously exclusive enclave in the area that is 
now Palestine/Israel. Any person who is willing to live in a religiously and 
ethnically diverse modern democracy, in a country that is a state of all its 
citizens, is a possible advocate for a just peace.

Put differently, the conflict is not between two groups, each born into 
a religious identity they can do little to change. Rather, the conflict is 
between two ideological camps, both of which could choose to become less 
intransigent and more pluralistic. The real barrier to co-existence, thus, is 
not religious doctrine but political struggle: on the Israeli side, to maintain 
control over all of Palestine, and, on the Palestinian side, to achieve national 
liberation or the vindication of their civil rights. This struggle is very real and 
inflamed, but, at the same time, no less capable of resolution than were the 
equally entrenched conflicts of Northern Ireland or Apartheid South Africa.

Three Actors

While millions of individuals have been caught up in this conflict, there 
are really only three major collective actors whose interactions produce 
the present impasse: Zionists, imperial superpowers who pursue their own 
agendas in the region, and Palestinians.44

In the case of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, Zionism, as a social 
movement, changes everything (as we shall explore further in Chapters 4 

beginning in the late nineteenth century, chose to leave Europe in order to 

The imperial powers, the second party of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict, 
include a changing cast of characters. Almost every empire of the ancient 
world has left its mark, making the Middle East the heir to the greatest 
possible cultural diversity. Groups that dominated the terrain that comprises 
the present territory of Israel/Palestine include, in chronological order, the 
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of the Canaanite nations), the Israelites, co-existing with the Philistines, 
the Assyrians,  the Babylonians, the Persians, the Greeks, the Romans, the 
Byzantine empire, the Sassanids, the Caliphate, the Seljuks, the Crusaders, 
Saladin’s forces, the Mongols, the Ottoman empire, and the British Empire.46 

The Romanov, Hohenzollern, and Hapsburg empires, though never governing 
the land of Israel/Palestine, also influenced events there through policies that 

It is worth noting that even the most aggressive and expansionist versions of 

that the Canaanites preceded the Israelites and that the Philistines were co-
inhabitants of the area with them in Old Testament times. Indeed, the very name 
“Philistine” is clearly connected to Filastin, the Arabic word for Palestine.

For purposes of understanding the present conflict, the two most significant 
superpowers in the recent past were the Ottoman Empire, which ruled the 
area for four centuries, ending in 1918, and the British Empire, which was 
charged, under League of Nations auspices, with a mandate to prepare the 

years, from 1918 to 1948.
In recent times, the United States is the most important foreign power 

operating in the area. It operates without the formal machinery of colonial 
domination and control, but nevertheless exercises its influence through 
foreign aid, through political maneuvering at the U.N. and in other 
international forums, and by acting as Israel’s chief source of arms.

In some cases, the interests of British and American colonialism have 
converged with those of Zionism, to the disadvantage of the Palestinians. As 

with manifest and hidden resources. They dominate the intersections of 
world routes. Their lands were the cradles of human civilizations and 
religions. These people have one faith, one language, one history and 
the same aspirations. No natural barriers can isolate these people from 

state, it would then take the fate of the world into its hands and would 
separate Europe from the rest of the world. Taking these considerations 
seriously, a foreign body should be planted in the heart of this nation to 
prevent the convergence of its wings in such a way that it could exhaust 
its powers in never-ending wars. It could also serve as a springboard for 
the West to gain its coveted objects (emphasis mine).
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The master strategy suggested by Campbell-Bannerman tilted the playing 

who have lived, especially in the coastal cities, for many centuries had very 
little chance of realizing their national aims.

Here it becomes crucial to acknowledge that, in the present climate, 
every historical statement, indeed every scholarly statement, literally from 
archaeology to zoology, is contested between Zionists and Palestinians. The 
struggle is largely about competing claims of who got here first: who can 
legitimately claim indigeneity in the land between the river and the sea. 
Zionists claim not only that they are the direct descendants of the “original” 
inhabitants of the land, expelled some two thousand or more years ago by the 
Romans, but also that they have maintained a sense of common “nationhood” 
across centuries and continents of Diaspora. The present Zionist project 
is thereby framed as the return to the land that is originally, rightfully, 
unquestionably, theirs.48

Nearly every one of these assertions has been vigorously contested, not 

Some 
biblical text. But, just as undoubtedly, others are the descendants of mixed 

no history in the Middle East.49 Still others emphasize the degree to which 

slender thread from which to hang claims of timeless communalism.

Palestinian claims to being the descendants of ancient inhabitants of the land. 
Given the history that is widely known, of waves of conquerors succeeding 
each other, one after another,  it is almost certainly correct to argue that 
the original Canaanite population is now highly intermixed with others. 
“Arabization,” for example, occurred following the creation of Islam in the 

through conquest and partly through trade and the diffusion of the Arabic 
language. No credible source, however, argues that Arabization entirely 
displaced the indigenous population, or that Palestinians today are related 
exclusively to Arab migrants of the 8th century and not at all to the older 
Canaanite communities.

Common sense would suggest that the indigenous population of what 
is now Israel/Palestine is a polyglot group, including, among others, 
Canaanite and Israelite elements in its heritage. The competitive arguments 
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for indigeneity, the mutual insistence on an “either-or” heritage, fail to be 
persuasive. Given the human capacity to “love the one you’re with,” every 
human group has a “both-and” ethnic heritage revealing the full range of 
human experience: marrying within ones’ ethnic group, intermarriage with 
other groups, migration, and conversion.

In the last decade and a half, Israel has sought to enlist genetic research 

efforts have been to unmask an exceptionally crude political control over 

chromosome, but when these genetic studies indicated that about two thirds 

reinterpreted.  Results were quickly revised again a year later, when research 
into mitochondrial DNA, inherited only through the mother, revealed that 

of Middle Eastern origin, suggesting an ancient precedent for intermarriage 
and/or conversion.

Conventional history writing did not fare much better than scientific 
research. Early on, in the context of arguing for Palestine rather than Uganda 
or Argentina as the site of the Zionist project, Ber Borochov argued that 

 In a book entitled The Land of 
Israel, Past and Present,  David Ben Gurion, Israel’s first Prime Minister, 
and his co-author Yitzhak Ben Zvi followed Borochov’s lead, arguing that 

be incorporated into the Zionist project.  Ben Gurion and Ben Zvi used 
linguistic evidence, citing the prevalence of Hebrew and Aramaic vocabulary 
in the rural Palestinian dialects as a basis for their claims.  It was only after 

fraternity with Palestinians in favor of a more oppositional stance.
I do not cite this history simply to make Zionist historians and geneticists 

look silly or venal. Any sophisticated reader will recognize that much of 
what once passed for historical writing is simply mythological (think of 
George Washington and the cherry tree). The Israeli sociologist Tom Segev, 

“It would be more precise to call them the ‘first historians.’ Because during 

there was ideology. There was a lot of indoctrination.”  His comments are 

example, is eloquent about the difficulties of writing Palestinian history, citing 
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among other sources of frustration for Arab historians the lack of respect for 
archives, political interference with scholarship, and the conservative view 
of sources that seeks to exclude oral history from the evidentiary record.

In any case, I will argue that, from a human rights perspective, the whole 
issue of indigeneity is somewhat beside the point. Certainly it cannot be 
used to justify ethnic cleansing or an ethos of expulsion. The simple fact 

living between the river and the sea, and all of them have human rights, as 

human rights standards, have an inalienable right of return.  If, ironically, 
genetic testing establishes that at least some Israelis and Palestinians are also 
cousins, more similar to each other than either is to Europeans, then that 
is all the more reason for them to find a just and lasting resolution of their 
differences.

Consistency of Purpose

Finally, the third reason to hope that understanding the conflict is possible 
is that each of these institutional actors – the Zionists, the superpowers and 
the Palestinians – has acted with a constancy of purpose that permits us to 
understand their behavior. As events unfold and circumstances change, their 
intentions are expressed in a variety of ways, producing the complicated 
narratives we see in both scholarly and popular sources. Yet the intentions 
themselves remain constant. Thus, we can understand any given moment of 

the land, superpower interests, and the Palestinian will to self-determination 
are being expressed.

Zionist immigrants to Palestine began by purchasing land that was for 

stronger, they resorted to more aggressive means of raiding and warfare, 
culminating in the mass expulsions of Palestinians that marked the creation 
of the state of Israel.61 Since its creation, Israelis have continued on the path 

brought all of historic Palestine under their control. Since then, military 
might has been augmented by legal and bureaucratic measures. Today, the 
Palestinian population is controlled both by an occupying army and by an 
army of bureaucrats who give or, more often, withhold permits that allow 
Palestinians to go to school, go to the doctor, marry and live with their 
spouse, deepen wells, build houses, move goods, access bank accounts, etc. 
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Apparently the details of bureaucratic domination were worked out even in 

thereafter.  Even today, in the face of declining international legitimacy, 

swathes of land in the Negev and the Galilee, continuing the process of 
ethnic cleansing, variously called “the transfer,”  or “taking all of the land 

minimum demography.”64

Similarly, external superpowers have always exhibited a self-interested if 
not actively exploitive stance toward their Palestinian dominion. The Turks, 
for example, encouraged land registration mostly to expand their tax revenues, 
and to conscript Palestinian youngsters into the most dangerous positions in 
their army.
Palestine to the Zionists, an Arab state to the Arabs – all the while planning 
to make Palestine into a colony for themselves. Americans wanted a forward 

66 They also 
wanted to appease a powerful domestic political constituency.  None of the 
great powers, despite lofty rhetoric, have ever been motivated by doing good 
in Israel/Palestine.

In the face of superpower exploitation and Zionist ambition, the 
Palestinians have tried to participate in the wave of national liberation 
that brought all the other former colonies in the world to a place of self-
determination after World War II. At various times, Palestinians have tried 
petitioning, using economic weapons such as a general strike, engaging 
in armed struggle, looking to Pan-Arab secular nationalism for a solution, 
going it alone with a leadership in exile, going it alone with a leadership in 
the community, reconsidering economic tools like boycotts, sanctions and 
divestment (BDS), and, most recently, flirting with political Islam. None 
of their efforts have so far won them the right to self-determination. Their 
leaders are criticized for a lack of solidarity and a lack of organizational 

miss a chance to miss a chance.”68 The stricture is much less valid for 
Palestinian civil society leaders than it is for their politicians. Moreover, 
ordinary Palestinians have shown extraordinary resilience, perseverance, 
and steadfastness, which they call sumud, in pursuit of their dreams. The oft-
quoted (and possibly apocryphal) Israeli prediction that the old generation 
of Palestinians will die and the young will forget their ties to the land has, so 
far, proved to be a bad bet.69
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The wisdom of an old Jew of Galicia: When someone is honestly 55 
percent right, that’s very good and there’s no use wrangling. And if 
someone is 60 percent right, it’s wonderful, it’s great luck, and let him 
thank God. But what’s to be said about 75 percent right? Wise people 
say this is suspicious. Well, and what about 100 percent right? Whoever 
says he’s 100 percent right is a fanatic, a thug, and the worst kind of 
rascal.

Bret Stephens

METHODOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS

Readers of all non-fiction must rely on the author to marshal facts and to 
tell a story that is an honest representation of the situation. The question of 
trust becomes particularly acute when the facts are startling, and the story 
radically different from the one the reader has heard before.

Fortunately, in the Israeli, Euro-American, and Palestinian academic 
communities there is now substantial agreement about the facts of expulsion 
and ethnic cleansing that accompanied the establishment of the Israeli state. 
Observers differ in their responses to these facts: some excuse and the other 
denounce the events of the past. But the historiography of the conflict is no 
longer a contest about facts themselves.

Nevertheless, much of this material is contentious, so I have made every 
effort to clearly distinguish stories that represent an extremist or minority 
view among either Israelis or Palestinians from those that represent official 
and/or “everyday” views.  Let me offer a protracted example from each side.

On the Israeli side, the behavior by ultra-Zionist, ultra-Nationalist settlers 

of it,”  clearly represents an extremist voice, a group of settlers most Israelis, 
including even many other settlers, would find abhorrent. The group depicted 
in this YouTube might justly be thought of as an Israeli equivalent to the Ku 
Klux Klan or some other hate group.

The situation becomes more complicated when obnoxious and extreme 
statements made by individuals are clearly tolerated by the government. 
Consider this recent instance: Two weeks ago outside a courtroom in the 

18-month-old Palestinian baby, Ali Dawabshe, killed in his bed in the West 
Bank village of Duma. Ali’s parents were also killed in the attack, and his 
four-year-old brother Ahmed was critically burned. The celebrants, wearing 
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the outsize skullcaps and long forelocks favored by militant “price-tag” 
settlers, surrounded Ali and Ahmed’s grandfather Hussein Dawabshe as he 

Ali? Dead! Burned! There is no Ali!” they jeered at the grandfather, who has 
raised the four-year-old Ahmed and seen him through the grueling healing 
process since the attack. “Ali is on fire! Ali is on the grill!” “Police officers 
and the ministers who were present at the court chose not to intervene,” 
Ynet reported at the time, “letting the demonstration of hatred and racism 
continue.”

At least in this Israeli case, the government employees who stood by were 
not high level national officials, as is President Trump when he comments 
that the white supremacist, Nazi-saluting demonstrators in Charlottesville, 
Virginia included some “fine people.”  Neverthless, the Israeli case also 
includes high ranking officials who articulate an intensely hateful view of 
all the Arabs around them. For example, a former Israeli Counsel General 
(to New York) says about the Syrian conflict: “This is a playoff situation in 

school bus crash in which nine Palestinian school children were burned to 
death, posted messages to Facebook and Twitter with comments like “Relax, 
these are Palestinian children” and “I hope every day there is a bus like 
this.” Their comments were featured on the Prime Minister’s web page.

On the Palestinian side, perhaps the most famous troublesome statements 
are found in the old Hamas charter, endorsed by the ruling party in Gaza until 
very recently. The old charter includes the following language : “Israel will 
rise and will remain erect until Islam eliminates it as it had eliminated its 

Palestinian Movement which owes its loyalty to Allah, derives from Islam 
its way of life and strives to raise the banner of Allah over every inch of 
Palestine. Only under the shadow of Islam could the members of all regions 
coexist in safety and security for their lives, properties and rights. In the 
absence of Islam, conflict arises, oppression reigns, corruption is rampant and 

believes that the land of Palestine has been an Islamic Waqf throughout 
the generations and until the Day of Resurrection, no one can renounce it 

“Renouncing any part of Palestine means renouncing part of the religion” 
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This language is, at best, a call for the whole of Palestine to be brought 

are mentioned in passing but never specified. The possibility of a genuinely 
egalitarian multi-religious, multi-ethnic society is discounted entirely, as is 
international human rights law.

Advocates of Palestinian unity – i.e. reconciliation between the Islamist 
Hamas and the secular Palestine Liberation Organization – can take comfort 
from the fact that the tone and some of the language seems to position Hamas 
in a less religious and more nationalistic frame. Political analysts see the 
new charter as a response to contextual pressure, an attempt to satisfy many 
audiences at once: internal ones like the secular Palestinian Authority and the 

ones, especially Israel and the United States who have succeeded in keeping 
Hamas out of all international negotiations and using its existence as a pretext 
for undermining the Palestinian Authority’s position as a negotiating partner.  

However, none of these changes, pragmatic or ideological, signal a principled 
commitment to human rights for everyone between the river and the sea.

Nor is Hamas the source of all the problematic language from the 
Palestinian side. Palestinian leaders even inside Israel have sounded an 
ominous note: “We will push the Zionists into the sea or they will push 

World War I.  And, following closely upon the defeat of combined Arab 
forces and the beginning of the Occupation of the West Bank (including East 

Khartoum – “no peace with Israeli, no recognition of Israel, no negotiations 
with Israel.”81 Both of these statements have been grievously twisted and 

come from mainstream and even official bodies, not from marginal groups 
whose words could be easily dismissed.

In addition to identifying extremist or atypical comments as such, I will 
be careful to use damaging quotes, quotes that discredit the speaker, only 
to the degree that they are of continuing relevance to the conflict today. 

Palestine would constitute “a rampart of Europe against Asia, an outpost of 
civilization as opposed to barbarism”  would be a mere historical curiosity, 
were it not for the fact that it echoes the eerily prescient remarks of  Campbell-
Bannerman on the necessity of implanting a foreign body in the heart of the 
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Minister, later Defense Minister, Ehud Barak, who describes Israel as “a 
villa in the jungle.”  Similarly, a Palestinian Authority Minister is quoted 
as saying: “The Palestinian people accepted the Oslo agreements as a first 
step and not as a permanent settlement, based on the premise that war and 

84 This statement was made at the height of the first Intifada, but it 
perfectly captures Israelis’ ongoing fears that, when Palestinian leaders are 
not “speaking English,” they still have Israel’s destruction in mind.

To protect the privacy of the people whose stories I tell I have changed 
the names and, when it does not violate the essence of the story, sometimes 
also the gender of the protagonist. All of the people whose stories are told 
here have agreed to my use of their experiences. Because this book is 

on Palestinian lives and six on Israeli lives.
Lastly, since Israel has never told the world exactly where its national 

boundaries lie, there is a problem of how to refer to the place that is the subject 
of this book. Is Israel the place that is defined by the Mediterranean on the west 

Green Line is the eastern boundary of the “universally agreed upon” two-state 
solution, at least as a point of departure for some as-yet-to-be-negotiated land 
swaps. If the term “Israel” were used to denote this land, then the land to the 

(including Gaza). The United Nations General Assembly has recognized 
Palestine as an observer (i.e. non-voting) state. But, given the reality of Israeli 
settlement expansion into Palestinian territory and the imagined land-swaps to 
come, the Palestinian-Israeli boundary is unknown at present.

What is known is this: Israel has controlled the entire area of historic 

and Israel inside the Green Line (but excluding Gaza) by civil law. This 
combined entity can be referred to in several ways: as “Israel and Palestine,” 
as “Israel and the Occupied Territories,” as “historic Palestine,” as “Mandate 
Palestine” or as “British Palestine” (the latter two terms referring to the 
League of Nations Palestine Mandate that allowed Great Britain to govern 
this land from 1918 to 1948).

Israeli hard-liners will object to this vocabulary. They do not concede 
that there is an Israeli occupation, on the grounds that Palestine was never 
an independent state and therefore its territory is “disputed” rather than 
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occupied. Further, these same people will argue that because Great Britain 

Mandatory Palestine, it could become the home of Palestinians, with the 

sometimes referred to as the “Transjordan option.” Some Israeli governments 
have made attempts to argue for the Transjordan option, but the entire hard-
line position – that there is no Occupation, that Israel’s rightful eastern 

been rejected by virtually the whole world and is not in play as a political 
option at the present time.

Despite the fact that the Transjordan option has been universally rejected, 
it draws some of its strength from observations that are correct. First, 
national boundaries are neither eternal nor immutable, as witness the on-
going debate at the core of this book about the boundaries of Israel and 

and somewhat arbitrary construction.86 Third, given the recent collapse 
of the peace talks and the increasingly open discussion of the possibility 
that Palestine and Israel might wind up being one state, the Zionists most 
desperately committed to ethno-religious exclusivity need to imagine a place 
to which Palestinians could be “transferred” with a fig leaf of legitimacy. 
The Transjordan option is their hedge against the one-state solution, which 
would require Israel to become multi-cultural and multi-national. To the 
degree that discussions of the one-state solution will be heard with greater 
frequency in the future, we can expect to also hear more of the counter-
discourse, the “Transjordan option.”

For purposes of this book, I will use the terms “historic Palestine,” 
“Mandate Palestine,” “Israel/Palestine” and “Israel and the Occupied 
Territories” to mean the same thing: the land from the river to the sea.

PLAN OF THE BOOK

In the book that follows, I begin in the present, depicting things that 
politically minded tourists can easily see if they choose to travel in the 
area. My account of the contemporary facts on the ground and the logic 
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annual observations of the unfolding reality of the conflict, as well as eleven 
years of academic fact-finding trips to the region. I begin with contemporary 
realities because only in the murder mystery does the reader really want to 
wait until the very end to find out what happened. I hope that beginning in 
the highly contentious present will arouse the readers’ interest in the history 
that brought us to the current impasse.

concepts – human rights, theories of race, and nation – that will be useful 
for understanding this conflict as well as many others. Chapter 4 provides 
a fuller analysis of the logic of Zionism, a doctrine that is at the heart of 
the present troubles. To make Zionism more understandable to western 
audiences, I explore the parallels between Zionism and the civil rights 
struggle in America.

The second part of the book is a brief history, divided into periods defined 
in the work of historian Mark Tessler :

from the beginnings of Zionism in the late 19th century to the founding 
of the state of Israel and the associated expulsion of the Palestinians (the 
Nakba) 

from the beginning of the Occupation to the emergence of the first wave 
of massive, organized resistance, the Intifada 
from the first Intifada through the wilderness of the interminable, 
fruitless and, I argue, disingenuous “peace processes” to the present time 
(Chapter 8).

At the end of the history section, in the third part of the book, I turn to 
a discussion of the primary frameworks that historians, journalists, and 
activists use for summing up this history (Chapter 9): Israeli self-defense, 
genocide, apartheid, and settler colonialism: ethnic cleansing/sociocide. In 

historic evidence is considered, it might be judged to be a successful or a 
failed political project.

In the final chapter of the book, I consider how Americans might want to 

law, economics, volunteering, and popular resistance might change the 
course of events for the better. Put differently, the final part of the book 
considers what we might do once we have been told the stories and the facts, 
and can no longer unknow what we have come to know.
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IN ISRAEL AND PALESTINE

What You See Is What We Bought

Once you know some things, you can’t unknow them. It’s a burden that 
can never be given away.

Alice Hoffman1

Paul’s Story

Recently an old friend, now a technology consultant, came to advise a 
client in the Boston area. He stayed at my house and, over dinner, asked 
me what I was working on these days. Paul knows very little about the 
Middle East, so when I began explaining my work he responded with 
the usual “Oh it’s too complicated.” But when I pointed out that Israel 
demands three things that were incompatible – control over all the land 

face lit up. “Oh, I get it,” he said, drawing on his own experience as a 
consultant. “Sooner or later, every good technology consultant needs to 
remind clients: “Fast, Cheap, Reliable. Pick any two.”

And that, indeed, is exactly the right way to grasp the Israeli position. 

Some of the possible combinations are less problematic than others. 
Were Israelis to choose land and genuine democracy, they could create 
a single multi-cultural state hospitable to both Palestinians and Israelis. 

state solution that the world calls for. But the combination of land and 

is particularly lethal, creating the kind of incident we encountered on a 
recent trip. An Israeli soldier stands guard over streets in the Palestinian 



Every year for the last thirteen years I have visited Palestine/Israel, eleven 
times leading a group of students who had spent a semester studying the 
conflict. While my students are better informed than most Americans even 
before the trip begins, seeing Israel/Palestine in person creates the most vivid 
and compelling form of knowledge. We spend about half our time in Israel 
and half in Palestine, visiting human rights groups, religious landmarks, sites 
of human rights violations, and communities that embody “normal life” on 
both sides.

The Occupation comes to life when we see checkpoints, settlements, 
settler-only roads, and the ubiquitous presence of armed Israeli settlers and 

when we meet community leaders who brag about their kids’ education, show 
us grants they are writing to fund summer circus camps, walk us through 
high-tech gleaming skyscrapers in Ramallah, and welcome us to tea in their 
tents in the desert.

We spend time with the little known Palestinian communities inside Israel 
in the Negev and the Galilee. They are precariously poised between the 
citizenship rights they enjoy (e.g. to vote, to attend segregated public schools, 
to use the health care system) and the “national” rights they are denied as 

by discrimination, marginalization, and oppression.  Their sense of ethnicity 
does not permit them to forget either their claims to a Palestinian identity or 
their ties to Palestinian land. In Ayn Hod, the families displaced from Ein 
Hod look down on their former homes (now an Israeli artists’ colony) and 
teach their children the names of the Palestinian families who once owned 
each building. In the Negev, some Palestinians, the Bedouin, still follow a 
pastoral way of life. One of them, Mariam Abu Rogaig,  created a cosmetics 
company using traditional Bedouin formulas and operating from a complex of 
tents. She, too, must balance her popularity with Israeli customers against her 
anger at the water restrictions that burden her community and her business.

city of Hebron where only illegal settlers may walk or drive, Palestinian 
residents of the city being forbidden their own streets. He barks at us 
“Who is your guide?” and we reply that he is a Palestinian peace activist, 
forbidden to accompany us into this part of town. “Peace activist?” 
snorts the soldier. “Oh yeah, they all say that, but this – pointing to his 
automatic rifle – is the only peace there will be.”
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Israeli activists who work with Palestinians to ensure their rights broaden 
our understanding of the conflict. Some of them have paid a considerable 
price in career advancement and social acceptance for joining the anti-
Occupation Israeli left. Some have even put their lives on the line for their 
political beliefs.4 Israeli politicians and soldiers can be seen in any television 
news broadcast about the “peace process,” while Israeli dissidents, working 
in NGO’s like Zochrot (Remembrance)  and Who Profits?6 are almost 
unknown in America. The more mainstream Israeli settlers and soldiers 
express varying opinions about their relationships to Palestinians, some 
arguing for repression, some for accommodation.

We come away learning that, contrary to media images, victimhood and 
rage are not the sum and substance of either Palestinian or Israeli identity. 
We see people on both sides of the conflict choosing to make a difference, 
choosing to devote all or part of their lives to the struggle for justice. We also 
see people on both sides living ordinary lives, taking pride in their children’s 
accomplishments, dancing at weddings, arguing with the in-laws. All of this 
would be virtually impossible to learn from American mainstream media. 
Palestinians are never depicted as warm and hospitable, highly educated  
and immensely imaginative about living the largest possible lives under the 
most constricting of circumstances. Israel is rarely depicted as containing a 

to challenge the legitimacy of Zionism in its current ultra-nationalistic form.
Most vividly, the trip allows us to see how Israel uses two major strategies 

to rid itself of Palestinians or to achieve their total subordination. The first 
is physical violence, not limited to the early years of state formation, but 
ongoing today. The second is bureaucratic violence, operating under the color 
of law that makes life unreasonably burdensome for Palestinians, imposing 
on them an inferior set of rights and an inferior quality of life. Two stories 
illustrate the use and misuse of violence and bureaucratic domination.

Anwar’s Story

For many years, Anwar was the bus driver for my students’ trip through 
Israel and Palestine. On most days, Anwar was a cheerful presence, 
greeting students by name, occasionally buying them ice cream, and 
always willing to answer their questions about where we were going 
and what we would see. But one day Anwar appeared to be deeply 



unhappy. We were on our way to a site I had seen many times, so I sent 
the students off with other faculty members and sat with Anwar. I asked 
if something was indeed wrong.

After some hesitation he told me that his nephew had been killed 
the week before and that just yesterday his family had received an 
official notice that there was to be no further police investigation into 
his death. Of course I asked how his nephew had died, imagining a 
teenage boy in a road accident, but my imagination was way off the 
mark.

In fact, Anwar’s nephew, in his last year of high school, had just 
received notice that he was admitted to his first choice college for the 
following academic year. The boy was ecstatic, jumping up and down 
on his bed, and shouting his happiness to the world. Suddenly all his 
closest friends showed up, dressed in their “Sunday best.” Anwar’s 
nephew asked how they knew he had such great news to share, and how 
they organized a party so quickly. His friends just laughed, reminding 
him that they were invited to a wedding that night and they had only 
come to pick him up. They urged him to be quick about changing into 
his “wedding” suit and to come along.

Then a group of laughing, jostling teenagers proceeded to walk 
a mile or so along a dirt road connecting them to the next village, 
picking their way around the settlement that was growing near the 
road. Unbeknownst to the boys or anyone at the wedding, the settlers 
called the army, reporting a group of suspiciously well-dressed young 
Palestinian males in the vicinity. To oblige them, the highest-ranking 
Israeli soldier responding to their call declared the road a closed military 
zone. No signs were posted and no one was informed of this decision 
but nevertheless a closed military zone had now been created.

When the boys returned from the wedding walking along the same 
road they had used just hours before, they suddenly found themselves 
surrounded by an Israeli Army patrol shouting at them, demanding to 
know why they were in a closed military zone, demanding their IDs. 
All the other boys produced their papers. Anwar’s nephew realized that 
his ID was in the pocket of his blue jeans on his bed at home. The other 
boys backed him up – explaining that he lived in their village and that 
he’d dressed in a hurry and forgot to transfer his papers from one pair 
of pants to another.
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But the soldiers viewed the boys as potential terrorists: young men, 
well dressed (as suicide bombers sometimes were), one of them without 
papers, in a closed military zone. One soldier walked around behind 
Anwar’s nephew and smashed his gun butt into the back of the boy’s 
knees. He fell to the ground, the soldier leaned in, put his gun to the 
boy’s head and fired, killing him instantly. A week later the official 
investigation was closed without a finding of wrongdoing on the 
soldier’s part.

I have twice told this story to audiences that included a number of 
self-identified Israeli dissidents. Uniformly this story infuriates them. 
Interestingly none challenge the veracity of the account. Instead they 
argue that such egregious behavior is atypical and, in fact, a violation of 
the Israeli army’s code of conduct. They may well be right in both these 
assertions, but that is not the point.

Rather, this story perfectly illustrates how violence is used by the 
Occupation: the incident is a horrible injustice, and Anwar’s nephew is 
not the only victim. Everyone in his village and in surrounding villages 
now knows this story. It spread through the school, the Mosque, 

Palestinians were reminded that they live under military law and have 
no rights. The violence, however devastating to the boy’s family and 
community, is as much a message as an act of policing run amok.

Munir’s Story

On the second student trip, we met Munir in a village near Bethlehem, 
a five-minute bus ride to Manger Square and the Church of the Nativity. 
Recently, the Israelis re-zoned the village from Bethlehem into 

cards to any of the residents, thereby making them illegal in their own 

So one day, shortly before our arrival, Munir was arrested for trespass 
while sitting in the living room of the home built by his grandfather, 



If you consider Anwar’s story together with Munir’s, you will understand 
that violence and bureaucratic domination work in tandem rather than 
separately. While bureaucratic domination is much more common than 
physical violence in the West Bank (the opposite is true in Gaza), it always 
trails in its wake the possibility of violence, hence Munir’s summons to 
detention. When violence and bureaucracy work together, they produce the 
following strategies for ordering Israel’s relations to the Palestinians living 
under Occupation: settlement building appropriates the land, expulsions 
remove Palestinians from the land, suppression renders the remaining 
Palestinians mute, and containment creates conditions of life that make it 
more likely that Palestinians will leave their land voluntarily. By these means 

SETTLEMENT BUILDING

Settlements are the most visible way that Israel is conquering Palestine. 
Israeli settlements expropriate Palestinian land8 and divide Palestinian 

in which he, his father, and his children were born. After his arrest, his 
home was put under demolition orders. The first time we met Munir, 
he had just returned from detention and was engaged in contesting the 
demolition order. On our next trip, Munir and his family were gone, 
but the house still stood. On the trip after that, the house had been 
demolished and Munir and his family were living abroad. Today the 
separation Wall fills the site of Munir’s home, an Israeli McMansion 
showing over the top. Everything that happened to Munir’s family was 
done under the cover of law.

During that same trip, one student made a film, focused on our 
Palestinian hosts. She asked respondents unexpected questions while 
the camera was recording. She asked Munir what peace would mean for 
him. “Peace?” he responded in a puzzled way. The film rolls as Munir 
shrugs and grimaces, looking for inspiration. Then you see his delight 
has he gropes for and finds his answer. “Peace,” he says, nodding now 
with growing enthusiasm, “yes, peace would be the day I turn on the 
radio and I don’t hear a report of anyone I know having been killed.” 
Unsatisfied with that answer he tries again: “Peace would be getting on 
a bus and not seeing any soldiers carrying guns.”
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cities and villages from one another. Settlements are situated to command 
strategic hilltops and/or aquifers. They are connected to one another and to 

divide Palestinian land into disconnected slivers. Settlers are a major source 
of violence and vigilantism against Palestinians, attacking individuals,9 
such as the Dawabsheh family mentioned before, uprooting olive and fruit 
orchards,  vandalizing mosques,11 slaughtering livestock,  disposing of 
settlement waste on Palestinian lands.  Settler violence is simultaneously 
disclaimed and tolerated by the Israeli government. Settlements embody 
the central logic of the Occupation, which is designed to take all the land 
while making life so miserable and difficult for Palestinians that they will 
voluntarily leave.14

We see settlements everywhere we go in Palestine. It is literally impossible 

settlement. During our last trip we visited the settlement of Efrat. Students 
were surprised by how much it feels like a small suburban town and, in fact, the 
representative who met with us insisted that it is a town and denies that it is a 
settlement. When asked whether Efrat is a member of the Yesha (Settlement) 
Council, he just rolls his eyes. He tells us that he was a “sixties person” in 
Chicago years ago, when he realized that “he was fighting for everyone’s 

Israel and move into a settlement. He insists that the land of Efrat, which he 
claims to have walked decades ago as an exchange student, was unoccupied. 
But he refuses to answer the question: then who built the extensive terracing 
we see everywhere? He insists that Efrat is on the friendliest of terms with 
the surrounding Palestinian villages and that their leaders have been to Efrat 
to share meals. Since he described his past political activity in the U.S. as 
being an “ally” to various causes, we ask him what he does now to protect his 
Palestinian friends – whether he is part of any group trying to rein in settler 
violence against Palestinians. He responds that he’s now too old for politics. 
On the morning of our visit, we had seen a photo of a young Palestinian boy, 
probably 8 or 9 years old, blindfolded and surrounded by Israeli soldiers 
in Hebron. When one of my students asked, in exasperation, whether our 
host thought that terrorizing children was acceptable behavior his reply was 
“Absolutely yes. Next question.”

it happened, that night the surgical recovery room was empty except for my 
student. Her anesthesiologist, a soft-spoken and conscientious young man, 
was an American doctor who had recently made aliyah to Israel (i.e. exercised 



with full rights). He seemed a little homesick. Perhaps for that reason, he 
spent a long time chatting with me and with the patient’s roommate while 
monitoring his patient’s recovery. Over the course of the conversation, we 
discovered that he, too, lived in a settlement and he discovered that we were 
touring Israel and Palestine on a human rights trip.

Without waiting to be asked, he began reciting the common settler talking 

Did we not know that B’Tselem (an Israeli human rights monitoring group) 
“staged” incidents designed to make settlers look bad? That no Israeli soldier 
would ever use his big machine gun against civilians, the guns were all just 

king has been absolutely clear: he is not volunteering his country to be turned 
into a proxy version of Palestine. The Israeli state has the power to define 
any land it wants, especially privately owned Palestinian land, as “state 
land.” A number of Israeli prime ministers have acknowledged the validity 
of B’Tselem’s findings. For a while the conversation felt a little bit like a 
skeet-shooting match: he lobbed his talking points into the air and one of us, 
the patient’s roommate or I, shot them down.

The next morning, I felt very bad about that conversation and wished I 
had recognized sooner what his words were really showing me. Unlike the 
Efrat spokesperson, this was a very nice young man who one day discovered 
in himself the desire to live in Israel. Clearly he never paused to wonder that 
he could immediately accomplish his goal, while Palestinians born in Israel 

of a border, to rejoin their family. He never asked who lived on the land his 
settlement now occupied or how the settlement got that land – and nothing he 
encountered prompted him to do so. He was either deliberately instructed, or, 
being a very bright person, plucked out of the conversations around him all 
the settler justifications for their project. As long as he voiced those thoughts 
only to people who agreed with him, they sounded plausible. It was only in 
talking to us that he found that his taken-for-granted assumptions called into 
question.

I wish I had been less intent on debating and more sensitive to the essence 
of his claims, namely, that his life choices were ethically defensible. Had we 
focused more on where he was ethically right (in seeking a moral basis for 
his behavior, for example by insisting that he did not live on stolen land) than 
where he was factually wrong (in pretty much every statement he made) we 
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might have been more successful in challenging his version of Zionism. The 
point-by-point rebuttals we offered him led only to frustration for all of us in 
the conversation.

any possible Palestinian one. It reduces Palestinian areas to islands of land 
surrounded by checkpoints and barriers, stripped of water, contiguity, and 
economic viability. It exposes Palestinian villages to settler violence and 
harassment. Settlement building thus contributes directly and ferociously to 
the constriction of Palestinian life.

into territory denied them by international law, territory where they are hated 
by their Palestinian neighbors. The dangers that the Israeli government 
allows settlers to face on behalf of the state’s expansionist policies give the 

EXPULSION

Palestinian individuals deemed to have “no right” to live where they live 
are simply forced out, often without much warning. In Lifta, outside of 

a child in 1948, we see a ghost town of empty stone homes, mosque, and 
granary. Israeli hippies are doing drugs by the spring-fed pool, and ultra-
Orthodox settlers dog our footsteps, making rude noises. Graffiti saying 
“fuck the Arabs” deface the ancient stone interiors of the houses. In Lajun, 
we visit the “remains” of a Palestinian village that is completely obliterated 
but for a few cornerstones of old Palestinian homes. A kibbutz has taken 
over their land but does not use it, choosing instead to plant scraggly pine 
trees that cover the remains of the village and to use the village cemetery as 
a garbage dump.

Expulsion today is usually more bureaucratic and less physical. It is aided 
by another bureaucratic sleight of hand. A Palestinian citizen of Israel who 
marries a West Bank Palestinian cannot live with his/her spouse in Israel 
and may also be refused permission to live in the West Bank, which remains 
under military rule. In the case of such a dual refusal, the newly married 
couple has to seek refugee status outside the country.  The Israeli Supreme 

Palestinian citizens to live with them in Israel would be to “commit national 
suicide.”16 The prohibition on family unification for Palestinians thus leads 
to the expulsion of citizens and non-citizens alike. Adalah, a civil rights 
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organization for Palestinian citizens of Israel, notes that, “no other state in 
the world denies the right to conduct a family life on the basis of national or 
ethnic belonging.”

remain in their home. The permit creates Palestinians as legal residents, not 

center of life for a particular individual – for example, one who has gone 
abroad to study, one who is married to a Palestinian from the West Bank or 
Gaza, or who has fallen afoul of the Israeli bureaucracy in any of a variety of 
ways. B’Tselem, a leading Israeli human rights organization, documents the 

of the Occupation.18

Notice here that many of these expulsions are enacted without bloodshed, 
and by recourse to legal tools of dubious morality. Shooting is not the only 
form of violence. Imagine, instead, the network of informants, the incentives 
to spy on neighbors, the distrust sown between teachers and students, 
employers and employees, and among family members in order to achieve 

SUPPRESSION

The balance between bureaucratic ploys and overt violence, prevalent in the 
West Bank, is reversed in Gaza. An alumnus of the trip who has returned 
numerous times to teach English as a second language in Nablus and in the 

means the pacification of the Palestinian people, not a Palestinian state as an 
equal partner in peace.” 19

witnessed from the relative safety of the West Bank during the first trip) 
represents one face of pacification. Operation Cast Lead involved the killing 

many of whom were taking refuge in places like schools and hospitals 
that should have been spared from the bombing.  In an outright violation 
of international humanitarian law Cast Lead embodied a deliberate policy 
of disproportionate response designed to punish civilian populations for 
acts of resistance to occupation committed by militants (another violation 
of international law).
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in Operation Protective Edge, which proved to be even more lethal than 

 and wounded an additional 
 The corresponding numbers of Israeli fatalities and wounded were 

 As I re-write this chapter for the second edition, 
Israeli snipers shooting Palestinian protestors in the March of Return, have 

five have been injured.
“Disproportionate response” also has taken on new life in the form of 

vigilante violence by settlers all over the West Bank. “Price tag” attacks, 
discussed above, began as retaliations for specific acts of resistance by 
Palestinians as their name suggests. But these attacks also fit into the 
growing pattern of violence by which settlers harass and intimidate the 
Palestinian villagers and farmers around them, for example releasing wild 
boars on Palestinian farmland just as the crops ripen. Because Palestinians 
are forbidden to have guns, they are helpless to protect their crops from the 
marauding animals.  The U.S. State Department, which classifies “price 

and that they went almost entirely uninvestigated and unpunished within the 
Israeli criminal justice system.

“Price tag” attacks on mosques and churches are also occurring inside 
Israel – i.e. against Palestinian citizens of the country, as are settler attacks 

972 
Magazine posted an Israeli fundamentalist’s justification for spitting on an 

 Eventually 
the child’s family decided that life in Beit Shemesh, where this incident 
occurred, had been made unbearable and they moved out.

It seems that if you become sufficiently callous and determined to expel or 
pacify “the other” you will, soon enough, also expel and pacify the “other” 
within, anyone who has failed to support your plans with enough fervor. A 
current example comes from Facebook. In response to a New York Times 
ad in which Holocaust survivors and their descendants criticize an Israeli 
massacre in Gaza (Operation Protective Edge), some Israelis posted with 
comments like: “Go back to Auschwitz” and “Those are collaborators with 
the Nazis.”  Labeling people who disagree with them as “collaborators” had 
a particularly eerie parallel during the week when Hamas publicly executed 
18 Palestinian “collaborators” in Gaza.



46

CONTAINMENT

Containment – or encirclement and constriction – is the predominant pattern 

Israeli separation wall or barrier is the clearest visible form of containment. It 

Line border between Israel and a possible Palestinian state. It’s extended 
length means that it zigzags into Palestinian land, annexing farmland and 
aquifers as it goes. Eighty-five percent of the Israeli separation barrier 
deviates from the Green Line and intrudes into Palestinian property.

Illegal settlements are also planted to surround Palestinian regions, cities, 
villages, neighborhoods, even streets, and individual homes. This strategic 
pattern of settlement placement means that Palestinian areas are cut off 
from transportation routes and from each other. The illegal settlements 
systematically squeeze Palestinian society until people leave or accept 
drastically truncated and beleaguered lives.

We saw the pattern of containment everywhere, from whole valleys, to 
cities, villages, neighborhoods, and even individual homes.

In Whole Valleys

Daoud Nasser is a Palestinian Christian who owns a beautiful piece of land 
on a cave-laced hillside near Bethlehem. His family is lucky: they possess 

them title to this land. Thus, settlers have not been able to take Daoud’s land 

Now, his land is surrounded by five settlements and the road to his property 
is closed off in two places, so that all goods have to be carried in a mile to his 
home. While settlers have, thus far, not been successful in taking the land, 
they have they vandalized the fruit orchards belonging to the Nasser family 
just before the harvest. Settlers have also gotten the military administration 
to issue demolition orders against most of the buildings on the property and 
to refuse permission to build new ones. To stay on the land, Daoud and his 
family would therefore have to live in the caves that dot the hillsides they 
own.

Daoud, an engineer by training, has decided to turn his land into a peace 
camp. Since he cannot get permission to build on his own property, he has 
wired the many caves on his hillside for the electricity his generators produce. 
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One cave serves as a conference room, another as a dormitory, a third as a 
kitchen, and so on. The motto of his peace camp, Tent of Nations, is inscribed 
on one of the stones that settlers have positioned to block access to his land. 
“We refuse to be enemies,” he writes.33

In Cities

On all our trips, we do a “gentrification” walk through the city of Jaffa. Our 
guide, Sami Abou Shehadeh, is a historian by training and, until recently, 
a member of the city council.34 Before the Nakba, Jaffa was the cultural 
center of the Palestinian community, housing its major newspapers, theaters, 
and intellectual life. From its clock tower square, Palestinians could take 
busses or trains to Beirut, Damascus and Cairo. In 1946, city engineers were 
designing a stadium and dormitories to host the Arab Olympics. Two years 
later, during the Nakba, Jaffa’s Palestinian population was reduced from 
about 120,000 to 4,000, with the refugees losing not only their homes, but 
their social networks as well. Even those Palestinians who remained in Jaffa 
were relocated into just one neighborhood. And then, they were forced to 
share their refugee apartments with newly arriving Jewish immigrants: in 
a three bedroom apartment, for example, one bedroom would be allocated 
to the forcibly relocated Palestinians, another to a newly arrived Bulgarian 
Jewish family, and the third to a newly arrived Romanian Jewish family. 
Some Palestinian families thus lived in the same apartment with those who 
bragged of joining the Israeli Defense Forces and killing Palestinians. This 
policy was known as “co-existence.” In a final blow, Palestinians remaining 
in Jaffa were forbidden to make contact with those who had been expelled: 
to inquire about the fate of a cousin, or a neighbor, or a friend; to ask whether 
they had been killed or had made it safely to a refugee camp in Lebanon was 
deemed to be “collaboration with enemy states” and heavily punished.

Near the oceanfront, we stop to look at a traditional Palestinian home with 
odd scaffolding along the back. It seems this home once had a back porch, 
which slowly rotted in the sea air. The owners applied for a permit to rebuild 
the porch and were denied. They rebuilt it anyway and, promptly, the Israelis 
demolished the new porch. This happened several times. Finally, the family 
devised creative new scaffolding on wheels, which they use as a porch. 
Whenever Israeli inspectors appear, they wheel the “porch” away from the 
house and return it after the inspectors have left.

Jaffa has slowly rebuilt itself, albeit with many of the drug and crime 
problems associated with hopelessness, especially in the Ajami neighborhood. 
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The film Ajami, produced with non-professional actors and an improvised 

and demolitions in service to Israel’s “greenwashing” – the process of creating 
a strip of parks along the oceanfront that extends the Tel Aviv board walk 
southward by demolishing Palestinian homes and planting over the debris.

In the city of Hebron, in the West Bank, the usual pattern of ringing a 
Palestinian community with life-constricting settlements is augmented by a 
series of mini-settlements strung through the center of town, especially its 
once-thriving market, causing it to be divided into two areas, one for illegal 
Israeli settlers, usually ultra-Orthodox and militant, and one for Palestinians. 
The ultra-zealous settlers in and around Hebron produce the most intense 
violence in the Occupied Territories.

On the fourth trip, we arrived in Hebron on a Saturday, not realizing that 
this was the day that many Palestinians barricade their homes against the 

their Palestinian neighbors. The city was eerily silent. The only signs of life 
were bunches of young Palestinian boys carrying pails to a nearby mosque 
soup kitchen and roving bands of heavily armed settlers. There were Israeli 
soldiers on every rooftop, but they are forbidden to lay a hand on settlers, 

the settlers, which they do by confining Palestinians to progressively smaller 
areas of the city.

In other years we have walked through the Palestinian market in Hebron 
when it was open. It sports a heavy metal mesh screen overhead, designed 
to keep out the bricks and chairs that settlers throw down into the market 
from the rooftops to render it so unsafe as to lose all its customers. Since 
the wire mesh successfully keeps the heavier objects from crashing into the 
market, settlers have taken to filling plastic bags with human excrement and 
throwing them on the screen so that the bags will tear and drip excrement 
onto passing shoppers. On the fifth trip, one such bag struck me.

But shocking as this is, the most poignant moment in Hebron always comes 
during the walk downhill from the Ibrahimi Mosque, where Baruch Goldstein, 

 
We arrive at the bottom of a hill, passing a checkpoint where, inevitably, we 
see Palestinian men being detained and questioned, and turn right onto a street 
where we encounter a waist-high cement barrier, dividing the street into a 
narrow strip where Palestinians are permitted to walk and a broad swathe where 
Israeli settlers can walk and drive their cars. I have seen this sight many times, 
and at that moment on the trip, I always make a point of watching not the scene 
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on the street, but the faces of my African American and Hispanic students as 
they see this visual representation of Occupation.  One such student turned 
to me and said “This is just like my grandmother’s description of growing 
up in the South, when she had to step off the sidewalk so that passing white 
pedestrians did not have to share space with a black woman.”

On the fifth trip, a young Palestinian boy, certainly no more than five years 
old, had inserted himself into our group, trying to sell us beaded bracelets 
for $1 each. Our group, being large and amorphous, walked down the Israeli 
side of the street, the little boy caught up in our midst. As we exited from 
the divided road into a street where Palestinians are entirely forbidden and 
all the shops are shuttered, the child was left exposed on the “wrong” side 
of the barrier. One of our girls looked back over her shoulder and saw two 
soldiers emerge from a side street and converge on the little boy, who bolted 
into a doorway where he cowered, his hands protecting his head. My student 
called out to the group. Without a word, all the students stopped, turned, and 
walked back to the intersection, where they stood quietly, staring at the Israeli 
soldiers, their cameras raised. The soldiers, keeping the little boy pinned in 
the doorway, twice checked that we were still there. Finally, they motioned 
the child away and he ran off down the street unharmed.

On another trip, as we left through the Shuhadeh Street checkpoint, one of 
the soldiers (in perfect American English) said to me “I hope you don’t think 
I’m a war criminal.” Soldiers like this, who come to doubt the rightness of 
what they see, have formed a group called Breaking the Silence, in which 
they appeal to their Israeli neighbors to witness what the Occupation actually 
does in practice. The key founders of Breaking the Silence are all veterans 
who served the Occupation in Hebron.

In Villages

Nowhere is the Israeli policy of encirclement and constriction more plainly in 
view than in the village of Nabi Saleh, where an Israeli settlement has cut the 
villagers off from their spring. Every Friday, the Palestinian villagers hold 
protests, with internationals and Israelis of conscience also in attendance. 
Since every Palestinian village has a spring, the Nabi Saleh protests have a 
tremendous potential to galvanize the entire West Bank.  Hence the Israelis 
have decided, according to the Palestinian inhabitants of the village, that 
“the virus of Nabi Saleh will be killed in Nabi Saleh.” We are invited to visit 
the home of Bilal and Manal Tamimi, cousins of Mostafa Tamimi, who was 

 We have met 
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Ahed Tamimi each year beginning when she was only 9 years old. When 
we stand on the ridge overlooking the spring and the expropriated orchards, 
Israeli soldiers immediately appear and take up defensive positions, clearly 
indicating that we are not to approach.

In Neighborhoods

Containment is also on display in the neighborhood of Sheikh Jerrah in East 
Jerusalem.40 We have been visiting Palestinian families there every year. In 
the first year, we saw Um Kammal in a tent on a vacant lot, where she and 
her family lived after settlers invaded her home in the middle of the night and 
threw the family out on the street. Her grandchildren played on a bulldozer 
parked near her tent. That very bulldozer would be used to demolish the tent 
12 times in a row.

Um Kammal is long gone, so for three years after her removal we’ve visited 
other Sheikh Jerrah families. The most photographed family lives under 
plastic tarps in the courtyard of the house from which they were evicted. Five 
years ago, the settlers who took over the house added attack dogs to their 
arsenal. I was very proud of my students. They were clearly uneasy that the 
attack dogs would be loosed on us (settlers opened the window letting the 
dogs strain at the bars). But, as they said later, during our daily reflections: 
“we realized that Palestinians live like this all the time so we felt we had 
to stand there and experience this for a few minutes.” Today no Palestinian 
families remain in Sheikh Jerrah.

Around Individual Homes

Hani and Monera Amer live in what I call the “house in a box.”41 Their 
home is entirely surrounded by the Israeli separation barrier (a wall on one 
side and barbed wire fences around the other 3 sides). They are cut off from 
their village and are the victims of stone-throwing and house invasions 
from the settlers who live less than 10 yards away. On our third trip, I asked 
Hani Amer whether his children were scared walking to school, which is 
located in the village from which the wall has separated them. He replied 
“No, they’re scared when they come home, because we have been invaded 
by settlers.” The first few years we visited the Amer home there were only 
a few small settler houses nearby. By the fourth year, the horizon was filled 
with the shell of massive multi-story apartments going up as the settlement, 
kilometers deep into the West Bank, expands.
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CREATIVITY AND RESILIENCE

Yakoub’s Story

Two years ago, I spent my two night home stay of the class trip 
with the family of a carpenter in Bethlehem. My host’s name was 
Yakoub. He was a member of the Palestinian Christian community 
and a carpenter by trade. In order to pursue his craft he had a veritable 
portfolio of identity documents that he showed me. He carried a basic 
ID issued by the Palestinian Authority. Then, in addition, because 
he ran his own business, he had applied for and received both a 
businessman’s card issued by the Israelis and a security card with 
biometric ID, also issued by the Israelis. Finally he had papers from 
the Greek Orthodox Church for which he did the bulk of his work. 
With this entire complement of documents he went to the main check 

as he was working on Church property – i.e. in churches or in schools 
or hospitals affiliated with them. Over time he came to know a many 
of the soldiers who were stationed at that checkpoint, although their 
turnover was high.

One day Yakoub came to the checkpoint, only to be confronted 
with a new young 18 year old wearing the usual automatic weapon. 
He submitted his papers and placed his hand in the fingerprint reader. 
“No, refused” said the soldier and waved him off. Yakoub protested – 
he had seen the green light flash on the biometric machine. “Refused” 
the soldier insisted, so Yakoub picked up his tool kit and turned to 
leave. “Wait a minute. Come back. Try again,” the soldier said. This 
routine – “No, refused. Wait. Try again.” – was repeated five times in 
all. The last time the soldier looked Yakoub in the eye. “How do you 
feel,” he asked, “when I make you go away and come back? Do you 
feel humiliated?” Yakoub took a deep breath, because he was, in fact, 
very angry. But instead of showing his true feelings, he beamed a huge 
smile at the soldier and replied “Oh no. I’m fine with this. I’m getting to 
walk around. You’re the one stuck behind the desk.” Palestinians refer 
to this quality as sumud, or steadfastness, and Yakoub has more than his 
share of it.



Happily, our trip also reminds us that oppression and injustice never go 
unopposed. After we have seen valleys, cities, towns, neighborhoods, even 
single homes being choked by the Occupation, one of our most pressing 
questions becomes: how can there be so little rage in the face of such 

Ronit’s Story

One of our best speakers each year is a woman only a little older than my 
students. Ronit is an Israeli refusenik who now works for a prominent 
American-based peace agency. Her official talk for my students is about 
the way Israeli society and culture are militarized.

Playgrounds for very young children are built with nets across the 
sandbox so that the little ones have to crawl through on elbows and 
knees. When they make it across, they are congratulated for being good 
soldiers. Elementary schools have the names of alumni killed in Israel’s 
many wars, raids, and police actions etched on the walls and only the 
very best pupils get to read their names at the weekly assembly.

The cycle of holidays – Chanukah, Holocaust Remembrance Day, 
Fallen Soldier’s Day, Independence Day – all tell the same story 
which Ronit describes this way: “Someone was trying to kill us (the 
Maccabees, the Tsar, Hitler, the Arabs) but we beat them miraculously. 
Let’s eat.”

Powerful though her talk is, my students tend to be most curious 
about the personal choices Ronit made in refusing to be inducted 
into the Israeli army as a conscientious objector, especially since her 
parents served in the military and her beloved brother is a career soldier. 
Ronit talks about the time she served in jail and how she was finally 
discharged as unfit for service on psychiatric grounds. Both of these 
facts will disqualify her from many mainstream corporate jobs that rely 
on army brigades as referral networks. Luckily Ronit has no interest in 
such jobs and is very happy and productive working for a peace NGO.

But inevitably one of my students will bring up her choices in our 
daily reflections. “What should we learn from Ronit’s example?” they 
ask. “Does this mean we have to be prepared to go to jail and damage 
our careers to do the right thing?” What is the price of conviction and 
integrity? Each of them will have to find answers for themselves. Ronit 
has made the question come alive.



IN ISRAEL AND PALESTINE

injustice? The question, of course, betrays some of our American privilege – 
the expectation that our society and state will treat us fairly. There is, naturally, 
some rage (in our case, the occasional tirade against American support for 
Israel) and, more commonly, despair among Palestinians. But there is also, 
surprisingly, endless imaginative resistance and efficacy. People who spoke 
to us said it over and over again: “we can’t wait for a political solution,” “we 
can’t sit around bemoaning our fate,” “we have to build for the future now.”

highest percent of PhDs per capita in the Arab world.  We heard and saw 
Palestinian efficacy at every turn and in every field: political, economic, 
cultural, medical.

The Palestinian community is host to economic enterprises from small 
craft shops where glass blowing or embroidery are made and sold, to mid-
size businesses like the last kuffiyeh (Palestinian scarf) factory in Palestine, 
located in Hebron, and the Taybeh Beer Brewery whose productivity can 
hardly keep pace with the market, to large-scale businesses such as PalTel, 
housed in a glass-clad skyscraper that would be equally at home in New 
York, Dubai, or Hong Kong. On a sector-wide basis, the Palestine Fair Trade 
Association  helps farmers to get organic and fair trade certification and to 
find international market niches.

Despite the most difficult life circumstances, Palestinians are also highly 
politically engaged around all the issues that are critical to their collective 
future. They have effective NGOs44 focused on land rights (Adalah),  
prisoners’ rights (Addameer),46

in solidarity with them have created allied organizations that bring Israelis 
and internationals to weekly protests (Anarchists Against the Wall) , and that 
document Israeli violence. B’Tselem,48 an Israeli NGO, provides the gold 
standard for reporting on human rights violations in the Occupied Territories. 
More grassroots forms of resistance also abound, as in the Friday weekly 
protests at villages like Bili’in or Nili’in whose land is being appropriated by 
the separation wall or in Nabi Saleh, whose people’s claim on their traditional 
village spring has been suppressed in favor of Israeli settlers. Five years 
ago, we met with Stanford graduate Fadi Quran who was pioneering a new 
generation of “Freedom Rides” in which Palestinians insisted on boarding 
“settler only” busses in the West Bank.49

Cultural survival projects also flourish. Riwaq  is active in architectural 
preservation and has done much to restore the old city of Birzeit. The 
Darwish Museum,  shaped like the leaves of an open book, commemorates 
the greatest national poet. There is a thriving film industry that produces 



landmark, academy award nominated documentaries like Five Broken 
Cameras, and fiction films like Paradise Now and Omar. At the Birzeit 
University art gallery we see a show on Palestinian poster art. Palestinian 
rappers such Iron Sheik, hip-hop groups such as DAM, and spoken word 
artists such as Rafif Ziadeh, Suheir Hammad, and Remi Kanazi achieve 
international acclaim.

Political resistance even permeates the health care system and children’s 
services. At the YMCA in Bethlehem, we hear Dr. Nader Abu Amsha tell 
the story of his project. Beginning with the need to treat Intifada-injured 
youth, he, his mentors, and his co-workers have produced sophisticated 
interdisciplinary counseling efforts that are now being copied in troubled 
areas around the world.

Many of the projects we visit combine elements of economic, political, 
and cultural resistance. Thus, for example, we visit a business in the Negev 
where Mariam Abu Rogaig, the first Bedouin woman to complete a college 
degree in chemistry outside the country, has founded a cosmetic business 
based on her grandmother’s herbal remedies. Rogaig’s company, Desert 
Daughter,  is set in a flourishing tent complex that includes a restaurant 
established by neighboring women who cater to the tour groups that come 
to shop there. Desert Daughter also showcases other local craftswomen, 
promoting women’s micro-economic development by finding commercial 
markets for traditional crafts. Rogaig is fully aware of her political setting, 
noting the water poverty to which she, an Israeli citizen, is subjected while 
pointing us to the nearby lushly watered Israel town, part of the campaign 

responsible for helping with this problem.
The Bedouin town of Wadi al Na’am, situated between a petrochemical 

plant and a power generating station, is an unrecognized village, with no 

childhood asthma and cancer are common in the village.
In the Dheisheh refugee camp, our host, Abu Rabieh, discusses his 

endlessly inventive programs and grants. Next to his house is a computer 
laboratory for which he secured the funding. Seven years ago his newest 
project involved applying for EU money for a summer circus camp for kids. 
Six years ago, he showed me the photos of kids walking on stilts, riding 
unicycles, and juggling. The year after that, he was writing grants to develop 
roof gardens – I have no doubt we’ll be seeing them in the near future. All of 
his projects combine an emphasis on education and economic development.
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In the nearby Aida refugee camp, we visit the Lajee Center  where 
Palestinian children are taught media skills in order to document Israeli 
violence in the camp. The same camp also contains the Al Ruwwad Children’s 
Dance Theater  whose young dance companies tour Europe and the United 
States. Aida also houses ecological projects focused on water safety,  which 
is part of a growing Palestinian concern with environmental issues.

Environmentalism is a part of Palestinian business development, for 
example, in the hands of Khaled al Sabawi, a young Canadian-Palestinian 
geothermal engineer who is pioneering green building construction.  
Environmentalism is also part of emerging Palestine scholarship, focused, 
for example, on such topics as sewage and waste management,  rural 
electrification,  and land use planning.  The trend to add environmental 
concerns to political concerns is especially important in light of the silence 
in human rights doctrines about environmental sustainability.

Since half the trip is spent in Israel, we meet not only Palestinian citizens 

One of our opening meetings takes place at OCHA (the United Nations Office 
for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs), where Israeli staff members 
walk a knife edge: representing the U.N.’s position on monitoring illegal 
settlement expansion while also arguing that Israel has legitimate security 
concerns, especially vis-à-vis Gaza. In Tel Aviv, we meet with Zochrot 
(Remembrance), an Israeli NGO dedicated to telling the story of the Nakba 
in Israeli schools – we see a set of notebooks and lesson plans they share 
with teachers throughout the land. They lead tours to destroyed villages like 

and balanced signs at national parks, especially those that are built over the 
ruins of Palestinian villages.

In the Zochrot offices we are also introduced to a group of Israeli women 
who do research on Israeli corporations that do business in the settlements. 
Who Profits?, their NGO, also provides research on the Israeli-American 
arms trade.

CONCLUSION

What we see today stands at the endpoint of much that has gone before, 
none more definitive than the decision, made by Zionists in the early years 

state homeland 
61 The “statist” 



option posed a dilemma for Zionists because its aspirations – to incorporate 

– are incompatible. Absent the complete ethnic cleansing of all or nearly all 
Palestinians, Israelis can pick any two of those demands, but they cannot 
have all three simultaneously, as Paul recognized so quickly in the story that 
opens this chapter.

the internationally recognized and approved “two-state solution.” It calls 
small. For Zionists, the two-state 

solution would mean giving up the dream to control all the land. The Israeli 
government has done everything within its power with fifty years of strategic, 
state-supported settlement building precisely to destroy this option.

Thus, as a practical matter, implementing the two-state solution would 

Occupied Territories.  It would mean finding Israeli politicians who would 
have the courage to implement this solution over the objection of a highly 
mobilized settler community and numerous right wing political parties. The 
prospect of including land swaps around the Green Line to minimize the 
number of settlers to be uprooted has not made this prospect more appealing 
to the Israeli polity.

be part of a democratic society – but only to the degree that Israel is willing 
to be a state of all 
make a case for the one-state solution (or, as a variant, a single bi-national 

Muslims, Christians, Samaritans, Druze, and Baha’i live as equals.
For Zionists, the one-state solution means giving up the dream of an 

exclusively Jewish state. In addition, the one-state solution would also 
empower precisely those people, the Palestinians, whose dangerousness 
has been greatly exaggerated by Israeli politicians.  The one democratic 
state possibility is so repugnant to the Netanyahu government that it is has 

equivalent of a constitution). This bill explicitly rejects the idea that Israel 
needs to be a state of all its people, and lays the legal foundation for requiring 
the Israeli Supreme Court to rule against equal justice for Palestinian citizens 
of Israel.64 The cynicism of this legislation reaches breathtaking proportions 
when it is combined with the rising call from the Israeli right to annex all or 
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most of the West Bank, thus increasing the number of people whose needs 
the Supreme Court would be required to ignore.

The single democratic state option would not be easy for Palestinians 
either. To endorse it would mean accepting that what is now a national 
liberation struggle would become a civil rights struggle for equal rights within 
a state that is shared with others. While this idea is finding some acceptance 
among younger Palestinians, virtually none of the leaders in the Occupied 
Territories are able to contemplate a civil rights struggling superseding the 
national liberation struggle.

all the land. The problem with this scenario is that half the people who live 

shallowest façade of democracy. It seems as if this option is, increasingly, 
spoken out loud. In the words of Sheldon Adelson, one of Israel’s wealthiest 
American backers, “I don’t think the Bible says anything about democracy 

good things in life. He didn’t talk about Israel remaining as a democratic 

constitute half the population but also all those, inside and outside Israel, 
who object to the suppression, even – or perhaps especially – when the 

You can name it in a number of ways: apartheid, Indian reservations, settler 
colonialism, ethnic cleansing, or sociocide (for a comparison of these models, 
see Chapter 9). Whatever you call it, it rests on a program of denying the 

critics of the regime.
In making this choice, Israel is beginning to diverge from its once 

monolithic American support. While Israel’s internal politics favor 
66 a recent poll shows that Americans, by a 

state solution fail. 68 
Some campus Hillel organizations refuse the orders of the national office 
and declare themselves as “Open Hillels” – i.e. ones in which concerns for 
Palestinian rights can be discussed and debated.69 Every week brings another 

jeep of the Israel Defense Forces that protect their settlement,
groups in New York battle each other over who may participate in an Israel 
Day parade.



In the closing years of the Obama administration, then Secretary of State, 

reality that the Israeli occupation of Palestine has created. The criticism 
of Kerry was unjust, insofar as he was saying no more than Israeli leaders 
themselves have said. Ehud Barak, who is both a former Prime Minister and 
a former Defense Minister of Israel has said, “As long as in this territory 

Palestinians cannot vote, that will be an apartheid state.”  And similarly, 
Ehud Olmert, another former Prime Minister admits: “If the day comes 
when the two-state solution collapses, and we face a South African-style 

in America, will be the first to come out against us, because they will say 
they cannot support a state that does not support democracy and equal voting 
rights for all its residents.”

to take control of all the land from the river to the sea. The easy victory of 
the Six Day War came at a political if not a military cost. Taking land meant 
taking the people living on the land. This is when Israel changed from being 

majority, to being a state plus an Occupation ruling over a population that 

wholesale ethnic cleansing by expulsion was no longer on the menu. And so, 

be completely pacified, to accept being confined to small, separated enclaves 
without social or political rights and without economic viability.

In so doing, the Israelis do not perceive themselves as evil. Like all other 
human beings, Israelis, even those living in the settlements (all of which 
are illegal) believe that their actions are morally grounded. We turn next (in 

ethical basis for their actions.
Our trips were punctuated by our being witness to places of extreme 

at the mid-point in Hebron. But, woven throughout were also the threads 
of hope, resilience, and vibrancy – mostly on the part of Palestinians, but 
also on the part of a few Israelis who stand ready to take up the project 
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that Avraham Burg, an Israeli intellectual and political leader, has called 
“universal humanism,”  i.e. building a future that is based on equity and 
justice between themselves and the Palestinians. The first tentative steps 
have already been taken: Israelis who act in solidarity with Palestinians, 

Nablus unmolested even in the most contentious moments of their struggle 
with Israel.

Yet so much remains to be done.
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IN ISRAEL AND PALESTINE

 The Samaritans of Nablus describe themselves as Hebrews. They argue that the ancient 

respectively. Samaritans worship in synagogues, follow their understanding of the 

The Palestinians regard the Samaritans as an indigenous community and live at peace with 
them.
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BASIC CONCEPTS

Human Rights, Race, and Nation

If radicals wish to change their world, they [cannot do so] by political 
means alone … For the old society is not held together merely by force 
and violence … [T]he old society maintains itself also through theories 
… It will be impossible to … build a humane new one without beginning, 
here and now, the construction of new social theories … The important 
issue is not [only] the determination of the facts, but the ordering of 
them.

Alvin Gouldner1

INTRODUCTION

We cannot learn the world one fact at a time. There are simply too many 
facts. And to make matters worse, many of those “too many” facts are also 
incomplete, ambiguous, and contested. Thus, people who want to achieve a 
comprehensive insight into the world need to organize their knowledge into 
frameworks (sometimes called paradigms by the scientific community).

Frameworks define significant questions, appropriate data sources, and 
the shape of satisfactory answers. Perhaps the best known example comes 
from Thomas Kuhn who describes the transformation of astronomy from 
Ptolemy’s earth-centered model to Copernicus’ sun-centered one.  The 
success of the new model depended less on the discovery of new facts and 
more on its superior power to make sense of what was already known. Power 
also played a significant role: the proponents of the new model, especially 
Galileo, risked charges of heresy for undermining the Church’s assertion that 
the earth was the center of creation. We all see the world through framework-
colored glasses.

Recognition of the relationship between facts and frameworks does not, of 
course, mean that anything goes. Fake news is not ok. Kuhn’s work gives us 
no license to invent convenient facts – to invent, for example, a “promised 
land” that has miraculously been emptied of all its people without anyone 
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ever noticing, just in time for the arrival of Zionists. Nor would Kuhn allow 
us to ignore inconvenient facts – to ignore, for example, that the divided and 
backward looking Palestinian leadership contributes greatly to the sufferings 
of its own people. Indeed, the great German sociologist Max Weber argues 
that science’s highest value is precisely to inculcate in us respect for 
inconvenient facts.4 Nevertheless, it remains true that facts and frameworks 
are inextricably linked and derive their salience from each other.

There are certainly many inconvenient facts and multiple frameworks 
available for understanding the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. In this chapter, I 
provide a brief introduction to three ideas or frameworks that are particularly 
useful in this matter. They are:

a human rights framework,
a race framework,
a nationalism framework.

For each I provide a brief historic overview, analyze strengths and 
weaknesses in applying these ideas to the present conflict, and discuss the 
way that these ideas, whether right or wrong, used or misused, continue to be 
in play, shaping both perceptions and actions.

I begin with the human rights framework because I think it is 
understandable for most readers, because it situates this unique conflict in a 
broader, comparative perspective, and because it provides the basis on which 
to become politically engaged with efforts to find a just resolution to the 
conflict.

Nevertheless, a caveat is in order. Using a human rights standard provides 
a strong point of entry into the study of the most persistent conflict in the 
Middle East. By itself, however, it is not sufficient. It is useful only when 
coupled with some knowledge of the history, politics, economics, and 
even theology of the contending parties. For this reason, I begin by laying 
out basic concepts in the first part of this book, but spend the bulk of my 
effort on creating a succinct historical account of the conflict in the second 
part. Together, the value commitment to a human rights perspective and a 
systematic knowledge of history can provide a basis for a just resolution to 
the conflict.

HUMAN RIGHTS: BEYOND FAMILY AND TRIBE

To deny people their human rights is to challenge their very humanity.
Nelson Mandela
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Within a system which denies the existence of basic human rights, fear 
tends to be the order of the day. Fear of imprisonment, fear of torture, 
fear of death, fear of losing friends, family … A most insidious form 
of fear is that which masquerades as common sense or even wisdom, 
condemning as foolish, reckless, insignificant or futile the small, daily 
acts of courage which help to preserve man’s self-respect and inherent 
human dignity. … Yet even under the most crushing state machinery 
courage rises up again and again, for fear is not the natural state of 
civilized man.

Aung San Suu Kyi, Freedom from Fear6

Adnan’s Story

My friend Adnan spent some time, early in his career, working for the 
Negotiations Support Unit of the Palestinian Authority. He attended 
many rounds of talks that followed the signing of the Oslo Accords. 
At one such session, during the Taba negotiations, after a morning of 
contentious, acrimonious wrangling between the PA and the Israeli 
delegation, Adnan found himself alone with a member of the Israeli 
team as everyone filed out to lunch. Finding himself thus able to have a 
private conversation, he turned to his Israeli interlocutor and asked her: 
“On what possible basis of international law could you even think of 
making the land claims you are making?” His Israeli counterpart looked 
startled, glanced around the room to see that it was otherwise empty, 
and replied “What international law? In this room, there’s only you and 
me, and I have all the guns.”

For those who do not want to live in a world organized by the whims or even 
the deeply felt values of the schoolyard bully, human rights doctrine provides 
a basis for conflict resolution. The current international understanding of 
human rights is expressed in two key documents: the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights (UDHR)  of the United Nations and the Geneva Conventions 
on the Rules of War.8

The context of the present human rights framework and these landmark 
documents is clearly the Second World War and particularly the Holocaust, 
which were fresh in the minds of the international authors,9 as was the failure 
of the League of Nations to establish a system of international relations 
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that prevented world war. In addition, the drafters needed to engineer 
consent from countries on the two sides of the Cold War, the non-aligned 
nations, representatives of large, powerful, wealthy countries and small, 
poor, exploited ones, and countries with diverse and more or less deeply 
entrenched religious traditions.

Notice that both documents include social and economic rights, such as 
the right to health care and education, that go beyond the better-known legal 
rights of freedom from tyranny.

When I teach this material, I ask students to form an opinion: are the 
documents that emerge from this process persuasive in our contemporary 
context? Are they too ambitious? Not ambitious enough? Outdated or of 
timeless value?

Americans generally have been taught, through the Bill of Rights (the first 

free speech, assembly, and worship. Americans are less familiar with and 
often more skeptical about the social and economic rights also included in the 

participate as a full member of one’s national community. Although students 
generally endorse the idea that every person should have the opportunity to 
become his or her best self, they do not always conclude that this aspiration 
requires access to good education or health care as a matter of rights.

I also ask students whether they feel that the documents have missed 
anything that should have been included or should now be added. Though 
students generally find human rights doctrine appealing, they also are quick 
to spot some obvious weaknesses. For example, they notice that, despite the 
generous provision of social and economic rights, there is no mention of the 
need to protect the natural environment within which human life flourishes.

The enforcement mechanisms for vindicating human rights seem 
underdeveloped and feeble in the documents as originally written. The 
lack of enforcement mechanisms undermines the standard of jurisprudence 

and every injury its proper redress.”  Human rights standards without 
enforcement mechanisms are toothless, as the Palestinian-Israeli conflict so 
painfully reveals.

The two most important bodies intended to provide the remedies and 

the United Nations’ judicial arm, adjudicates disputes only between nations 
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and has thus been especially weak for the question of Palestinian rights in 
particular and the rights of minorities within states, refugees, and stateless 
people in general. So long as the Palestinian people had no nation-state, the 

observer-state (albeit one that exists only on paper) opens the door to the 

Israel and the United States inflict financial penalties on them.

and NGOs, but only those that raise the issues of crimes against humanity 
like apartheid or genocide. When such charges are made, the ICC can seek 
advisory opinions, and the Palestinians are now asking the U.N.’s Committee 
on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination (CERD) to find that the Israeli 
Occupation is guilty of racial discrimination and that its conduct constitutes 
both a war crime and a crime against humanity.11 It remains to be seen 
whether this legal strategy will work. But even if it eventually does, the very 
convoluted path that is required points to the hardships wrought by a legal 
regime built to inhibit violence between countries but not within them.

A second concern about the human rights system is that politics and 
power imbalances have distorted the use of even its weak enforcement 
mechanisms. Radical scholars like Mahmood Mamdani, raise the question 
of whether human rights are, in fact, a last ditch attempt by the great powers 
to dictate the terms of international relations long after the last colonial flag 
has been lowered and the last colonial governor withdrawn.  Could it be 
that human rights doctrine is, in fact, neocolonialism dressed up in a tuxedo? 
It is sometimes not quite clear whether those leftists who are suspicious of 
human rights doctrine truly oppose the doctrine per se, or object only to its 
misuse in great power politics. Nevertheless, their caveats underscore the 
lesson: human rights doctrine does not operate automatically apart from the 
purposes of those who invoke it.

Certainly it is easy to find instances where human rights standards are 
applied selectively by western countries. For example, since its inception 

exclusively focused on African cases and African individuals.14 Even more 
suspect, the newly developed doctrine of Responsibility to Protect (sometimes 

third-world countries without clear and agreed-upon standards, guidelines, 
implementation protocols, or time limits, and most critically without the 
consent of the people intended to benefit from such interventions.



There are three major U.N. resolutions that are meant to produce justice 
for both Palestinians and Israelis. They are: Resolution 181, dating from 

Palestinian state16

Palestinian refugees to return to their homes
reaffirming the provisions of the Geneva Conventions that prohibit changes 
in national boundaries through acts of war.18 None have ever been enforced.

In recent years, the Israeli government has tried to use the recognition 
that human rights doctrine is historically rooted to argue for changes that 
favor its own practices. They argue that the Geneva Conventions (1949) – 
the “humanitarian law” that, despite its Kafkaesque name, seeks to limit the 
harm done by war19 – do not adequately address questions of asymmetric 
warfare waged between state and non-state actors. While they are correct to 
argue that asymmetric war is becoming more common, Israeli spokespersons 
overlook the most salient way that new developments change the need for 
human rights safeguards: as the carnage spills out from once well-defined 
battlefields to communities, schools, and hospitals, the need for the protection 
of civilians grows stronger rather than weaker.

Ironically, in seeking to change the rules of war – mostly in the directions 
of blurring the line between combatants and non-combatants, weakening 
the protections for noncombatants, allowing for use of human shields and 
collective punishment in the supposedly under-regulated area of asymmetrical 
warfare – Israel is, in fact, conceding the legitimacy of the very rules it is 
trying to change.

Nothing is more revealing of Israeli intentions or their will to ignore the 
demands of international human rights standards while paying lip service 
to them than their use of illegal settlements to inadmissibly change national 
boundaries and acquire territory by force of war.

The Fourth Geneva Convention, Article 49, paragraph 6 states 
unambiguously:

The occupying power shall not deport or transfer parts of its own 
civilian population into the land it occupies.

Though part of a larger body of text (Article 49), this is a stand-alone 
paragraph, that appears without any modification, or any indication in the 
preceding or following text that Article 6 is to be modified or nuanced in 
any way. The prohibition is absolute: the occupying power may staff its 
own occupation, but it may not transfer civilians under any pretext into the 
occupied territories. Period.
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There is a matching provision in Article 49, paragraph 1, which also 
prohibits the expulsion of the civilian population of the occupied territories. 
The passage reads:

Individual or mass forcible transfers, as well as deportations of protected 
persons from occupied territory to the territory of the Occupying Power 
or to that of any other country, occupied or not, are prohibited, regardless 
of their motive.

The intent of this language is consistent with the overarching principle that 
states may not change their boundaries, may not acquire land, through acts 
of war. In short, occupations may occur in times of war, but their military 
necessity cannot be used as a lever with which to change the size and shape 
of countries, to change population ratios, or to promote willing or unwilling 
resettlement of civilian populations in either direction.

The provisions specified under these rules have been almost universally 
reaffirmed: by the United Nations General Assembly, the United Nations 
Security Council, the International Committee of the Red Cross, and the 

In the face of such massive consensus, the Israeli state ignores these 
standards and continues to make counterclaims:

annexation is, of course, equally illegal under international law.
Israel denies that, in building settlements, it is “deporting” its own 

civilians. This argument is disingenuous: Article 49(6) is not meant only 
to inhibit the forced deportation of criminals or minority groups within an 
occupying society to the territories it occupies. Rather, it is meant to exclude 
ALL population transfers, including voluntary or state-incentivized ones.

The Israeli state absolutely incentivizes settlers to move to the Occupied 
Territories. It supplies water and electricity to the settlements
a network of roads linking the settlements to the parts of Israel within the 
Green Line
settlements while failing to protect Palestinian communities under its control 
from vandalism, theft, and hate crimes
development and home ownership by settlers in the settlements
settlement boundaries and encourages incursions into neighboring private 
lands.  The fact that individual settlers choose to accept these incentives 
does not lessen the Israeli state’s responsibility for providing them.

Thus far, all my examples of human rights violations have focused on 
Israeli misconduct. Palestinians have also committed human rights violations, 



though their legal position is the opposite of Israel’s. As the occupying power, 
the Geneva Conventions oblige Israel to provide a high standard of care for 

systematic ways (i.e. not merely in the “fog of war”) and for political purposes.
Palestinians, as the occupied population, are entitled to fight for their freedom, 

including by military means. What they are not allowed to do, however, is 
to deliberately or recklessly target civilians on the Israeli side. The argument 
that, because Israel has a seemingly universal draft, none of its citizens can be 
considered to be civilians is specious. Thus, the recourse of some Palestinian 
militias to suicide bombings and rocket fire from Gaza also constitutes a grievous 
human rights violation because it fails to distinguish between combatants and 
civilians.  The intra-Palestinian practice of murdering suspected collaborators 
without due process is also a gross human rights violation.

The balance of terror between Israel and the Palestinians, as reported by 
B’Tselem (the leading human rights organization to have observers on the 

every Israeli civilian casualty.  Both sides can, thus, be accused of human 
rights violations. But the paradoxical context must always be kept in mind: 
while, per human rights doctrine, Palestinian and Israeli individuals are of 
equal value, they exist in two highly unequal communities: occupier and 
occupied. The importance of this contextual element cannot be ignored.

This brings us to the most serious and intractable challenge in human 
rights law. The fact is that human beings live in communities, and cannot 
thrive apart from them. Yet the human rights framework enshrines in law 
and morality a radical form of individualism. Each individual human being is 
seen as a rights-bearing subject, and the legitimacy of a community, whether 
familial or political, is evaluated by the degree to which that community 
serves its members. This is a worthwhile and popular standard, but it is also 
incomplete. If human beings truly cannot exist apart from larger groups 
(families, clans, neighbors, tribes and, in the modern world system, nation-
states) then the human rights doctrine must become more complex. If human 
life depends on viable communities, then those communities must also have 
rights to survival. And if they do, then conflicts of interest between group 
needs and individual desires will necessarily arise.  Such a conflict, in 
turn, requires an extension of human rights doctrine to help us negotiate 
an appropriate balance between responsibilities and rights for individuals 
embedded in communities.

A recent example of debate focused on this very subject, the balance 
between individual and group rights, can be found in Susan Muller Okin’s 
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edited collection Is Multiculturalism Bad for Women?  In her opening 
essay, Okin argues that respect for traditional cultures requires acceptance 
of practices that are harmful to women. She cites, for example, the French 
government’s acceptance of polygamous marriage in its immigration 
policies, despite the distress that polygamy creates for wives, especially 
in situations of crowded immigrant living.  Contributors to the volume, 
arguing from various shades of leftist politics, take her to task on a number 
of grounds: for implying that third-world cultures can be imagined as 
“stable, timeless, ancient, lacking in internal conflict, pre-modern
failing to recognize that traditional cultures include possibilities of reform 
and resistance
colonialism, neocolonialism and immigration
issues of class as well as gender.  The point here is not to resolve the 
question of whether multiculturalism is bad for women, but to insist that 
human rights doctrine must address the issue of balance between individual 
and group rights and must, moreover, do so in a way that recognizes the 
power of historical and political forces to shape our understanding of the 
very idea of human rights.

Thus we end where we began. Human rights doctrine, as we know it 

official version, it seeks to provide a generous and humane grounding to 
the international order. It was incomplete even at its creation because its 
enforcement mechanisms were weak. Given weak enforcement mechanisms, 
superpowers can misuse human rights doctrines, reducing them to a dressed 
up, disguised version of neocolonialism. The classical statements of human 
rights (for example, the Universal Declaration), have to some degree, been 
overtaken by events that call for a reasonable extension of its core principles. 
The earth is today more fragile than it was known to be in the aftermath of 
WWII, and people are more interconnected by various forms of globalization. 
New practices and technologies of warfare present new challenges. Most 
importantly of all, human rights doctrine needs to recognize that people 
exist only in groups and must give us some direction in balancing the mutual 
rights and responsibilities of each to the other.

The two most common bases for grouping human beings are biology and 
politics. Biology recognizes the critical role of family in human survival. 
Politics recognizes that beyond the realm of family and clan, the earth is 
organized into politically defined communities – today largely nation-states. 
Each of these bases for grouping people also is relevant to the Palestinian-
Israeli conflict.



Yuri’s Story41

At the time I met him, Yuri was a doctoral candidate at Harvard. He is 
an Israeli who, after serving in the army, became engaged with Breaking 
the Silence, a group of military veterans who use photographs to educate 
their fellow Israelis about the realities of the Occupation. They take no 
official position on whether the Occupation is right or wrong. They 
simply ask their elders to look at, to see, and to acknowledge, what 
is entailed in asking their sons and daughters to enact the occupation 
during their years of compulsory military service.

I have seen Yuri give a number of talks on behalf of Breaking the 
Silence. At one such talk, an audience member suggested that Yuri, like 
other soldiers manning the checkpoints, was a racist. Yuri sighed. Then 
he told this story.

While he was serving in the army, during the first Intifada he found 
himself assigned to checkpoint duty. He was determined to carry out his 
responsibilities in a kind and fair manner. He stuffed all the pockets of 
his uniform with candies for the children he would encounter. He was 
known in his circle of friends as a funny raconteur, and he rehearsed 
humorous anecdotes to lighten his interactions with Palestinians who 
would come before him.

RACE: ARABS AS THE EMERGING RACIAL “OTHER”

But race is the child of racism, not the father.
TaNehisi Coates

I was born a Black woman/and now/I am become a Palestinian.

Refugee camps that make you long for the projects …Closed universities 
and open prisons … Curfews and house demolitions.

Suheir Hamad

What is racism? It is when 250 Lakota massacred at Wounded Knee are 
not regarded as the largest mass shooting in U.S. history.

Matt Sherman
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The simple human fact is that people are born into families. Biological 
imperatives provide the first crucial basis of bonding with others. As children 
grow, their circle widens from the immediate family with whom they share 
clear ancestral links to a wider community. But even in this wider world 
where, today, many relationships are structured by state bureaucracies, 
people continue to use metaphors of kinship,  as when they address older 
family friends as Auntie or Uncle So-and-So.

People also use biological metaphors more broadly. For example, in 
the discussion of the recent massacre in Gaza, Operation Protective Edge, 
commentators from all ends of the political spectrum have depicted Gaza 
as a woman. Television pundit Bill Maher (in)famously tweeted “Dealing 
w/ Hamas is like dealing w/ a crazy woman who’s trying to kill u – u can 
only hold her wrists so long before you slap her.”  Yonatan Shapira, a 
well-known Israeli leftist, critical or Israel’s behavior in Gaza, said “If I 

gang rape.”44

Both of these metaphorical uses of biology are a little strained. But 
perhaps the most problematic use of biology is our tendency to group our 
fellow humans into schemas of racial classification. Biologists define race as 
subpopulations of a single species that are distinctive in appearance but not 
in genetic structure or in ability or talent (emphasis mine).  Unfortunately, 
human beings seldom pay much attention to the biological definition of race.

Gradually, however, he realized that the Palestinians who stood before 
him at the checkpoint did not find him either charming or amusing. 
When he told funny stories they laughed in the most perfunctory manner. 
Over time, Yuri came to realize that, for the Palestinians standing before 
him, he was simply an 18 year old with a gun, who exercised power 
over them. By whim, he could decide who would get to their jobs and 
who would not pass and would miss a day’s work. By whim, he could 
decide who would get to a clinic or a doctor’s appointment and who 
would be turned back. By whim he could decide to humiliate a father in 
front of his children or to wave the family through. So, quite naturally, 
the Palestinians detested him.

And once he realized that he was hated, then, he said, “They all 
began to look alike to me.”



For human beings the definition of race is socially constructed
determined by biological facts. TaNehisi Coates, a chronicler of the African-
American experience, is worth quoting at length about the social construction 
of race:

But race is the child of racism, not the father. And the process of naming 
‘the people’ has never been a matter of genealogy and physiognomy 
so much as one of hierarchy. Difference in hue and hair is old. But 
belief in the preeminence of hue and hair, the belief that these factors 
can correctly organize a society and that they signify deeper attributes 
which are indelible – this is the new idea at the heart of these new 
people who have been brought up hopelessly, tragically, to believe that 
they are white. These people are, like us, a modern invention. But unlike 
us, their new name has no real meaning divorced from the machinery 
of criminal power. The new people were something else before they 

all our national hopes have any fulfillment, then they will have to be 
something else again.46

This particular practice, of naming the other in racial terms, was consolidated 
late in the 18th century, not coincidentally in the context of colonial settler 
projects.  Even a cursory glance at the history of racial “naming” reveals 
absurd contradictions. Eva Garroutte provides a stunning example from 
American Indian experience.48 Some tribes, she reports, reject individuals 
who are universally agreed to be of entirely Indian ancestry because they 
cannot show at least two grandparents from the same tribe, a requirement 
for belonging in those particular tribes. At the same time, in other tribes, 
individuals who are universally recognized to have no Indian ancestry 
whatsoever can become full tribal members by marrying into the community. 
Such categorizations simultaneously make whites into Native Americans and 
prevent Native Americans from being recognized as such. Not surprisingly 
then, if you ask any class of sociology students in American to write a list 
of how many races co-exist in their country and then have them share their 

races.
Even when racial characterizations are intended to be benign – for example 

in medical practices that suggest screening for sickle cell anemia for black 

stereotypical assumptions will cause them to miss the real incidence of the 
disease.49
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Considerations of class, gender, and faith inflect and complicate the 
discussion of race. In the case of Islamophobia, for example, Pakistani 
immigrants who entered the United States shortly after the passage of the 

were generally affluent and highly educated tech workers. They enjoyed a 
class advantage and were often treated as “honorary whites.”  And similarly, 
gender matters in the process of racialization: Arab women, especially those 
who wear hijab, are often treated as people to be rescued by Americans, 
whereas Arab men are perceived as threatening others, potential terrorists.  
Arab Christians are an unrecognized category in the eyes of most Americans, 
but they tend to identify themselves as white more often than Arab Muslims, 
even when their skin color is the same.

For human beings, racial distinctions are seldom merely descriptive. 
Almost always, racial distinctions are invidious: they attribute greater virtues 
to one group than another. Native Americans were described as savages, 
even as European settlers were appropriating their lands.  Slave traders and 
slave owners claimed they were uplifting slaves by removing them from 
the backwardness of their native communities, even as slaves were being 
kidnapped, sold, and confined to a life of eternal labor without rights.  
Similarly, Europeans have a long history of “orientalism” that allows them 
to mischaracterize and exploit Asian peoples.

For human beings, racial definitions are about power. One racial 
group enjoys better life chances than others and this advantage is created 
in multiple ways. Racial privilege can be structural, encoded in law: for 
example, in the United States, the GI Bill of Rights subsidized home loans 
for former soldiers only in racially segregated communities.  It can be 
encoded in popular culture: for example, Hidalgo, a recent American 
movie, makes a strong case against racial purity and in favor of hybridity 
in its plot, which concerns an American cowboy (who is revealed to be 
of mixed racial ancestry) and an American hybrid pony who prove their 
superiority in a grueling endurance race over the “pure bred” Arab horses 
with whom they are competing. Nevertheless, even in a film ostensibly 
dedicated to hybridity, Arab men are depicted as threatening and devious 
individuals, daggers sticking out of their robes. Racial prejudice is also 
displayed in individual attitudes and behaviors, for example, taking the 
form of racial slurs, race-based perceptions of dangerousness (or beauty), 
evaluations of job performance or social acceptability.  Together these 
structural, cultural, attitudinal and behavioral forms of racism form a dense 



cloud of everyday discomfort and disadvantage for some and unearned 
privilege for others.

The content of all the varied forms of racism also reveals that racial 
definitions are about history
in time. Sociologists,  political commentators,  and historians61 have 
all noted how the definitions of racial “others” change in relation to the 
challenges facing a particular community at a specific moment in time.

The present moment for American race relations is marked by the 
convergence of many factors, some economic and some political. In the 
economic realm, we have an economy held hostage to the “America first” 
mentality, the tariffs, trade wars, and repudiation of mutual obligations 
characteristic of the Trump administration. Deindustrialization and wage 
erosion,  inflationary pressures caused, in part, by Arab control over oil 
prices,  the emergence of the BRIC nations (Brazil, Russia, India and China) 
who challenge the ability and the right of America and Europe to set the 
terms of the global economy, and the rise of the WTO (the World Trade 
Organization) and other globalized forms of capital also challenge national 
sovereignty. In the political realm, we see the growth of political Islam, we 
hear pundits proclaiming a “clash of civilizations,” and we suffer the attacks 
of 9/11, the depredations of ISIS (the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria) and the 
devastation of Yemen. This narrative is not mere reporting – a lot of dubious 
interpretation is involved in seeing the havoc in Yemen but not in Venezuela 
as the product of a clash of civilizations.

Many of these challenges together heighten our preoccupation with Islam 
and hence with Arabs – ignoring the fact that most Muslims are, in fact, not 
Arab, that many Arabs are Christian (including most of those who live in the 

and Muslim are hopelessly conflated and both are deemed to be different 
from Americans in ways that are dangerous and that seem particularly 
noteworthy at the present moment.

It is no wonder, then, that anti-Arab, anti-Muslim prejudice is pervasive, 
as the following examples illustrate. All of the incidents listed below have 
occurred since I began writing this book.

Many American universities teach Hebrew with textbooks imported from 
Israel. These textbooks routinely erase the Green Line that defines the 
internationally recognized boundary between Israel and Palestine – a 
practice that erases Palestine. Needless to say, no American university 
would dare teach Arabic from textbooks that erase Israel.
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In a recent incident at a university dining hall, a young Palestinian woman, 
wearing hijab, was verbally assaulted and pelted with food thrown from 
a nearby table of loud, probably drunken, young white men. When 
other minority students who witnessed the incident lodged a complaint, 
disciplinary authorities dismissed their concern. The incident was labeled 
a “food fight” in a spirit of “boys will be boys.” Had Arab or African 
American students pelted a white woman with food, it is very hard to 
imagine that any university administration would have failed to recognize 
the assaultive character of this behavior.
A graduate student, having found his seat on a plane returning to Boston, 
was speaking Arabic on his cell phone. The passenger sitting next to him 
called the stewardess and asked to be moved because she couldn’t sit 
next to “a terrorist.” The stewardess complied. One cannot imagine the 
stewardess complying with a request based on an expressed desire “not to 

A university art museum refuses to let an Emirati prince visit the campus 
to see a prestigious exhibit of Islamic art because he would bring armed 
bodyguards and “we do not have guns on campus.” A week later the Israeli 
Consul General, surrounded by armed bodyguards, is a guest speaker on 
the same campus.

the Negev or the Galilee or some other area under their control. When 
Palestinians64 voice their objections to such plans, the world stands silent. 
It is hard to imagine a comparable silence were an American politician to 
announce plans to Aryanize Harlem or Watts, or to Christianize Brooklyn.
Teach for America accepts free propaganda trips to Israel on behalf of its 
student volunteers, lending credence to an attempt by Israel to Zionize 
young American schoolteachers. No one tries to insure that the same set 
of young American teachers gets to personally experience any part of the 
Arab world.

very nearly ended his political career, at least at the national level – a well-

of Arabs “when you catch terrorists, you simply have to kill them,” and, 
upon being told by the head of the Israeli National Security Council that 
this is illegal, replied “I’ve killed lots of Arabs in my life – and there is no 
problem with that,” the silence is deafening.66

them believed that Israel’s Palestinian citizens should be denied the right 



to vote. Almost half supported stripping Palestinians born in Israel of their 
citizenship, and more than half thought the Israeli state should treat Israeli 

 Only left wing 
Israelis (a tiny minority) objected. I leave it to the reader’s imagination 
to picture the outcry had polls revealed that the citizens of any European 

By now, Israel has ensured that everyone interested in the conflict 
knows that Hamas’ charter contains objectionable language calling for 
the elimination of Israel (see Chapter 1). Few, however, recognize that 
the charter of the Likud Party denies Palestinian history in the land, 
Palestinian claims to civil rights, and even the possibility of a Palestinian 
state.68 Fewer still object.
The Simon Wiesenthal Center decides to construct a Museum of 

Mamilla Cemetery, an Arab burial ground.69 This action evokes passionate 
objections from Arab groups and also from architects, from the U.N. 
Human Rights Commission, and even from the Central Conference of 
American Rabbis.  The construction continues. Imagine an Arab group 
deciding to build a Museum of Tolerance partially on the land of the 

At Yale, a chaplain who wrote that Israeli conduct, specifically Operation 
Protective Edge, was fueling anti-Semitism finds himself denounced as 
an anti-Semite and resigns his position.  The argument of his accusers is 
that the only person responsible for anti-Semitism is the anti-Semite him- 
or herself, and that Israeli behavior is irrelevant. All well and good, so 
long as criticism of Israel and anti-Semitism are not conflated. But note, 
that no one has been criticized for saying that the behavior of ISIS feeds 
Islamophobia. Why is the same logic not applicable?

Perhaps these multiple, subtle and not-so-subtle examples of anti-Arab 
racism and Islamophobia can best be summarized by saying that, in America, 

then President George H. W. Bush tried to define Saddam Hussein as “the 
new Hitler”  only a year after the collapse of the Soviet Union and the end 
of the Cold War. His efforts proved to be singularly unconvincing. However, 
after Americans went to war, first in Iraq, and then in Afghanistan, and then 
again in Iraq, after 9/11, defining a shadowy and threatening Islamic figure 
as the new “them” found more traction with the public.

This generally tumultuous situation provided Israel with a significant 
opportunity to advance its own interests. It encouraged Americans and 
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Europeans to identify Arabs as enemies and the Israeli state, as it has always 
wanted to be seen since Herzl’s day, as the “rampart of Europe against Asia, 
an outpost of civilization as opposed to barbarism.”  Immediately after 9/11, 
Ariel Sharon, then the Prime Minister of Israel, made much of the common 
Israeli and American interest in defeating Arab terror.

Sharon’s advocacy fell on fertile ground, as Islamophobia is common 
not only in the United States but also in Western Europe. In a recent article 
entitled “Eurozionism and its Discontents” Gabriel Pitersberg, following 
the Israeli poet and cultural critic Yitzak La’or, argues that a new, highly 

reduces the Holocaust to Auschwitz, thereby focusing on German behavior 
and ignoring the extent of complicity by other European powers, especially 
Italy and Vichy France. It reduces the Second World War to the Holocaust, 
thereby deflecting attention from Allied atrocities. It reduces the history of the 
twentieth century to the Second World War, thereby erasing the murderous 
impact of European colonialism.  All of this allows Europe to see itself as 
a place of liberality, tolerance, and inclusion, even as the old anti-Semitism, 

Americans, in general, agree with the European view of the Middle 
East. But in America additional factors are at work in promoting anti-Arab 
racism. Recently, the very success of the civil rights movement introduces 
yet another element to the story of race as a filter for perceiving the Middle 
East. In a recent American Quarterly article, Cynthia Young describes the 
Bush Administration’s persistent attempts (think Condoleeza Rice and Colin 
Powell) to align the history of the civil rights movement with the war on 
terror.  For that ploy to work, black men are promoted, in fiction and in fact, 
as the ideal new patriots, uncritically eager to spread American influence, by 
force of arms if necessary, against political Islam.  Young traces the use of 
black actors and black characters in popular media – actor Dennis Haysbert 
in the role of President David Palmer in the long-running television show 
24, The Kingdom – to depict the new superpatriot. And 
since this superpatriot is African-American, why, then, America cannot be 
accused of racism when its new heroes go to war against people of color in 
the Middle East. Young quotes rapper Talib Kweli’s succinct statement of the 
position “Niggas ain’t become American till 9/11.”

I began this section by acknowledging that biology plays a crucial role in 
structuring human beings’ ties to one another. Nevertheless, I argue that the 
particular application of biology that groups human subjects into separate 
races is harmful in political affairs. Such groupings never honor the scientific 



definition of race: differences in appearance unrelated to differences in ability. 
Race as a social category virtually always carries a message of invidious 
and inaccurate distinctions among peoples. In the case of Palestinians, 
the world’s decades-long indifference to their claims has now ceded to an 
ethnoracialization of the conflict that makes Israelis “the white guys” and the 
Palestinians a swarthy and suspect other. This phenomenon exists in plain 
view, shouted from the floor of the Israeli Knesset (unicameral legislature) 
in utterances like that of the right-wing member who asserts: “The whole 

understanding.”
But even if we disqualify the use of racial groupings as the basis for 

human community, we nevertheless need to ask on what basis individual 
human beings can be grouped into viable collectivities in the contemporary 
world. Clearly, today’s globe is organized into a system of nation states, and 
so we need to understand how the theories and practice of nationalism shape 
the Palestinian conflict.

NATION AND NATIONALISM: THE RIGHT  
TO HAVE RIGHTS

Nationalism is not the awakening of nations to self-consciousness: it 
invents nations where they do not exist.

Ernest Gellner

The drawback of this formulation is that Gellner … assimilates 
‘invention’ to ‘fabrication’ and ‘falsity’ rather than to ‘imagining’ and 
‘creation.

Benedict Anderson81

A Nation … is a group of person united by a common error about their 
ancestry and a common dislike of their neighbors.

Karl Deutsch

Peter’s Story

A friend of mine was born in a traditional working-class area of East 
London during WWII. Fortunately, his primary and secondary school 
teachers recognized his exceptional artistic talent, and he won a stipend 
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Today the modern nation state is a familiar entity. Schoolchildren are given 
maps to memorize: France is here, in purple, and below it are Spain in orange 
and Portugal in green. Implicitly, if not explicitly, we are taught to think of 
the contemporary map of states as eternal and immutable, despite the fact 
that we are also taught about our own revolutionary war, despite the fact 
that we welcome new nations such as South Sudan (but not Palestine) to the 
community of nations.

In general, people think of modern nation states as having three levels.84 At 
the top is the central government whose apparatus defines the territory under 
its jurisdiction, represents the nation in international affairs, and is responsible 
for organizing internal affairs so as to insure security and commerce. At the 
bottom are individual citizens, for whom participation in this national entity 
is a matter of personal importance and value, i.e. saying “I am an American” 
or “I am a Frenchman/woman” is experienced as an authentic element of 
one’s identity. Between the bottom and the top are a series of mediating 
institutions. They do the work of transforming a name on a map into the 
real, substantive sense of national identity that ordinary citizens evince.  
Mediating institutions86 may be public, private, or some hybrid form, and 
include organizations such as museums, archives, libraries, monuments, 
courts, media – all of which furnish specific content to fill the cup of national 
identity. The most important of these mediating institutions are the schools, 
where young people and immigrants are instructed in both the national 
realities and the national myths.  The historian Ernest Gellner writes: “Time 
was when the minimal political unit was determined by the preconditions 
of defence (sic) or economy: it is now determined by the preconditions of 
education.”88 Through such sources as the media and the schools, people 

to attend a prestigious music conservatory. After his graduation, he 
became a professor of music at a college in Quebec. When his children 
were born, the family wanted their children to be educated in English-
language schools, despite the fact that they lived in a francophone 
province. It turned out that this was possible so long as the family could 
furnish a letter from the father’s secondary school, attesting to the fact 
that English was the primary language of instruction there. So Peter 
sent away to his old secondary school and promptly received a letter in 
reply. The primary language of instruction, said the School Head, was 
Urdu.
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who will never meet face-to-face come to think of themselves as sharing an 
identity as citizens of the nation and neighbors to one another. This is why the 
sociologist Benedict Anderson calls nation states “imagined communities.”89

Anderson’s depiction stresses the cultural and communal aspects of 
national identity. However, nationhood also has a more coercive aspect since 
the state is, by definition, the organization that holds a monopoly on the 
legitimate use of violence in a given territory. Nations are all peremptory as 
well, since, for all practical purposes, there is no other way to have rights but 
to have them as a citizen of a state. States guarantee the right to have rights, 
in the words of Hannah Arendt.  Thus stateless people like the Palestinians 
have no instrument that guarantees any rights to them, no matter how 
inspiring the language of human rights discourse may be.

The foregoing means that ideas of nationhood are startlingly similar to 
ideas of race: socially constructed, often implying invidious distinctions 
among people, shaped by historical moments and power relationships.

The current nation-state system is a relatively recent human arrangement, 
dating back only as far as the 18th century.91 Before that, in the thousands of 
years of human history since the emergence of political units larger tribes, 
the world’s political space was configured in a number of patterns, both 
smaller and larger than the current system of nation states. On the smaller 
end, were such entities as city-states, principalities, duchies, or dukedoms, 
and their counterparts in other cultures. On the larger end were empires that 
spanned the globe. Those most relevant to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict 
are the Ottoman and English empires, but others – the Romanov, Hapsburg 
and Hohenzollern empires – also played indirect roles in the development of 
Zionist national aspirations.

The process of transforming an earlier political geography into the map 
that we recognize today was always and everywhere highly contentious 
(as are invidious racial classifications). Every possible challenge to the 
nationalist project embodied in the present map has been made at some point. 
Regional differences proved to be challenging for nationalist projects, as was 
the case with tensions between northern and southern Italy. Language and 
ethnic differences also led to contestation, as is the case of Dutch and French 
speakers in Belgium, French and English speakers in Canada. Secessionist 
movements continue to operate to this day, for example, in modern Spain, 
in the United Kingdom, and in Canada. Since World War II, a number of 
countries have been divided into new states recalling their older component 
parts, as in the separation of the Czech and Slovak Republics and the re-
emergence of the Balkan republics from the former Yugoslavia.
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Religious differences have been vastly troubling almost everywhere, 
and governmental responses have varied. Some countries, such as France, 
have opted for a determined laicism, eschewing not only an established 
state religion but even, in some cases, the brandishing of religious symbols 
in the public square.  Other nations have established state churches, e.g. 
Lutheranism in Denmark and Anglicanism in England. Still other nations 
have a de facto but not a de jure 
an example of such an arrangement. Still other countries have accepted that 
their citizens are permanently divided among different faith communities, as 
is the case with Catholics, Protestants, and others in Germany.

Nationalist projects have been further complicated by the fact that human 
beings are a nomadic species, so that, often, a nationalist project will find 
that its “own” people actually reside in some foreign jurisdiction while 
many of the people living within its borders retain possible political ties 
to other states. The resulting population transfers that characterized the 
early twentieth century – “Greek” Christians leaving Turkey and “Turkish” 

Poland, Greeks leaving Bulgaria and Bulgarians leaving Greece, German 
and Italian minority groups being rearranged by treaties between Hitler and 
Mussolini, Hindus being moved to India while Moslems were moved to 
East and West Pakistan, etc. – almost always ended in massive human rights 
violations. People were compelled to comply with nationalist programs 
that required their forced uprooting from the places they had long lived. 
Nationalism is thus about power, shaped by evolving historical forces, both 
ideological and pragmatic.

Given all these points of contestation, it is no wonder that, even today, 
both national borders and national identities are subjects of dispute. On-going 
historical developments – the end of the Cold War, new alliances among 
emerging economies, and the development of global forms of governance, 
especially by capitalist interests – all guarantee that there is no final and 
stable configuration of nation-states. Examples drawn from the Canada, 
the UK, Spain and Belgium show that uncertain national boundaries and 
identities are a universal human condition, not the remnants of third-world 
decolonization or under-development.

Today, the Middle East is a place where national identities are profoundly 
unsettled and fiercely contested. All the forces named above are at work: 
religious disputes between various branches of Islam and, in Israel, among 

the waters. Christian minorities fit uneasily into this mix and sometimes 
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maintain “national” aspirations that set them apart from their fellow 
citizens.  Language divides as well as uniting people, since many of the 
colloquial forms of Arabic that span the Maghreb and the Levant are not 
mutually intelligible. In Israel, struggles between those who wanted to make 
German the national language and those who opted for Hebrew resulted in a 
compromise that forced Hebrew pronunciation away from its resemblance to 
Arabic and toward the Germanic.94

Some groups are struggling to find or form a state that embodies their 
national aspirations. The Palestinians and Kurds have a strong sense of 

other instances, the reverse is true: the Emirates have clearly defined state 
institutions and are struggling to define the substance (other than geographic 

The components of a nation-state that form Anderson’s imagined community 
rarely come together seamlessly.

In the section that follows, we will explore the history of the Palestinian-
Israeli struggle for national identity in more detail and with a chronological 
arc to the narrative. Suffice it here to start with these observations:

From the beginning, both the Palestinians who lived in the area and 
Zionists who emigrated into it aspired to control the entirety of historic 
Palestine.
Each side would, of course, have preferred to have the whole of historic 
Palestine to itself without the presence of the inconvenient other.
The “two-state solution,” i.e. the division of historic Palestine into a 

again in the 1988 with the acceptance by the PLO of a two-state formula, 

Palestinians and Zionists pursued their respective nationalist projects with 
vastly different resources. The Zionists mounted their project largely from 
the territory they wished to control, received international diplomatic 
support, and secured the world’s current superpower to provide massive 
foreign aid, military support, and diplomatic immunity. The Palestinians 
mounted their national struggle largely from a series of ever more remote 

great rhetorical but little financial support.
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the two-state solution has proven to be unrealizable, we see a resurgent 
discussion of the one-state option,  not only by advocates of Palestinian 
rights,96 but also by the more candid branches of the Israeli right wing,  

who admit that the Zionist plan, all along, was to take all the land and 
incorporate it into a single state. This admission is of paramount importance 
since it reveals that it is Israeli intransigence rather than any other force 
that maintains the turmoil.98

With the credibility of the two-state solution diminishing daily and interest 
in the one-state solution re-emerging, the question is: can all those who live 
between the river and sea, and those who have the right to return there, learn 
to live together in a single, multi-ethnic and democratic state?

The answer to that question begins with a look at their history, in the 
following part of the book.
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France, like other countries, has recently debated a ban on head scarves associated with 
Muslim communities, while the use of crucifixes and Stars of David has not been equally 
contested.
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CHAPTER 4

ZIONISM

The Idea That Changed Everything

Zionism demands a publicly recognized and legally secured homeland 
in Palestine for the Jewish people. This platform is unchangeable.

Theodor Herzl1

… the Lord made a covenant with Abraham, saying, ‘To your 
descendants I give this land, from the river of Egypt to the great river, 
the river Euphrates.

I can’t help but feel that the Jews didn’t really have the right to 
appropriate a territory only because 2000 years ago, people they 
consider their ancestors, were living there. History moves on and you 
can’t really turn it back.

Isaac Asimov

Yasmine’s Story

My first trip with students to Palestine/Israel occurred over the winter 

loop of Al Jazeera news, showing bombed out rubble, dead babies, and 
massive protests all over Europe and the Middle East. Tensions were high.

Early in the morning we watched Israeli police and soldiers of every 
sort massing along Suleiman Street, opposite the Damascus Gate to the 
Arab Quarter of the Old City. Nevertheless, the five Muslim students 
who were enrolled in my class approached me to ask whether we could 
change our schedule to allow them the once-in-a-lifetime experience of 



CHAPTER 4

96

saying the noon prayers at the Al Aqsa Mosque, inside the Haram-al-
Sharif, inside the walls of the Old City.

I wanted to oblige my students and, of course, I also wanted to keep 
them safe. The challenge was this: demonstrations against the Gaza 
massacre were set to begin as soon as the noon prayers ended, and the 
Old City, and the Haram within it, are both walled enclosures that can 
be easily sealed off and tear-gassed.

I told the students that they could go to the prayers, provided that 
returned immediately afterwards to the rest of the group who would 

True to their word, the four boys returned swiftly after the noon 
prayers. But Yasmine, the lone girl, did not return with them. The boys 
explained that they were asked to exit by a different door than the 
girls and they expected Yasmine to appear momentarily in their wake. 

scanned the crowd to catch sight of Yasmine. Finally she appeared, 
looking pale and a bit shaken.

“Yasmine,” I asked urgently, “were you tear-gassed?” She shook 
her head no. “I just got lost,” she explained. “The place feels like a 
labyrinth. So I went into an Israeli shop and asked the clerk to direct 
me back to the Arab Quarter, the Damascus Gate.” Yasmine, you have 
to know, is a petite and beautiful young woman who looks generically 
Mediterranean: dark eyes, dark hair, and olive complexion. She reported 
this dialogue with the Israeli shopkeeper:

“Please can you tell me how to get back to the Arab Quarter?”
“Why would you want to go there?” spoken in rather surly tones.

there. I have to rejoin my group.
“Huh, what are you anyway?”
“ I’m an American,” Yasmine replied. (I rather wish she’d thought to 
say “I’m a human being.”)

“No, I am Muslim.”
 Eye roll, head shake from the shopkeeper. “What a waste of a pretty 
girl,” he muttered.

man who, like her, is involved in humanitarian relief work.
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Zionism is the doctrine that changed everything by calling for an ethno-

of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict with Zionism, not to reaffirm the practice 
of starting every account from the Israeli point of view, nor with the usual 

can be addressed. Rather, understanding of the conflict starts with Zionism 
because, absent Zionism, there would be no Palestinian-Israeli struggle as 
we know it today.

But for Zionism, the history of Palestine would be only one more example 
of a story common all over Asia and Africa: post-World War II decolonization, 
independence, a more or less successful attempt at nation building (given 
the high literacy rates and sizable middle class characteristic of Palestinian 
society, possibly a successful effort),  possibly a slide into neo-colonial 
dependency on foreign capital, a choice between one or the other side in 
the Cold War, or an attempt to join the non-aligned nations, a flirtation with 
some form of fundamentalism if efforts at economic development failed, 
or an aspiration to join the BRIC nations, the Asian tigers, or other blocs 
of strong emerging economies if economic development succeeded. That is 
the normal, albeit contingent, course of events in all the former colonies of 
Britain, France, Germany, Portugal and Italy, and might have been Palestine’s 
history as well.

But Zionism changed that trajectory dramatically. It is a doctrine, a 
nationalist project, deeply rooted in the history and experiences of European 

4 The history 

marginalized, ghettoized. Sometimes anti-Semitism took murderous forms, 
such as pogroms, filled with rape and murder. Sometimes it took less lethal 
but nonetheless life constricting forms: exclusion from land-owning, well-
connected schools, key occupations, or political office. Sometimes, though 
more rarely, anti-Semitism could take the form of a sly devil’s bargain: 
surrender your de facto if not your de jure 
accepted as an emancipated modern member of the nation. And, of course, 
in the end, there was the absolute horror of the Holocaust, the close encounter 
with intentional evil, and the deliberate attempt at total annihilation. Zionism 
emerged in Europe in the late 19th  century, well before the Holocaust itself, 
but certainly not apart from the kind of anti-Semitism, vicious or insidious, 
that would soon give rise to this genocidal monstrosity.
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Nevertheless, even in an oppressive and dangerous atmosphere, the 

The modern world is virtually inconceivable without the works of Spinoza, 
Marx, Freud, Einstein, Buber, Arendt and many others in all forms of artistic 
and scientific endeavor. There is, thus, an element of choice in the histories 

the facts of victimization nor am I denying that this victimization was, for 

there is a gap between the facts of anyone’s (or any group’s) biography and 
their assertion of a particular identity that is inevitably a matter of selective 
attention, perception, and narration. This is another way of saying, as the 

frameworks. The overarching and critical point here is that Israel aspires to 

6 

In doing so Israel is over-reaching in at least two ways: in emphasizing 
victimization while minimizing efficacy, and in claiming to speak for the 

That said, I acknowledge that I, too, am framing the analysis of the Israeli-

Israeliness, not in religion or even in conflicts over land and water, but in the 

state. There are those who, like the activist Norman Finkelstein, advise us 
not to use the term Zionism at all. He insists that most people in America 
do not know what the term means: “Zionism, for most people, is a hairspray 
or cologne,” he argues. He accuses those who use the term of being more 
interested in showing off their radical credentials than in communicating 
with their neighbors. If we really wish to defend human rights, he argues, 
then we should discipline ourselves to describe and, of course, object only to 
specific rights violations committed by Israelis or Palestinians, while always 
remembering the power differential between them. Finkelstein believes 
we can get more attention, enlist more sympathy, by sticking to the basics 
that anyone at the next table at McDonalds can understand. His scorn for 
buzzwords and radical posturing is, alas, not entirely misplaced.8

However, I think that he is wrong on the question of naming Zionism as the 
problem. If we fail to do so, we are left with an endless list of wrongdoings 
but no name for the forces generating them. When someone is serious about 
understanding the troubles between Israel and the Palestinians, then Zionism 
is a word they need to learn, not in order to demonize it, but in order to 
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imported a characteristically late 19th-century separatist project into a world 
that has moved on.”9

Perhaps the best way for Western audiences, particularly American ones, 
to understand the development of Zionism is by analogy. The experiences 
of African Americans in the United States provide an illuminating parallel. 

history in white society. They came to the Americas as slaves, and even after 
the end of slavery, they were subject to murderous violence, discrimination, 
exclusion, vilification, fear, and rejection. Sadly, anti-Black prejudice 
and discrimination were not only characteristic of the bad old days that 
ended with the triumphal election of an African American man to the U.S. 
presidency, nor were they ever a matter of purely private behavior. The U.S. 
government was and is deeply complicit in maintaining racial disadvantage. 
For example after World War II, the GI Bill of Rights was administered 
so as to entrench residential racial segregation. Today, the Trump 
Administration’s dismantling of affirmative action programs threatens to 
diminish diversity in higher education and employment. And, again, in a 

indignities, nevertheless managed to support a vital artistic community in 
the Harlem Renaissance and thereafter, and to produce iconic political and 
moral leaders from the crucible of the civil rights movement.

The questions for both Zionism and the civil rights struggle were primarily 
political. What can an oppressed community do to challenge the pervasive, 

Americans respond effectively to their circumstances? A comprehensive, 
historically rich answer to these questions would be infinitely varied 
(for a discussion of the tools for social justice struggles, see Chapter 11). 
Nevertheless, the variety of anti-racist projects and responses can, in fact, be 
grouped into four major strategies for dealing with oppression and exclusion: 
assimilation, reform, confrontation, and exit.11

ASSIMILATION

The most common response to the experience of marginalization is probably 
an attempt at assimilation. For most people, the ordinary work of life – 
getting an education, finding a partner, raising children, holding a job, caring 
for the sick and the elderly – is quite sufficient. In popular parlance, people 
go along to get along. They do not seek out more challenges than life imposes 
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neighbors. At the very least they would like not to be the targets of virulent 
forms of discrimination. For this reason, many people are willing to convert 

cultural production and consumer patterns of those around them. Perhaps 
their taste in food, music, or literature is distinctive, but such potentially 
noticeable cultural differences can be enjoyed in relative privacy and safety. 
The assimilationist strategy requires the despised minority to argue that its 
members are people much like all others and should be accepted as such.

There have been many notable expressions of this sentiment. Perhaps two 

experience. Shylock’s speech from the Merchant of Venice, though written 

passion? Fed with the same food, hurt with the same weapons, subject to the 
same means, warmed and cooled by the same sun, as a Christian is? If you 
prick us, do we not bleed? If you tickle us, do we not laugh? If you poison 
us, do we not die?”

a crowd determined to seek an end to racial discrimination. King begins: 
“Now is the time to lift our nation from the quicksands of racial injustice to 
the solid rock of brotherhood.” “I have a dream,” he continues, “that one day 
on the red hills of Georgia the sons of former slaves and the sons of former 

I have a dream that my four children will one day live in a nation where 
they will not be judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their 
character.”

Both of these famous and eloquent statements make sense from an 
assimilationist perspective that argues that the perception of difference is an 
act of arbitrary discrimination. This view posits that, in reality, the alleged 

insubstantial and have no real meaning in the face of their common humanity.
Assimilationist strategies can be strategically deployed, as they were 

in certain branches of the Civil Rights movement, or they can be lived as 
an everyday reality without much self-reflection. The choice of dress, 
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disciplining of children, etiquette and use of language in public spaces, choice 
of occupation, consumer goods, even conspicuous patriotic participation all 

ever to become comfortable, they must permeate everyday behavior in ways 
that come to look, feel, and sound natural. And, as with any human activity, 
assimilationist strategies can be carried out with varying degrees of skill, 
with greater or lesser dignity, with greater or lesser intelligence, playfulness, 
and creativity.

Sometimes, of course, attempts at assimilation are accompanied by a level 
of ironic self-awareness that points to a degree of ambivalence and resistance 

the German word for “jacket” – to denote their desire to “pass” as ordinary 
Germans who, as the stereotype would have it, always dressed in sober and 
respectable suits. And, similarly, in the African American community, being 
called an “Oreo” (black on the outside, white on the inside) is no compliment.

REFORM

Assimilation, in short, can be weakened by internal ambivalence and 
resistance, by a lack of the political acumen needed to make it succeed, or 
by a failure to convince a more powerful group to recognize to the demands 
of justice. Political mobilization is thus the second, and probably the second 
commonest, response to exclusion. Groups that have been mistreated attempt 
to reform the system that generates the mistreatment. As with assimilation, 
political resistance and reform comes in many varieties: some violent, some 

the discourses of the dominant community14  some addressed directly and 
exclusively to the state and some played out on a broader terrain of cultural 
politics. Again the parallel between the African American community in the 

From the beginning, the black community has used every available avenue 
to pursue goals of equality and justice. Slaves were active in sabotaging 
the system that held them in bondage, and they participated in generating, 
supporting, and sheltering run-aways.16 Free blacks were also active in 
opposing slavery.
had multiple projects: some, like voter registration, directed explicitly to 
the state,18 some focused on securing both public and private educational 
opportunities,19 some focused on community economic development, some 
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focused on emerging concerns like environmental justice. These projects 
have varied greatly in achieving their objectives and none have triumphed 
finally and unconditionally. Voter suppression continues to be an issue, 
especially in Southern states. On-going racial segregation of homes and 
neighborhoods makes school equality hard to achieve. Affirmative action 
programs in schools and places of employment have been undermined by 
a series of Supreme Court rulings and abandoned by the current president. 
There is an on-going debate about whether black capitalism is any more 
socially responsible than its white counterpart, given the wealth disparities 
that distinguish the two communities. Nevertheless, few Americans would 
argue that either the aspiration to racial equality or its pursuit by political 
means is illegitimate in principle.

them – and, as with African Americans, they met with varying degrees of 
success. The big difference between the African American and European 

had a single nation-state to which their complaints were addressed, European 

the politically geography of Europe was being dramatically re-arranged. 
Empires – Hapsburg, Hohenzollern, Ottoman – were disappearing. German 
city-states were being unified into a new nation. In the wake of decolonization, 

bent on reform therefore found themselves in a situation somewhat different 
from that of African Americans: while they shared common aspirations to 
reform the systems in which they lived, those systems were themselves highly 

reform effort. Against this backdrop, socialism emerged as the primary 

Socialism seemed to hold out many advantages. First, it was an inherently 
global analysis that allowed its proponents to address all the emerging and 
varied forms of national capitalisms at once. Second, socialism raised the 
banner of economic justice and this was naturally attractive to European 

attracted to socialism for cultural reasons as well. For those who believed 
the socialist narrative of a struggle between the proletariat (the workers) and 
the bourgeoisie (the owners), socialism offered two further enticements. If 
you were working class and a devout socialist, you were allowed, at last, to 
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play on history’s winning team, for Marx is clear in predicting the eventual 
victory of the proletariat. And, because all that mattered was your identity as 

a burden from which you had to distance yourself, no longer a condition 
requiring the good will of your neighbors, and certainly not an identity you 

of your own community but also those of all mankind. Socialism became a 

CONFRONTATION

Of course, the civil rights movement proved to be a long and bloody struggle, 

where it was enshrined, let alone where it failed. For those who did not wish 
to assimilate and who could not or would not devote themselves to political 
struggles, confrontation, embracing the “otherness” imposed upon them by 
the mainstream, became an option.

Embracing one’s “otherness” can take many forms. Within the African 
American community today, there are traditions of black separatism, 
embodied in my youth by Black Muslims and the Nation of Islam. There 
are others, often Black conservatives, who argue that Black capitalism is a 
distinctive, community-based, and socially responsible form of capitalism.
The arts also provide an arena for the assertion of otherness: black rap and 
hip hop can embody such claims, although there are those who argue that this 
once radical art form has been not only commodified but reduced to a fantasy 
of violence and misogyny whose primary audience is young white men.

and create a critical mass of like-minded neighbors to support a distinctive 
way of life – kosher food stores, religious schools, temple congregations, 
buildings with “Sabbath elevators” programmed to stop on every floor so 
that no one need push any buttons on the Sabbath. Their religious teaching, 
which prohibits all work including driving, requires participants to live 
within walking distance of their houses of worship. Permissible zones for life 
activities, called “eruv” (pl: eruvin) are marked out physically, sometimes 
with wires strung along telephone poles, to create an enlarged sense of home. 
Thus people who are forbidden to carry outside the home on the Sabbath 
can nevertheless carry children, medicines, and keys as they go from their 
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domicile to their places of worship as long as they stay inside the eruv. Often 
members of such orthodox communities are identifiable by their dress: 

who participate in none of these practices, there can be a private set of in-

in the midst of the wider society.
The most recent example of embracing otherness comes from Israel, where 

returning to Europe or migrating to the United States if they see no economic 
future for themselves in the land of their birth. Their motives are purely 
personal and, apparently, neither they nor the journalists who write about 
them make any connection between Israeli spending on the Occupation and 
the financial difficulties of Israeli domestic life.
immigrate, who “make aliyah” (the term means “to go up,” “to rise”) are 
“olim.” Those who are “olim” are much admired while those who leave, 
the “yordim,” are disparaged. But now, the young people who are leaving 
not only refuse to be shamed, they have appropriated the label “olim” and 
formed groups like “Olim Berlin” and “Olim Prague” on Facebook. The 
U.S. is home to at least a million Israelis who are unlikely to return to the 
land of their birth except for occasional visits. Immigrants who arrived 
with the fall of Communism are also leaving Israel, sometimes to return to 
Russia and sometimes to move to the U.S. The Israeli government worries 
that more people are leaving than arriving. In much the same way that 
rap music has appropriated the notorious “n” word, 
Israel are telling their elders that “going up” means leaving Israel to return 
to Europe. This constitutes a complete inversion of all the hopes and dreams 
of Zionism.

Predictably, most of these confrontational attempts to embrace and validate 
“otherness” are quite controversial. Societies create a sense of their own 
mainstream and a sense of “the other” in order to collectively define who 
and what they are at any given moment. The Massachusetts Bay Colony of 
Puritan New England defined itself as going into the physical wilderness in 

the physical wilderness around them had been tamed, they replaced it with 
the social and domestic wilderness of witchcraft accusations. In the height 
of the Cold War, America stopped fearing Nazis and, instead, discovered the 
Red Scare and McCarthyism. Since the decline of the Cold War, political 
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Islam became the new “other,” although not convincingly so until the 

between mainstream and “other” is often an invidious one. Minority groups 
who flaunt their “otherness” court rejection and repression.

Multiculturalists are well aware of this difficulty, which is why so much 
of their work emphasizes innocuous differences. The multi-cultural fair in 
the school gym, where you can wander from booth to booth, sampling a little 
raga and a samosa here, some mariachi music and an empanada there, and, 
in the next aisle, some klezmer music and a knish, is supposed to lead you to 
the insight that “gee, we all wrap meat in dough, so we are all one.”

This approach avoids confronting the more difficult, culturally charged 
differences focused on the role of women, the use of unorthodox medical 
practices, and the degree to which church and state should be separated. 
Thus, strategies that emphasize and embrace difference, whether by African 

problems of having equal life chances and of being treated fairly by the 
neighbors.

Obviously, oppressed people also can go back and forth in their strategies, 
depending upon practical circumstances and, likewise, can intermingle these 
strategies – assimilation, reform, and confrontation – as the moment dictates. 
For example, President Obama used all of these strategies with talent and 
acumen: he was a Harvard Law Review editor (assimilation), a community 
organizer (reform), and signaled comfort with and loyalty to black culture in 
mild ways, for example, the fist-bump greeting to his wife at the nominating 

artists like Steven Spielberg and Barbara Streisand excel at their craft to such 
a degree that they win many prestigious awards (assimilation), are associated 
with a variety of social justice struggles (reform), and also emphasize their 

light).

EXIT

While assimilation, reform, and the affirmation of difference can co-exist 
in varying combinations, there is a fourth possibility for responding to 
prejudice and exclusion that stands alone. Members of a mistreated minority 
community can come to the conclusion that no combination of resistance, 
reform, and assimilation will work, and can choose to leave, to exit from a 
society they regard as hopelessly, irredeemably hostile.



CHAPTER 4

Over the years, small numbers of African Americans have come to 
exactly that conclusion and have turned to ideas of Africa as an original 
homeland to which they could seek return. The back-to-Africa movement 

from reformist whites who tied hopes of emancipation to hopes of 
repatriation, and, notably from white racists who were uneasy about the 
presence of free blacks posing a challenge to the legitimacy of slavery.
A second back-to-Africa wave crested with the failure of Reconstruction 
and the emergence of the Ku Klux Klan. A third wave, led by Marcus 
Garvey in the early twentieth century, was associated with the frustrations 
encountered by African Americans in the supposedly more liberal cities of 
the north.

Relatively few African Americans actually emigrated, and those who did 
encountered substantial hardships in Sierra Leone and in Liberia, which 
were their principle destinations. Despite support from the American 
Colonization Society, returning African Americans soon found that neither 
this support, nor their African ancestry and black skin, provided sufficient 
protection against disease, famine, or the hostility of indigenous tribes who 
saw no legitimacy for the returnees’ land claims.

Attempts at exit by African Americans and a return to Africa were marked 
by a number of features:

The majority of African-Americans were never interested in emigrating 
or “returning” to a place with which they had no personal familiarity and 
only tenuous claims of heritage or rootedness.
The Back to Africa movement rose and fell on the strength of its 
organizational acumen. The American Colonization Society raised enough 
financial and social support to sustain the Liberian effort for a brief time, 

society or abandon the effort.
The sources of support for African American repatriation to Africa were, 
from a moral perspective, a very mixed bag. There were those who 
genuinely wished to leave, and whose human rights to free movement 
were vindicated by the return to Africa. Others, often liberal whites, 
believed that real justice required abducted slaves and their descendants 
to be returned to their point of origin. This sentiment was, however, tinged 
with racism since abolitionists and slave holders agreed that free blacks 
could not and should not become part of American society. In short, 
much of the support for the return to Africa movement came from those 
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whose racism led them to encourage any political project that removed 
blacks from a white-dominated society.
The choice of Liberia as the site that embodied slaves’ lost heritage was 
largely opportunistic. The rhetoric of a glorious return was compromised 
by ignorance of the actual points of origin of African Americans. The 
United States had long held control over land in Liberia while the rest of 
West Africa was under British and French control. Hence it was easiest for 

even though most slaves came from 
Nigeria, Ghana and points north and west.
The indigenous people of Liberia were not part of the “back to Africa” 
movement’s plans. Hence when the colonizing settlers arrived, they rode 
roughshod over the rights of individuals and tribes who stood in the 
way of their national aspirations.41 The tensions between colonizers and 
colonized persist to this day. American-descended elites are accused of 
corruption, while the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian 
Affairs (OCHA, also active in Palestine), monitors indigenous rights 
violations such as female genital mutilation.
While few African Americans today are part of an organized social 
movement to return to Africa, the Back to Africa movement nevertheless 
lives on in cultural practices of heritage tourism,44 and affection for novels 
and films, like the enormously successful mini-series Roots, that present a 
romantic view the “African” point of origin of most African Americans.

Though it needs to be acknowledged at the outset that Israel is vastly more 
economically successful than Liberia, the parallels between the Back to 
Africa movement and Zionism are startlingly strong.

move to Israel or were born there, many are leaving. Israeli sociologist 

was a religious object of desire, often an abstract spiritual concept, not a 
geographical destination they would actually consider moving to.”46

In spite of being a minority movement, Zionism displayed exceptional 
organizational acumen. The Zionist Organization succeeded in convincing 

mass fund-raising techniques, and continues to accumulate wealth to this 
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assisted settlers upon their arrival.
Early Zionist leaders were very clear that much of their support derived 
from anti-Semitism. Herzl, the founding genius of Zionism, went to far 

the anti-Semitic countries will be our allies.” This pattern continues 
to the present where the majority of Zionists in the U.S. are Christian 
fundamentalists who support Israel only as part of the plan for the return of 
the Messiah. Both the U.S. and Israeli governments are on the friendliest 
of terms with anti-Semites. Netanyahu welcomes closer ties with the 

philanthropist George Soros, and with his Polish counterpart who denies 
Polish collaboration with the Nazis during WWII.48 Trump appoints anti-
Semitic fundamentalist clergy to pronounce the opening and closing 

49 He also insists that 
there were some very fine people among the neo-Nazis giving the fascist 
salute in Charlottesville, Virginia. Moreover, while anti-Semites were 
and are welcomed as supporters of Zionism many critics of Zionism 

an attempt to force the hand of God to create the biblical Zion ahead 
of schedule.
kind.

partly opportunistic. Herzl and other Zionists had long been lobbying 

colonies had already been established in Argentina. The British, however, 
were more susceptible to the Biblical argument that directed them towards 

accomplished the purposes first voiced in the Campbell-Bannerman 

wings” to the detriment of European interests.
Neither the early Zionists, nor their European sponsors, nor contemporary 

been living in the land for centuries. Palestinians are simply a population 
whose presence hinders the realization of the Zionist dream of an ethno-

arrived after the establishment of the State of Israel, are viewed with 
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suspicion. The troubles that follow from this enmity are the subject of 
this book.

the world’s Christian Zionists have no plans to move to Israel, Israel 

Americans travel there for holidays, weddings, and bar mitzvahs. All 

trip to Israel and many avail themselves of that opportunity. Israel is rightly 
admired for some of it s real achievements in science and technology, 
and wrongly for its successful self-promotion as the “only democracy in 
the Middle East, “ a propaganda success whose not very deeply hidden 
subtext is “We’re the only white guys in the Middle East.”

It allows us to understand that, like the movement that produced a 
contemporary Liberia associated with child soldiers, slave labor, and 
political corruption, Zionism produced an Israel mired in Occupation, 

denying the same right to Palestinian refugees. In the next section of the 
book, I provide a concise history of all that leads up to the present unhappy 
state of affairs.
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11 Exit, Voice and Loyalty. Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard 
University Press. In creating this typology, I have used a device that the German sociologist 
Max Weber called an “ideal type.” For Weber “ideal types” were not categories that 
described either the morally desirable or the statistically average form of a phenomenon. 
Instead, ideal types are the logically pure form of a phenomenon, a kind of thought-
experiment that does not directly describe the complexity of the empirical world, but 
which delineates its underlying logic. Ideal types are thus akin to the periodic table of 
the elements, naming all the component parts, which, when mixed together in varying 
combinations, form the complex reality around us. Similarly, real social situations are 

domination, and, in the list above, I have attempted to describe the ideal type of political 
responses an oppressed community can make to the host society oppressing them: they 
can assimilate and obviate the contentious difference, they can reform the system so that 
differences do not lead to disadvantage, they can flaunt their differences defiantly or they 
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STATE BUILDERS, SETTLERS, AND  
COLONIAL SUBJECTS

The Past Is Prologue

If you will it, it is no dream.
Theodor Herzl1

What confusion would ensue all the world over if this principle on 
which the Jews base their “legitimate” claim were carried out in 
other parts of the world! What migrations of nations must follow! The 
Spaniards in Spain would have to make room for the Arabs and Moors 
who conquered and ruled their country for over 700 years.

Palestine Arab Delegation 

You say my house has been enriched by the strangers who have entered 
it. But it is my house, and I did not invite the strangers in, or ask them 
to enrich it, and I do not care how poor or bare it is if only I am master 
in it.

Eve’s Story

I have twice had the opportunity to serve on a jury and both times, 
found the experience to be fascinating. The first time I served, the jury 
was presented with a civil case, a lawsuit between two sisters who were 
quarrelling over their inheritance, a small insurance agency founded 
by their late father. Much of the argument turned on what was or was 
not standard business practice, as one of the sisters had taken over the 
day-to-day management of the company and was accused by the other 
of inventing unorthodox bookkeeping practices in order to conceal the 
skimming of profits. Much to the surprise of the jury and, I suspect, 
even the lawyers for both sides, no settlement emerged and the case 
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In the following chapters, I provide a synoptic account of the history of 
Palestine and Israel in four periods4: from the beginnings of Zionism in the 

from the establishment of the state to its Occupation of the entire land of 

against it, a popular Palestinian uprising called the Intifada which began in 
Intifada through the unending, fruitless and deceptive 

“peace process” to the present day.
In composing this synopsis, I have tried to keep the focus tightly on those 

events that were both consequential in their own time and that are also relevant 

of information that makes students claim to “hate history” – to a minimum. 
Thus some hugely important events, e.g. the Second World War, are covered 

wars that are directly relevant – the mass expulsions that Palestinians call the 
Nakba and Israelis call the War of Independence, the popular uprising known 
as the Intifada, etc. – are described only as the result of the wider social 
forces that produced them and were, in turn, shaped by them.  For this same 
reason – to keep the focus tightly on the conflict between Palestinians and 
Israelis – I will have very little to say about the regional history of the Middle 
East following World War II, except as it pertains to the status of Palestinian 
refugees, or the vagaries of Arab support for Palestine. And likewise, I will 

actually came to us, the jury panel, for resolution. In his instructions to 
us, the judge told us that we were bound to consider the facts, but that 
we were also empowered to use what he called “reasonable inference.” 
To be sure we understood, he provided the following example: A woman 
leaves her purse on a table next to the living room window and retires to 
bed. In the morning she discovers that a light snowfall has blanketed the 
lawn. She also discovers that in this snowfall are footprints approaching 
the house. The living room window has been smashed. The purse is 
gone. There are also footprints retreating from the house. Given this 
array of facts, the woman may draw a reasonable inference that the 
house has been robbed, even if she slept through the actual events and 
did not observe them directly.



shape Israeli policies toward Palestinians under their control.
Each epoch has been shaped by the interaction among Zionists, great 

land, great powers have sought to exploit it, and Palestinians have sought to 
build and protect their own communities, their own lives, within it.

In each epoch the story is a tragic one. All three parties doggedly pursue 
fixed ends that they never achieve, even at great costs in human suffering and 
loss of life. Each epoch ends in a conflagration, after which all three parties 
continue to pursue the same fixed ends without better prospects of achieving 
them.

This chapter will focus on the pre-state period in the history of Zionism: 
on the struggles of Zionist settlers, later militias against Turkish and British 
colonial rulers and the Palestinian inhabitants of the land who, in turn, fought 
for their own independence.

ZIONISTS IN THE PRE-STATE PERIOD

state safe from the ravages of Christian anti-Semitism. As with any social 
movement, it began through dispersed efforts and has taproots that go far back 

hostility into Catholic-Protestant hostility.
Ironically, it is not only traditional anti-Semitism but also Enlightenment 

ghettoized, they naturally longed for a safe space under their own control. 
But when they were emancipated and accepted as citizens within the political 
mainstream of European nationalism, they then came to fear assimilation. 
Israeli historian Shlomo Avineri points out that Zionism emerged not at the 

moment when assimilation rather than persecution posed the greatest threat.6
Zionism, then, poses itself as the answer to both these fears: against physical 

annihilation, it claims a land of its own, and against social annihilation it 
requires a land that is ethno-religiously exclusive.

Driven by the desire to found a national home out of the reach of 
Christendom, Zionist emigration to what was then Ottoman Palestine 
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actually began in the late 19th century. Settlers came from Eastern Europe 

Diverse Zionist groups managed to establish some colonies in Argentina 
but mostly in Palestine. Uganda also came under serious consideration as a 
possible site for Zionist colonization.

There was a bewildering array of specific socialist, religious, and 
pragmatic sponsors who established a number of small settlements here 
and there. But the real success of Zionism lay elsewhere. It was secured by 
the organizational genius of early Zionist leaders who created a number of 
effective international organizations – the (World) Zionist Organization, the 

Zionist agenda both within European power circles and on the ground in 
Palestine.

Theodor Herzl, an Austrian journalist, was the creative force behind the 

Congress, in turn, which spawned the most effective organizations that 
served Zionism.

Originally planned to take place in Munich among the affluent and 

project. There were two major achievements of the first Zionist Congress: 
the creation of a durable organization and the endorsing of the Basel Plan.

created to fulfill an explicitly political mandate: to coordinate the lobbying 

for the creation of a new state. The Zionist Organization had its own internal 
executive branch and fundraising capabilities, and relied on annual meetings 
(later bi-annual and then quadrennial) to set policy.

The second significant achievement of the first Zionist Congress was 
to endorse the Basel Plan, authored by Max Nordau, a close associate of 
Herzl’s. The Basel Plan declared “the aim of Zionism is to create for the 

At the end of the conference, Herzl wrote in his diary “Were I to sum 
up the Basel Congress in a word—which I shall guard against pronouncing 

this out loud today, I would be answered by universal laughter. Perhaps in 
five years, certainly in fifty, everyone will know it.”8 Note the subtle shift 
in vocabulary. When selling the Zionist project to Christians, Nordau calls 
for a “homeland” but when Herzl writes candidly in his diary he admits that 
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if this meant ruling over (or, preferably, expelling) an indigenous population.
Herzl himself then continued his lobbying work, addressing himself to 

Ottoman leaders who did not trust a potential Zionist community in Palestine 
to respect their authority. He sought to bring pressure on the Ottomans through 
Germany and Russia, and eventually turned his attention to the British who, 
before the First World War, actually wanted to promote the stability of the 
Ottoman Empire “to ensure the safety of their routes across Ottoman lands 
to India, the centerpiece of the British Empire.”9

Zionist Organization secured its greatest triumph when the British issued 
the Balfour Declaration, declaring that “His Majesty’s government view 

people, and will use their best endeavours to facilitate the achievement of 
this object, it being clearly understood that nothing shall be done which may 

country.
The actual language of the declaration had been shaped by a senior British 

Cabinet official, Herbert Samuel, who was himself an ardent Zionist and 
would later become the first British governor of Mandate Palestine. He 
worked to ensure that the final draft identified Palestine as “a” home and 
not “the

understood that, for the Balfour Declaration to be consistent with British 
intentions expressed elsewhere (in the Sykes-Picot agreement and the 
Hussein-McMahon correspondence, discussed below), his original memo 

Balfour would become part of the British Empire, perhaps as a Protectorate.11 
Finally, the language of a “national homeland” was chosen in preference to 

some credibility in promoting multiple but mutually exclusive agreements.
British policy interests shaped not only the phrasing but also the timing of 

clear to military planners that the Allies (Great Britain, France, Russia, and 
the United States) would win the First World War. In that context, the timing 
was driven by the hope of realizing multiple aims: to incentivize German 



advisors Louis Brandeis and Felix Frankfurter, and to attract the favorable 

With the Balfour Declaration in hand, the work of the Zionist Organization 
continued. Other European countries were lobbied to recognize the 
legitimacy of the Zionist aspirations. And, most important, once the British 
gained control of Palestine within the League of Nations Mandate system 
(whereby colonies were to be prepared for national independence), they 
had to be constantly chivvied to move forward on their commitments to the 
Zionist project.

trying to cut back on financial support, pleading the lack of popularity of the 
Zionist cause among the England’s tax-paying public.

the implied promises of the Balfour Declaration.14

British backtracking notwithstanding, the political work of Zionism was 
moving forward. The next crucially important task for the Zionist project 
became financial: securing independent resources to buy land for Zionist 
settlers and to assist them with the costs of immigration. In order to achieve 

settlers and, by extension, to support the cost of resettlement for Zionists 
who wished to move to Palestine.

bris, bar mitzvah, and wedding, to 

could benefit both from major philanthropic donations and could also tap 
into the immense value of small donations from many people of ordinary 

organizations to use this strategy, which has both financial and political 
implications, to be discussed below.

raison d’être – to 

State of Israel. For example, the resolution by which it was created at the 



people as a whole.”  Its charter reads, in part, “Since the first land purchase 

16

significant in the present, because it is used to deny Israel’s Palestinian 
citizens access to land in their own country, which they cannot use, lease, or 

the donors’ wishes. These wishes are always assumed to preclude treating 

practical matter, the argument that it is the donors who tie the hands of the 

land it has purchased with donor funds, but also from the land that the state 
of Israel has placed in its care, much of which is the confiscated property of 
“present absentees” – i.e. internally displaced Palestinian citizens of Israel.

role in managing the land under its jurisdiction. It has the power to encourage 
the formation of new agricultural communities and townships, to engage in 
water management, and to manage wildlife resources on its parklands, etc.

positive achievements are extensive tree plantings (afforestation), managing 
water resources through systems of dams and reservoirs, and the development 

18

However, these positive achievements also have a dark political underside. 
The two most significant examples are these:

Palestinian displacement. Historically, pine trees were chosen by Zionist 
settlers to make the landscape look less alien, more European. But pine 
trees, it turns out, are not productive in the Palestinian environment. They 

and the pine-barrens created in their shade diminish grazing land for 
Palestinian shepherds.19 Moreover, the best known use of pine tree plantings 
is also the most objectionable: planting over the ruins of Palestinian villages, 
destroyed during the Nakba, so as to obliterate all physical traces of Israel’s 
Palestinian heritage. This pattern can be seen in the well-known tourist site of 



the Palestinian town of Lajun, where pine tree roots are breaking up the 
foundation stones of demolished Palestinian homes.

to sell or lease some of its acreage to Israelis for purposes consistent with the 

On the one hand, Israel does have laws that prohibit discrimination against 
citizens on the basis of religion or ethnicity. On the other, Zionism aspires to 

way out of this seeming contradiction with regard to land, is for the non-

unapologetically discriminatory. In practice, this means that the Israel 

Palestinians under various pretexts (see Chapter 6 for laws surrounding the 
creation of state lands). Once the property has been passed from the Israeli 

Israeli courts by Adalah, an organization focused on vindicating the land 
rights of Palestinian citizens of Israel.  Plaintiffs have argued for the right 

in relation to being an owner of land, is not a public body that works for 

of the state.”
Today Bedouin lands in the Negev are the principal sites where the Israel 

Israel to defuse the allegations of racism.



themselves and to build new lives within the Zionist Yishuv (the pre-state 
Zionist community in Palestine) or, later, the Israeli state and, later still, 
within the Occupied Palestinian Territories. If the Zionist Organization was 
meant to create a space for this enterprise within the international world 

third agency was required to recruit and assist settlers through the process of 
immigration.

The first wave of Zionist settlers came to Palestine during the Ottoman 
period. A branch of the Zionist Organization called the Palestine Office was 

 It was designed to help these early Zionist arrivals in 

confined itself to seeking finances from major philanthropic donations, which 
gave wealthy American donors an important role in the agency. By 1918, the 
Palestine Office was dealing with the British Mandate rather than the Ottoman 
Empire, and had been retitled as the Zionist Commission for Palestine. Its 

the same body was retitled the Palestine Zionist Executive and was designated 
to work with the British Mandate to make good on the promises of the Balfour 

separate entity but nonetheless works in concert with the Zionist Organization 

the times. For most of its existence, it has been focused on the logistics of 
resettlement: organizing reception centers, intensive language courses (the 
Ulpan plan), and finding housing and jobs for newly arriving immigrants. 

the resettling of Holocaust survivors after the Second World War, managing 
Nakba, orchestrating 

Much of this work was relatively straightforward humanitarian assistance 

more overtly political character. During the period of the British Mandate, the 

Haganah, the 
largest of the many militias formed to capture land from the Palestinians.  
Later, when the State of Israel came into being, these militias combined to 
create the Israeli Defense Force.



was instrumental in organizing hundreds of attempts to run the British 
blockade to bring Holocaust survivors to Palestine.
counterpoint, Israel brutally suppressed similar attempts by international 
solidarity activists to break the blockade of Gaza, firing on the Turkish led 
Gaza flotilla in international waters.

countries that offered high levels of safety and stability. Given that, with the 
exception of occasional crises such as the recent one in Ukraine,  the major 

once again shifted gears. Their most urgent programs now are to build support 

from gap year immersion programs, to social service opportunities,  to the 

favorably disposed to Israel.
The foregoing makes clear that, from the beginning, Zionists showed 

real genius in organizational development. In one generation, they built the 
capacity to meet the political, financial, military, and social needs of the 

the international system, to fund some land purchases necessary to realizing 
their dream, to form militias that took more land, and to develop social 

THE GREAT POWERS IN THE PRE-STATE PERIOD

Yet none of these tasks were accomplished in a vacuum. Organizational 
genius or not, Zionist organizations were subject to conditions not of their 
own making. The circumstances that molded Zionist efforts and shaped their 
outcomes were formed by the desires of the great powers, first the Ottomans 
and then the British, and the resistance of the Palestinians to the Zionist 
project.

From the beginning of Zionism in the late 19th century until the end 
of World War I in 1918, the Ottoman Empire was the great power whose 
actions were the most consequential for the Zionist project. By the middle 
years of the 19th century, the Ottoman Empire was clearly in trouble, 



impoverished, overextended, and faced with managing both the territorial 
ambitions of its European neighbors and the nationalist aspirations of its 
internal minorities.

As a response to these pressures, the Ottoman center undertook a sweeping 
reform and modernization program, known as the Tanzimat reforms. These 
reforms sought to rationalize the administration of the empire in ways that 
would ensure the loyalty of restive ethnic and religious minorities, streamline 
the administration, and recoup revenues for the central political body that 
were otherwise lost to “corruption” – i.e. payments to local notables who 
had traditionally served as regional administrators within the Ottoman 
system. The Tanzimat reforms sought, among other objectives, to establish a 
coherent educational system, to remove restrictions on non-Muslim citizens 
of the Empire, and to rationalize land tenure and the systems of taxation and 
conscription rooted in land registries.

These reform efforts, especially those based on systematizing and recording 
land ownership, produced unintended consequences. The Tanzimat land 
reforms were layered over a traditional local system that already recognized 
private, communal, and state land and that also included a way of keeping 
track of land that did not fall into any of these categories. The reforms 
systematized the peasants’ right to buy state lands, which was a boon, but 
one with hidden costs. Lands could be bought, but only on the condition that 
the buyer also assumed obligations to pay taxes on the land and, by enrolling 
in a land registry, exposed himself and his male family members to possible 
conscription. 

The linking of land ownership to tax obligations and possible involuntary 
military service produced at least two responses from Ottoman citizens that 
effect the current situation.

First, more than a century ago, some people simply refused to register 
land, choosing instead to stay in place and operate under traditional and 
informal local Palestinian rules for land use. The result is that people whose 
ancestors made this choice are now without title documents and therefore 
completely helpless in the face of Zionist rules and procedures for land 
appropriation. Palestinian families may have lived on the site for generations, 
farmed it, built all the structures and planted all the orchards upon it. Their 
family’s graves may lie within that land. But such activities do not constitute 
ownership according to current Israeli law.  Absent registry deeds going 
back to the Ottoman period, families whose great-grandparents opted for 
informal land tenure rules cannot now protect themselves from the claim that 
Israel appropriates only “empty” lands.



Second, while some families chose not to register their land, other families 
chose to dodge the tax and conscription requirements associated with the 
land registry by allowing their land to be registered in the name of local 
leaders who could afford to pay the taxes and who, on paper at least, thus 
became “large” landowners.  Clearly, this was an opportunity for all kinds 
of chicanery at the expense of local families, including the sale of land to the 

from one absentee landlord to another would probably have allowed local 
peasants farmers to remain in place, since a rural labor force was needed for 

they immediately evicted Palestinian peasants in favor of Zionist settlers. 
This pattern of eviction may not have been anticipated in the earliest land 
sales, but soon came to be recognized as the reality of doing business with 

In sum, the Tanzimat laws were not designed to be intentionally destructive 
or dishonest. Yet they produced a host of unintended consequences even in 
their own time – not least because they impinged on a complex indigenous 

Ottoman law in its quest to nationalize Palestinian land.
The British, who succeeded the Ottomans in controlling Palestine, 

illustrate most clearly the duplicity of the great powers. The behavior of 
Great Britain is a very different and darker story, which can be understood 
by studying the three major agreements by which Great Britain operated in 
Palestine. The first was the Sykes-Picot Agreement, the second the Hussein-
McMahon correspondence, and the third the Balfour Declaration. All three 

which shows the British were clear, at least among themselves, that their 

even their European neighbors, was driven by the political realist position 

prevent the convergence of its wings in such a way that it could exhaust its 
powers in never-ending wars.”

to speculate about the possible ways it might benefit from the acquisition of 
Ottoman lands should the Allies emerge victorious. In order to leave nothing 
to chance, the British government, represented by Sir Mark Sykes, began 
negotiating with the French government, represented by Francois Georges 
Picot, about possible divisions of Arab lands then still under Ottoman control. 



The Russian Tsar’s representatives were also privy to the conversation and 
stood to gain control of land in Armenia by participating in the Sykes-Picot 
agreement.

By May of 1916 the negotiations had concluded and a map for the 
provisional dismemberment of Ottoman Arab lands was complete. The pact 
thus concluded became known as the Sykes-Picot Agreement. Under its terms, 
France was awarded a northern arc of influence, stretching from what is now 
southeastern Turkey, through Lebanon, parts of Syria, and Northern Iraq, to 
the Iranian border. England would have control over the Mediterranean ports 

The exact political form by which French and British territories would be 
organized–whether the lands became colonies, protectorates or something 
else – was left open.  On the whole, the terms of the Sykes-Picot agreement 
were highly satisfactory to the British for multiple strategic reasons: they 
maintained access to the Suez Canal in the southwest and to the Persian Gulf 
in the east and they had no common border with Russia since the lands ceded 
to France serves as a buffer zone.

The agreement itself and the negotiations that produced it had been kept 
secret from the world. However, when the Bolshevik revolution succeeded 

to Russia and the newly empowered Communist government, in turn, 
publicized the secret agreements. This publicity was extremely unwelcome 
to the British because it raised immediate questions about their honesty.

The problem was that the terms of the Sykes-Picot agreement seemed 
to contradict two other important agreements that the British had signed: 
negotiations with Arabs in the Ottoman Empire known collectively as 
the Hussein-McMahon correspondence of 1916, and negotiations with 

years, between the end of World War I in 1918 and the Israeli declaration of 
independence in 1948, the Sykes-Picot agreement prevailed, ratified by the 
League of Nations “mandatory” system that assigned Arab lands to European 
tutelage en route to independence.

In 1916, at exactly the same moment that England and France were 
concluding their plans for carving up the Ottoman Empire, England also was 
negotiating with Arabs under Ottoman control, seeking to foment an Arab 
rebellion that would challenge the Ottoman Empire from within. The essence 
of the deal was simple: if the Arabs would attack the Ottoman Empire from 
the rear, then they would be given independence and national sovereignty 



over Arab lands should the Allies win the war. The principal Arab leader 
who conducted these negotiations was King Hussein bin Ali, the Sharif of 
Mecca. Sir Henry McMahon, the High Commissioner in Cairo, represented 
Great Britain.

McMahon was eager to make the deal but wily in being vague about the 
lands that would, were the Arab Revolt to succeed, become independent Arab 
state(s). Palestine was of particular interest to both sides, and here McMahon 
was especially evasive. He insisted that land west of Homs, Hama, Aleppo, 
and Damascus (i.e. western Syria) was of mixed, not purely Arab population 
and therefore exempt from the land promised to Hussein. This left the door 
open for the British to argue that Palestine, a southwestern Syrian province, 
was not to be ceded to the Arabs, whereas Hussein could argue that only land 
to the west of Damascus has been cut out of the deal, leaving Palestine, south 
of Damascus, connected to the Arab areas that would become independent.  
In dispatches home, McMahon was much clearer. He wrote: “What we have 
to arrive at now is to tempt the Arab peoples into the right path, detach them 
from the enemy and bring them over to our side. This on our part is at present 
largely a matter of words.”

In any case, the Arabs did uphold their end of the bargain and there was an 
Arab Revolt against the Ottoman Empire from 1916 to 1918, concentrated 
largely on pinning down Ottoman troops in the Hijaz, the western coast of 
the Arabian Peninsula.

But Anglo-Arab amity was seriously damaged when, first, the Russians 
publicized the terms of the Sykes-Picot Agreement, and, simultaneously, the 

interview with The New Statesman

contradictory assurances which were being given to Palestine in private at 
the same time as they were being given to the Israelis – again, an interesting 
history for us, but not an entirely honourable one.”
Gideon Levy said of Balfour even more succinctly: “There was never 
anything like it: an empire promising a land that it had not yet conquered to a 
people not living there, without asking the inhabitants. There’s no other way 
to describe the unbelievable colonialist temerity that cries out from every 
letter in the Balfour Declaration, now marking its centenary.”

Contemplating the contradictory and incompatible promises made in 
the Sykes-Picot Agreement, the Hussein-McMahon correspondence, and 
the Balfour Declaration, one comes to understand why, according to one 



frequent visitor to the area, the only joke that Israelis and Palestinians find 
equally amusing is this: “Why does the sun never set on the British Empire? 
Because even God cannot trust them in the dark.”

THE PALESTINIANS IN THE PRE-STATE PERIOD

In the face of Zionist determination to colonize the land with the blessings 
of the whole world, and in the face of the British will to control trade 
routes from the Mediterranean to the Indian Ocean, Palestinians struggled 
to maintain their own communities. From the very beginning Palestinian 
leaders recognized that Zionist settlers were a new phenomenon, quite 

mother tongue of the region, participating in its culture and social life, while 
maintaining an independent religious identity.

As early as 1899, Palestinian leaders had articulated the position they 
would, unsuccessfully, reiterate to Europeans and to the world diplomatic 
community for the next century and more. A leader of the Arab community 

the name of God, leave Palestine alone!”41

But of course, neither the Zionists nor the British did leave Palestine alone, 
and so the Palestinians deployed an array of tools against those who sought 
to displace them from their native land. The startling thing is the degree to 
which Palestinian actions in the present day rely on the same instruments and 
strategies as were used in the British period. For Palestinians the past truly 
is prologue.

caused Palestinians to articulate their sense of identity against that of the 
Zionists. The timing of this conversation leads many prominent historians 
to conclude that Palestinian nationalism is a reaction to Zionism,  despite 
the fact that Palestinians began developing their collective identity at least as 

wrested Palestine from Ottoman control.
The real issue, however, is not to name a date for the emergence of 

Palestinian national identity, but to understand the continuous frustration 
Palestinians faced in connecting a cultural sense of identity to the apparatus 
of a state that could take its place within the world system of nation-states. 
Given the disconnect between identity and state formation, Palestinian 
nationalism went through a series of drafts, as it were: with aspirations to 



be an independent state,44 to be part of a Pan Arab community, as envisioned 
by a Palestinian elite in the late Ottoman and early British periods,  to be 
a province within a Greater Syria, as peasants more commonly imagined.46

Both the aspiration to global pan-Arab unity and to union with Syria 
were frustrated by the fact that the Sykes-Picot agreement divided the land 
in question between French and British mandates, thus defeating any hope 

secular movement, Nasserism, and today it expresses itself as political Islam. 
In both the secular and religious cases, geographic divisions created long 
ago in Whitehall and in Paris continue to play a part in defeating regional 
initiatives.

In the face of Zionist ambitions and (as the Palestinians viewed it) British 
perfidy, Palestinians were deft at creating many different types of groups 
that were active in protecting Palestinian interests: village committees, 
leagues, multiple political parties and umbrella groups to lobby the British 
and to organize their own internal capacity for resistance. There was the 
Arab Higher Committee, local committees (confusingly known as national 
committees),  and also a complex series of organizations speaking jointly 
for Christian and Muslim Palestinians under the title of the Palestine Arab 
Congress.48 There were multiple political parties rooted in a variety of class 
and regional constituencies.

These Palestinian lobbying efforts mirrored the efforts of the Zionist 
Organization, but they were notably less successful internally and externally. 
Internally, Palestinians were less able than their Zionist adversaries to 
conquer the divisive power of class (notables vs. peasants), region (urban 
vs. rural), and faith (Muslims vs. Christians) in order to present a united 
front.49

Externally, Europeans disdained their claims, most consequentially, by the 
British, from the beginning. In 1919, Lord Balfour wrote in a confidential 
memo: “Zionism, be it right or wrong, good or bad, is rooted in age-long 
traditions, in present needs, in future hopes, of far greater importance that 

land.”

trumped mere desire and prejudice on the part of the Arabs. Palestinian 
spokespersons have never been able to overcome this formulation and are 
limited by it to the present day. Nor have Palestinian spokespersons ever 
found a way to simultaneously acknowledge the “special relationship” 



between Israel and first Great Britain and now the U.S., and still make an 
argument for the connection between their own national interests and those 
of western powers.

Given that their political efforts did not produce results, Palestinians 
turned to economic means to make their claims. The recourse to economic 
struggle was rooted in the Ottoman period, when the Palestinians had no 

they are today, were focused on boycotts and strikes designed to be part of a 
national liberation struggle.

In the years following WWI, influenza epidemics, crop failure, and famine 
caused enormous harm to the agricultural sectors of Palestine, Lebanon, and 
Syria. At the same time of economic crisis for Palestinians, Zionist agriculture 

immigrants, and in part by benefitting from the charitable donations garnered 
from Zionist and Christian philanthropists.

and the rising number of Zionist immigrants from Europe reached a 

acting independently, then in unison, and later independently again, began 

side came to include a call for a general strike, a refusal by labor to staff 

was understood to be part of a larger Arab Rebellion that included armed 
attacks not only on Zionist settlements, but also on the British. Sustaining 
the strike, and the larger armed struggle in which it was embedded, took 
tremendous organizational acumen. Nevertheless, the success of the first part 
of the Arab Rebellion is unclear.

To this day, Palestinians disagree among themselves about the impact 
of the General Strike. On the one hand, it was a moment of solidarity in 
an otherwise highly factionalized Palestinian political history. On the 
other hand, it probably accelerated the Zionist commitment to replacing 

 Certainly, whatever one thinks of the 
balance between ideological gains and economic costs, Palestinian recourse 
to economic measures on behalf of their community proved to be vastly less 
successful than Zionist fund raising efforts were in advancing the cause of 
Zionism.



to visit Palestine to inquire into the causes of the unrest. The fact-finding 
mission officially recommended, for the first time, the partition of Palestine 

Palestine as of right and not on sufferance.”  But then he adds: “The terms 

should be founded in Palestine.”
What Churchill had implied became official and explicit in the Peel 

Commission Report. Elements of the final report included a proposed map, 
giving northern Palestine, the fertile Galilee and the Mediterranean coast from 

Israelis, and the western hill country, Gaza, and the Negev to the Palestinian 
state.
of British Palestine, the most fertile lands in the Galilee were allocated for 

thus, de facto, a transfer plan.
The Palestinians, long before the creation of the Palestine Liberation 

Organization (PLO), rejected the Peel Commission report outright, refusing 
to agree to any partition of their homeland. The Zionists understood this 
refusal to mean “the only way to reach an agreement with the Arabs would 

of the Arabs to acquiesce in the Zionist enterprise itself.”
As we shall see immediately below, by the time of the Peel Report, 

Palestinian understood that, indeed, the debate was not about borders because 
neither borders nor partition was the Zionist aim. From the beginning, Zionists 
strove for pacification rather than peace with Palestinians. Pacification would 
require Palestinians not only to accept military defeat, but also to acquiesce 
in the right of others to displace them. This was an unrealistic expectation in 

the state of its citizens.
The Zionists were smart enough to appear favorably inclined to the Peel 

Commission Report and every subsequent partition plan, mostly because 



such plans provided an internationally recognized base from which they 
could continue to expand their control over territory. David Ben Gurion, 
later the first prime minister of Israel, was very clear on this point. The 
Israeli historian Avi Shlaim writes: “Ben Gurion professed himself to be an 

Palestine, because he worked on the assumption that this state would not be 

all the other parts of the country, whether through agreement and mutual 
understanding with our Arab neighbours or in another way

rest will come in the course of time. It must come (emphasis mine).”61 Put 
differently: we will accept what we are given and then take the rest.

This created an irreducible clash: the Palestinians could see no legitimacy 
to carving up their homeland to accommodate other people’s needs, and the 
Zionists felt entitled to exclusive control over all of historic Palestine. It is no 
surprise that armed struggle soon resumed.

Palestinian militias, but also brought small wins for Palestinian interests. 
The British, seeking to reestablish order (and reflecting on the repeated 
findings of their own commissions, that Arab fears of Zionism’s territorial 
ambitions were well-founded) decided to offer some accommodation to 

the Peel Commission proposal to partition Palestine, opting instead for a 

a government supervised by the British.

only hardened the determination of the Zionists to find ways to run the British 
blockade and to take Palestinian land, if not through sales, then by force.

This determination led directly to the second significant result of the 
Palestinian defeat in the Arab Rebellion. As a condition of their surrender, the 
Palestinian forces were completely disarmed. The loss of the weapons thus 
left the Palestinian community defenseless in the face of growing Zionist 
military aggression, which was tolerated by the British who continued to pay 
lip service to the idea of a Palestinian state while, in actuality, preventing that 
scenario from ever being realized.



THE SPIRAL INTO TRAGEDY

the military defeat of the Palestinian Rebellion and the official containment 

sufficient period of quiet to allow the British to focus their attentions on the 
war effort.

The war, and the growing knowledge of the Holocaust, however, had a 
different effect on the Zionists in Palestine, strengthening their determination 

themselves on the degree to which they could collude with Nazism to harvest 
 on the extent to which it was necessary to 

actively, militarily oppose the British, and on their obligations to set aside the 
development of the Yishuv and to join the war in Europe. What they always 
agreed on, however, was the desire to de-Arabize Palestine. The very logic 
of their aspirations seemed to dictate that end, buttressed by Zionist rhetoric 
that sought to make the goal of ethnic cleansing more legitimate and more 
necessary.

action in Hebron. The Hebron killings were part of a colony-wide wave 

murdered in Hebron were not Zionists. Like many other Orthodox and ultra-

holding that it was an impious attempt to force God’s hand. Creating the 
Zion of Biblical prophecy before its time was, for them, a usurpation of the 
deity’s creative powers. Nevertheless, the massacres occurred and Orthodox 

hundreds more were saved from the mob by their Palestinian neighbors.64

Anita Shapira, an Israeli historian, takes a psychological view of Zionist 
violence,  which, like Shavit’s work, emphasizes conflict, contradiction, 
and ambivalence. Using socialist labor (i.e. the most left-leaning) variant of 
Zionism as her focus, she concludes that the commitment to violence was 
driven not only by practical concerns, e.g. controlling land and expelling 
Palestinians, but also by psychosocial forces. Specifically, she argues that 

identity, emphasizing aggressive rather than passive qualities.66 She writes: 



homeland – two essential characteristics that the national movement aspired 

of a national liberation movement and a movement of European colonization 
in a Middle Eastern country.”

In the end, one can think of the history of Zionism as over-determined. 
There were the original problems to which it was a response, the twin threats 
of annihilation and assimilation in Europe. There was the fatal imbalance 
between Zionists and the indigenous Palestinians whereby Zionist organizing, 
fund-raising, and military preparedness far outstripped Palestinian efforts. 
There were traumatic events, the Second World War, the Holocaust and in its 

extinction. In addition, given the reluctance of Western countries to absorb 

And finally, there was the British announcement of its intentions to 
withdraw from the Palestinian Mandate. This led directly to the United 

state, over the objections of the Palestinians and the Yishuv, both of whom 
were interviewed and both of whom were ignored.68

U.N. General Assembly Resolution 181called for the division of Mandate 

of the land, was to become an international zone, a corpus separatum. The 
two states were to have open borders and form an economic union. The map 
would look like a checkerboard, with both countries having to cross through 
each other’s territory to access part of their own land. Neither country could 
come into existence in the absence of the other and the creation of both 
nation-states was left in the hands of the U.N.69

Palestinians rejected the partition of their homeland outright. The Zionists 
appeared to accept the partition, but only because it gave them a secure 
staging area for further expansion, as Ben Gurion had predicted.

Zionist behavior was always consistent with Ben Gurion’s ambition to 
occupy all the land. Thus the passage of GA Resolution 181 unleashed the 
final Zionist push to take as much land as possible and to expel as many 
Palestinians as possible before the Partition Plan went into effect. Menachim 
Begin, later an Israeli Prime Minister, spoke candidly when he said: 



From this point forward, the mass expulsions that Palestinians call the Nakba 
(the Catastrophe) began.  What follows here is a cursory account that does not 
do justice to the terrible human costs of the war, but emphasizes instead those 
features that remain most germane for the conflict as it exists today.

The Nakba occurred in two waves: the first before the Partition Plan 

existence, in the context of a war between Israel and its external neighbors as 
well as its internal Palestinian subjects.

In the first half of the Nakba, multiple Zionist militias, although competitive 
with one another on some issues, worked together toward the expulsion 
of Palestinians. For example, even well before the notorious Deir Yassin 
massacre in April, 1948, Sir Alan Cunningham, the last British governor 

cannot control the dissidents is inadmissible.”
The militias did not act randomly or in “the fog of war.”  Rather, they 

acted on strategic plans to de-Arabize Palestine by gaining control of key 
assets: fertile land, water, transportation routes, communication nodes, major 

territories beyond the land allocated to Israel by the United Nations. Nor did 
they act in accordance with rules of war. Instead they used terror campaigns,  
rape,  and collective punishment,  along with standard military techniques 
to depopulate the countryside and encourage flight.

One window into their intentions was Plan Dalet (Plan D). First drafts of 
this plan existed as far back as 1944.  Ostensibly independent militias began 
to act on Plan Dalet well before the British withdrew or the Partition Plan was 
put into effect. Plan Dalet’s objectives included taking over land allocated to 
Palestine under the Partition Plan (for example the major Palestinian cities 

to Palestine, attacking civilian institutions in the Palestinian community, 
as well as the more conventional military objectives of securing such 
geographic points as convoy routes or strategic hilltops. The document of 
Plan Dalet



list of tactical goals and targets.  Nevertheless, the goals and targets, and the 
behavior to which they gave rise, and the expulsions that they accomplished 
all align. Together, they are systematic enough to support the inference that 
a master plan of ethnic cleansing was being enacted not only within the land 
allocated to Israel by the U.N., but well beyond it, and in such as way as to 
undermine the viability of an independent Palestinian state.

By the time the British withdrew from Palestine and Israel unilaterally 
Nakba had 

internally displaced persons. The systematic destruction of Palestinian cities 
and villages was also well under way.

With the creation of the state of Israel, the one-sided expulsion of 
Palestinians by Zionists was reconfigured. On the day of its self-declared 

and combined Arab League forces – invaded Israel. Americans have heard this 

prevailing. The reality is exactly the reverse of the common image.
The truth is that the individual Arab countries sent small contingents 

of troops and never put them under a single unified command. The most 

 
U.S. Secretary of State, George C. Marshall, had a clear view of Arab 
military capabilities. His assessment read: “Whole govt structure Iraq is 
endangered by political and economic disorders and Iraq Govt can not at 

dispatched. Egypt has suffered recently from strikes and disorders. Its army 
has insufficient equipment because of its refusal of Brit aid, and what it has 
is needed for police duty at home. Syria has neither arms nor army worthy 
of name and has not been able to organize one since French left three years 
ago. Lebanon has no real army while Saudi Arabia has small army which is 

Syrians on one hand and Hashemite govts of Transjordan and Iraq, prevent 
Arabs from making even best use of existing forces (sic).”81

advance, taking more land and expelling more Palestinians. By the time the 

1949, the War of Independence among the Israelis was complete although 
expulsions of Palestinians continued.  The Palestinians were utterly 



villages were destroyed and depopulated,84 virtually all the Palestinian urban 
centers were demolished, and the cultural archives they contained had been 
expropriated.  The potential Palestinian state had been dismembered, some 
of its land under Israeli control (especially the fertile land in the Galilee), the 

that moment forward, the Palestinian struggle for justice had to be conducted 
from dispersed sites controlled by a variety of state and quasi-state entities 

in the West Bank and Gaza).

all of it under foreign control, to 
become a possible Palestinian state.

Bear in mind that changing national boundaries by the acts of war is 
inadmissible under international law. This point is critical to understanding 
events that were to unfold from the basis of Green Line established in 1949, 
principally the interminable “peace process” in which Palestinians are 
exhorted to make “difficult compromises.” Their response is that they were 

86 The 

Palestine that is the West Bank) being largely depopulated, now leaves about 

potential Palestinian state. Given changes in the map of Palestine from 1949 

The war was tragic not only for the loss of life and for the fate that befell a 
displaced people, but also for its futility. None of the three parties to this on-going 
conflict achieved what they sought. The Zionists got the most from the war by 

And they did not secure that state on terms that made them a normal part of the 

did not secure the consent or the withdrawal or the forgetting of their victims.
On the contrary, the Palestinians who were dispossessed or occupied 



rather than declining efficacy at the present time. Great Britain, exhausted 
by the Second World War and the costs maintaining colonies in an era of 
decolonization, lost control over strategic land and lost standing in the 
international community. The Palestinians, of course, lost most of all, not 
only the right to live in their homeland but also, as a stateless people, the 
right to have their rights acknowledged by others.

None of the instruments all sides used gave anyone a definitive, stable, lasting 
victory. Neither internal political organizing nor the appeal to the world system, 
neither fundraising and nor boycotts, neither local nor regional self-definitions, 
neither idealized narratives of an edenic past (or future) nor jaded realpolitik, 
neither appeals to international law nor armed struggle worked to vindicate 
Palestinian rights or to secure Zionist dreams from continuous challenge.

Inevitably, these multiple losses fueled the next round of the conflict.

SUMMARY: THE PRE-STATE PERIOD
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CHAPTER 6

ESTABLISHING THE STATE,  
PREPARING OCCUPATION

Things will come out in the end. The question is how to live with this.
Aryeh Yitzachi1

An Israeli Story

“On one of the first days of 1949 and on one of her first days in Israel, 

the ticket window of the Ora Movie Theater. Mrs. Waxmann froze on 
the spot, then shouting, “Haim?” The soldier turned toward her and for 
the next few seconds the two figures stared at one another in stunned 
disbelief. Then the woman stretched out her arms and flung herself at 
the young man. She was his mother. The last time Mrs. Waxmann had 

in Haifa she believed that Haim had perished in the Holocaust. The 
afternoon daily Maariv, then barely a year old, published the story on 

A Palestinian Story

Today, Elias is a highly respected dentist in Ramallah. He grew up in 
a prominent and politically active local family. On the first day of the 

to the city center to volunteer for whatever tasks were needed. By the 
late afternoon, Ramallah was already flooded with refugees from the 
surrounding areas, all of whom needed a place to stay and food to eat. 
Elias’ mother, realizing that her husband and older sons would not be 
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The history of the early national period in Israel, like the one before it, is 
shaped by the interactions of three parties: the Israelis, the Palestinians, and 
ambitious outside powers, each with constant and self-interested motives. 
As in the previous period, the conflicts of interest that arose among them 
ended in a war whose results brought great losses to the Palestinians and to 
some of the great or aspiring-to-be great powers and only a Pyrrhic victory 
to Israelis.

THE ISRAELIS: CREATING A NATIONAL FRAMEWORK

In 1949, with the War of Independence over, the newly established Israeli 
state faced all the tasks of building a new society. These included establishing 
a basic legal framework, developing a nascent economy, securing the 
population it sought, positioning itself in a regional and global context, and, 
not least, dealing with the Palestinians, who were anathema to the new state.

On March 11 of that year, David Ben Gurion, the first prime minister 
of Israel and a famous diarist, wrote himself a “to do” list for the new 
government: “We must begin to formulate a number of laws: 1.Civil equality, 

Nationalization of water sources, 
natural resources, unused lands 

4

coming home for dinner, decided to send dinner to them. Six-year-old 
Elias was commissioned to bring a tray of cooked food to his father and 

the nearby city center, Israeli fighter planes appeared overhead. They 
flew low over the main street, strafing people as they came. Around 
Elias people fell, some of them mortally wounded. Stunned by the 
assault and not knowing what else to do, Elias simply kept on walking 
toward the place where his father stood, watching in horror. Finally, 
Elias arrived before his dad. His hands were still extended, as if holding 
the tray, but the tray itself lay smashed behind him in the street, its food 
spilled and trampled.
has symbolic value.



ESTABLISHING THE STATE, PREPARING OCCUPATION

Note that some of these laws – for universal suffrage, women’s equality, 
progressive taxation– were much in keeping with the liberal, even Socialist, 
bent of many of the Ashkenazi founders of Israel. At the same time, however, 
Ben Gurion was moving quickly to monopolize all those strategic resources, 
particularly land and water, which would allow the Israeli state to flourish but 
would also undermine the development of the Palestinian community. His 
reference to “unused land” (to be discussed below) is particularly ominous.

His focus was on establishing the legal and administrative framework 
for the new state but he also devoted attention to questions of economic 
development: “How many industrial plants will be needed, what types of 
industry will be developed, which lands shall we settle, how much money 
will be needed, what equipment will be required, what the import and the 

from Beersheba to the south, via the Dead Sea. There is a plan to pump up 

be created to support the state, on the basis of the governments plan for 
occupational training, improvement of the standard of living, improvement 
of production, labor laws.”6

The new state also needed to prepare for a rapidly expanding population. 

But Europe was teeming with refugees 

Arab countries, especially the affluent ones, to immigrate. Ben Gurion 

establishment of new settlements at the rate of about one every three days, 
8

9 

Arab countries.

interdicted refugee ships whenever they could. However, once Israel became 
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Holocaust survivors living in refugee camps, the interdiction stopped. Since 
the United States had not yet lifted its restrictive immigration policies, many 
Holocaust survivors went to Israel.

There they faced a number of difficulties. Some – like the need to learn 
a new language or to overcome the dire poverty associated with an as-yet 
underdeveloped economy – were purely pragmatic. Others – rooted in 

living as a minority within a hostile host society – were more complex. On 

hand, however, Israel was faced with the practical tasks of building up a new 

European ghetto was not as useful as the imagined hardy Sabra 

Tom Segev, one of the Israeli “new historians” writes: “The ‘rejections of 

man’ they sought to create in the land of Israel, at times through coercion. 
Aharon Appelfeld, a novelist, has written about a boy, an immigrant from 
Poland, whose classmates bullied and beat him up because he could not suntan 

Ha’aretz stated of the 
graduates of the Ben-Shemen Agricultural School, ‘They will bring pure 

disparaged symbol for immigrants who preferred the convenience of city life 
to farming.”11

reparations payments that Holocaust survivors received from the German 
and Austrian governments (such payments were tax exempt in the United 
States). This decision left fully one quarter of Israel’s elderly Holocaust 
survivors living below the poverty line – a situation that remains true to this 
day.

Clearly, the aspiration to create a “new man” defined by a hyper-masculine 
ethos of physical and military strength and by “clean and pure blood” (and a 
“new woman” defined by her fecundity) had echoes of fascist ideology and 
profoundly racist implications. Consider, for example, the iconic photo of 
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an Israeli soldier gazing reverently at the Western Wall on the day that the 
 He is startlingly Aryan in 

workers told an Israeli friend of mine who is waiting to adopt a baby, that her 
family could have a “defective” baby immediately, but would have to wait 
about a year for a “normal” baby or up to five years if they insisted on having 
a blond, blue-eyed child.14 “Defective” children, this family was told, were 
dark-skinned.

made the life of European refugees more difficult, imagine how much more 

to be closer to the soil and more natural – nearly noble savages – and yet 
despised for their dark skin and lack of European culture.

in Francophone North Africa (the Maghreb), far fewer in front line states 

fewer still in Iran and Turkey.
Conventional Israeli narratives stress that all these Arab countries were 

the “Zionist entity” by hostile Arab neighbors) came into being. However, 
the facts of that expulsion are more complex than Zionist propaganda would 
have us believe.

large group following the Nakba to immigrate to Israel. Less affluent Libyan 

reputable sources argue that Israeli dirty tricks, such as planting bombs in 

uproot themselves16 despite the fact that at least their leading intellectuals 
were highly assimilated to Arab culture.

18

leave Syria without going to Israel.19

their class and national origin worked to their disadvantage to create a deeply 
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unequal experience of Israeli citizenship and nationality. There is no better 
illustration of this difficulty than the still on-going controversy over the 

their parents in the graceless interface between chaotic refugee camps and 
embryonic health care facilities, or were they deliberately kidnapped and 
sold into adoption rings working in Israel and elsewhere? The controversy 
remains unresolved to this day, with estimates of such missing (deceased? 

 
What is clear is this: the official investigations into Mizrahi claims were less 
than rigorous, the investigators having been denied subpoena power,  and 
at least two “kidnapped” babies, now adults, have been reunited with their 
families through genetic testing.

Estimates for the number of Palestinians displaced by the Nakba vary, 

number of displaced Palestinians. They therefore argue that the expulsion 

Palestinian losses in the Nakba 
property in Arab lands, and thus, not only return, but also compensation to 
Palestinians expelled in the Nakba is settled and closed.

To agree to this argument would be to institutionalize the standard that 
“two wrongs make a right.” International law unambiguously rejects this 
interpretation, but it nevertheless re-surfaces from time to time in Israeli 
propaganda efforts. A more plausible argument would be to say that, just as 
Palestinian refugees have a right to return and a right to have their property 

have to be addressed to Arab states and have nothing to do with Palestinians.

occurred over a period of decades and was fueled by many sources that 
included “push” forces like expulsion, but also “pull” forces like expected 
economic opportunities. It is not correct to say that the creation of the state of 

refugee crisis, and Israel’s relentless, noisy insistence that it speaks for all 

and suspect.
 is the mechanism that organizes 
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anywhere in the world to move to Israel with the support of the state. The 
Law of Return is a critical part of the Basic Laws that Israel began to develop 

Israel’s Basic Laws serve as a substitute for the constitution called for 
in Israel’s Declaration of Independence, but still not in existence. The 
constitution remains unwritten, in part because Israel refuses to specify its 
boundaries and, in part, because the Orthodox community might object to 
some of the more modern and egalitarian provisions that would normally be 
part of a national constitution.

Originally, the Basic Laws established a unique dual identity for people 
living in Israel: individuals were to be citizens of Israel and, in addition, 
the carriers of a separate “national” identity. “National identity,” in turn, 

Circassian, Catalonian, French, and Arab nations).  All citizens enjoyed 
certain rights by virtue of their citizenship (e.g. to vote, to participate in 
the national health care system, to send their children to public schools that 

nationals, making them the sole 
group in Israel entitled the right to family unification  and to lease or buy 

citizens, but even this was more nearly a concession than a right, as the 
recent attempts to strip Bedouins of the citizenship illustrate.

“nationals” have petitioned the Supreme Court to recognize an Israeli 
nationality based on residency rather than on admission to Israel under the 
Law of Return (i.e. ethnicity). The Israeli Supreme Court continues to deny 

and Palestinian citizens of the state.
community has endorsed this opinion.

Over time, this dual system of modest citizenship rights coupled with 

unfavorable publicity. In response, Israel has attempted to blur the line 
between citizenship and nationality. For example, Israeli identity cards no 
longer include a formal “national” designation (although the difference 
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that it can make money by renting land to Palestinians, and now does so in 
some cases. But fundamental rights, such as the right to family unification, 

and not for its citizens.

THE GREAT AND REGIONAL POWERS IN THE ERA  
OF DECOLONIZATION

Israel’s internal arrangements for its own people and for the Palestinians 
living within the nation were shaped not only by the ideological requirements 
of Zionism but also by the power struggles among the great powers of the 
world and the near great powers of the region.

In 1946, two years before Israel proclaimed its existence, Winston 
Churchill defined the great power struggle of the post-war world. In a speech 
at Westminster College in Fulton, Missouri, he said: “A shadow has fallen 

the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic, an iron curtain has descended across 
the continent. Behind that line lie all the capitals of the ancient states of 

only to Soviet influence but to a very high and, in many cases, increasing 

Soviet Government tries, by separate action, to build up a pro-Communist 

of putting themselves up to auction between the Soviets and the Western 
Democracies.”  From then on, the power struggles between the Western and 
Soviet blocks came to be understood as the Cold War.

Rhetoric on both sides cast this competition between the great powers 
in messianic terms: from the U.S. and British point of view, the struggle of 

point of view, the struggle by the vanguard of the proletariat, those speaking 
for the interests of all humankind, against the “unconscionable freedom of 
free trade,”  world capitalists speaking only for the privileges of property. 
The reality was, of course, considerably less glorious than either side would 
have liked, with tyranny, corruption, imperialism, neo-colonialism, and 
exploitation, under different guises, on both sides.

The Middle East was an important site of struggle for great power 
competition. Both sides were well aware of the oil reserves in the area as well 
as the strategic location of the Middle East as the hinge between Europe and 
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Asia. Both sides sought to establish their own spheres of influence, puppet 
regimes, and military bases in the region.

European countries were also drawn into the conflict, not only as part 
of the Cold War, but also based on their own, unique agendas. The French, 
for example, supplied Israel with its first nuclear capabilities (the Dimona 
reactor), in part as a response to Arab support for the Algerian insurgency 
against France.  And Germany provided massive reparations payments not 

Israel was particularly adept at playing one side against the other well into 
Nakba Israel received crucial 

military aid, especially airplanes, from the Soviet bloc via a Czech arms 
deal.  Many of its new citizens came from areas of Europe in the Soviet bloc, 
and Russia counted on the ties between the new Israelis and their countries of 
origin to create public opinion favorable to Russian interests.

But the Russians did not have the field to themselves. The American 
president formulated the Truman Doctrine, a policy for containing 
Russian influence worldwide. Yet even with a clear objective, the Truman 
administration faced many hard choices in the Middle East. American 
interests were divided, with a real stake not only against Russia, but also 
with both Israel and the Arab world.

Would it be more effective to side with the Israelis or with the Arabs? 
Clearly, the good opinion of the other Arab states would have required 
America to support Palestinian ambitions that rejected Partition. But Truman 
had already endorsed the partition plan embodied in Resolution 181.

in the aftermath of the Holocaust, he was not enthusiastic about the creation of 

of church and state.
waffled on the Palestine issue. His strongest preferences were for Great Britain 

to reach some consensus about their conjoined fate. A number of political 
formulas would have served to secure those ends, for example, an independent 
bi-national state or an English trusteeship over an undivided Palestine.

Much of Truman’s government was, in fact, opposed both to the Partition 
Plan and to the idea of the U.S. unilaterally siding with Israel. The State 

caution about America’s course for a variety of reasons: judgment that long 
term American interests lay with the oil producing countries, that Israel was 
set on a reckless path of territorial enlargement that would drag America 
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into further bloodshed, that the Israeli-American alliance violated America’s 
stated advocacy of national self-determination.

In the end, however, Truman abandoned his previous positions and raced 
to make America the first country to recognize Israel after it proclaimed 
itself into statehood. Most commentators on Truman’s decision interpret 

lobbyists, first during the mid-term elections of 1946 and later during the 
presidential election of 1948.41

other factors were also at work. In the end, although the State Department 
thought that American interest lay with access to Arab oil, they were favorably 
impressed by Israel’s military performance in the War of Independence, 
optimistic about persuading Israel to join the Western alliance (and to defend 
western oil interests if necessary), and they saw in the fractured Palestinian 
leadership no partner for strategic alliances.

New research also shows that officials in the Truman administration were 
very careful to promote consultation among the Department of the Interior 

oil companies. Hence, Truman became convinced that recognition of Israel 
would not harm either national or private oil interests.  The President was 
able to shed his concerns in part because the Israelis hinted that there might 
be oil in the Negev, and partly because the Saudis had signaled that, despite 
their rhetorical support for Palestine, they would not disrupt oil flows as 
retaliation for Truman’s recognition of Israel.

Reassured, Truman saw to it that America was the first country to recognize 
Israel, minutes after its self-declared independence. Russia, however, was 
the second country to recognize Israel and thus Israel was able to benefit 
from both U.S. and Russian courtship for decades.

In addition to the great powers, the fate of Israel and the Palestinians was 
embedded in the politics of the local region. The countries surrounding Israel 
were all newly minted products of decolonization. Lebanon and Syria were 

of British dominance that the United Nations rejected it and an acceptable 
alternative was not negotiated until 1948. Egypt was still bound to England 
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independence from England, trying to diminish English military presence 
within its borders.44

Thus all of the front line states around Israel were preoccupied with the 
same tasks that preoccupied Israel: establishing a governmental framework, 
developing an economy, and finding their place in an international system of 
nation-states. But they were faced with additional challenges as well. Their 
citizens were appalled at the magnitude of the Arab humiliation in 1948. 
Within the next three years, all of the Arab front-line states were subjected to 
political upheavals: the prime ministers of Egypt and Lebanon and the king 

Egyptian regimes.
This situation created maximum turbulence and uncertainty. Taking a 

page from Campbell-Bannerman, the Israelis responded by trying to foster 
chaos and weakness in the internal affairs of their front line neighbors while 
securing alliances with Iran and Turkey, relatively powerful nations on the 
far borders of the states abutting Israel. These actions, in turn, created a 
counter-move of intensive militarization in the emergent Arab states, to the 
detriment of their own domestic needs and to the prospects for international 
peace.46 Israel, in turn, also committed to a highly militarized nationalism, as 

Out of this difficult and volatile situation, and despite long-standing 
rivalries between Egypt, Syria, and Iraq for regional predominance, the new 
Arab countries were attracted to two political programs: pan-Arab solidarity 
that would promote regional cooperation whereby Arab states could stand up 
to Israel’s military and economic strengths, and joining the ranks of the “non-
aligned” nations in the Cold War, thus positioning themselves to benefit from 
the competition between the Western and Soviet blocs. Both of these agendas 
were embodied in the person of Gamal Abdel Nasser, Egypt’s political leader 

Nasser’s initial determination to keep Egypt in the non-aligned bloc was 

control in the West Bank and under Egyptian control in the Gaza strip staged 
many incursions into Israel, some to be reunited with family members, others 
to smuggle contraband goods, still others to challenge Israeli control of their 

and into Egyptian controlled Gaza.
Ariel Sharon led the Israeli massacre in Qibya in the West Bank in which 

 A 
48
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This raid left Nasser determined to secure better arms for Egypt. He 
approached the United States first and, like Ho Chi Minh in Vietnam, 
was rejected. He turned then to the Soviet Union, who offered unlimited 
arms on generous terms. The pattern was repeated when Nasser sought 
financial support for the Aswan Dam project. The American foreign policy 
establishment feared that Nasser was not sufficiently loyal to western 
interests, and Southern senators voiced fear over potential competition 
between their constituents and Egyptian cotton growers, should the dam be 
completed. The terms offered to Nasser for supporting the dam reflected 
this reluctance, so Nasser turned instead to the Soviet Union, signifying the 
growing ties between their two countries by recognizing Communist China.49

powers came to a head when Nasser nationalized the Suez Canal, a vital 
shipping route between the Mediterranean and the Red Sea. In response, 
Israel, England, and France invaded Egypt. The allies achieved military gains 
but were nevertheless obliged to abandon their incursion. Egypt ensured that 
the Canal would remain closed by scuttling ships and blocking it even in 
the face of potential military defeat. And the United States, which normally 
would have backed an Anglo-French-Israeli mission, unexpectedly objected. 
American displeasure with the invasion stemmed from the fact that, at the 
same time that Western powers were invading Egypt, the Soviet Union 
invaded Hungary. The United States, intent on shrinking the Soviet sphere 
of influence in Europe, could not defend the invasion of a small country 
by Western superpowers just as it was denouncing the Soviet invasion of 
Hungary. And so Nasser emerged triumphant from the Suez Canal crisis in 
spite of his military weakness.

To solidify the gains he had achieved, Nasser sought and got a political 

The hope was for other Arab states to join the union, but, instead, the UAR 
proved to be a short-lived project, ended by 1961. The failure of the UAR 
highlighted intra-Arab rivalries, political instabilities, and a nearly complete 
inability of Arab nations, singly or in combination, to protect the interests of 
the now stateless Palestinians.

THE PALESTINIANS: DIVIDED AND ABANDONED

The years immediately following the creation of the state of Israel were 
years of defeat for the Palestinians. Their community and their homeland 
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Egyptian control, two thirds of their population reduced to refugee status, 
many of them living in refugee camps either in the West Bank and Gaza or in 

 They, too, were 
living under terrible conditions.

Palestinians remaining in Israel were further divided into two groups. Some 
had managed to remain in place and avoid the expulsion designed for them in 
the Nakba. Among those who remained in place, some simply lived in such 
remote and inaccessible areas that the Nakba had passed their communities 
by, leaving them out of the collective disaster. Other Palestinians had been 
expelled but managed to return. Still others were simply lucky that, in the 
midst of ethnic cleansing all around them, their village, street, or house had 
been spared.

In addition to Palestinians who managed to remain in place during the 
Nakba, there was a second set of Palestinians living under Israeli jurisdiction. 
This second group is known in Israel as “present absentees.” In plain English, 
these are internally displaced persons, i.e. persons who were expelled from 
their homes and, even as they fled, managed to remain inside Israeli territory, 
though not in their original places of residence. “Any Palestinian Arab could 
be declared absentee if he had left his usual place of residence on or after 

The phenomenon of “present absentees” created an enormous opportunity 
for Israelis to de-Arabize the places under their control. Israelis quickly 
created a Custodian of Absentee Property who was empowered to “find” and 
“declare” absenteeism of persons or property. As soon as such “absenteeism” 
had been established, Palestinian property was appropriated by the Israeli 
state. This was consistent with Ben Gurion’s plans, described earlier in this 
chapter, to nationalize “unused” land and water resources. “The Custodian’s 
powers were such that he could take over Arab property in Israel on the 
strength of his own judgment by certifying in writing that any persons or 
body of persons, and that any property, were ‘absentee.’ The burden of proof 
that any property was not absentee fell upon its owner, but the Custodian 
could not be questioned concerning the source of information on the grounds 

in the future by an 
individual whom he certified to be absentee.”(emphasis mine).

In short, the legal regime created by the Custodian of Absentee Property’s 
office meant that Israel had systematized its control over land and water, 
and established, to its advantage, the rules whereby competing claims 
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could be adjudicated. In the end, using these mechanisms, the Israeli state 

Put simply: Israeli forces created a large number of Palestinian refugees 
and then, because the refugees were absent, expropriated their homes, lands, 
and other possessions.

The Palestinians who remained in Israel, either in their own homes or as 
“absentees,” did not get to live what anyone would consider a normal life. 
Israel declared State of Emergency in 1948, aimed at controlling Palestinians. 
“Under a state of emergency, a government can—to protect the state and its 
people—employ exceptional measures that violate civil rights or introduce 
sovereign arbitrariness.”

Not only were Palestinian claims to their own property assaulted, they 
themselves were deemed by Ben Gurion and later administrations to be 
security risks to the state. They were therefore required to live under military 

citizens of Israel under military rule – persisted until 1966. The declared 
state of emergency persists to this day.  These arrangements explain 

Military law meant, de facto, that Palestinians were stripped of all civil 
rights and were subject to military authority. They could be arrested on the 
whim of any soldier and held in administrative detention without charges or 
rights for 6 months at a time, renewable indefinitely. Administrative detention 
was a period of interrogation and the likeliest moment for torture to occur.

“Israel’s use of administrative detention blatantly violates the restrictions 
of international law. Israel carries it out in a highly classified manner that 
denies detainees the possibility of mounting a proper defense. Moreover, 
the detention has no upper time limit,”  notes B’Tselem, a prize-winning 
Israeli human rights NGO. “Over the years, Israel has placed thousands 
of Palestinians in administrative detention for prolonged periods of time, 
without trying them, without informing them of the charges against them, 
and without allowing them or their counsel to examine the evidence. In 
this way, the military judicial system ignores the right to freedom and due 
process, the right of defendants to state their case, and the presumption of 
innocence, all of which are protections clearly enshrined in both Israeli and 
international law.”

In the relatively rare instances were Palestinians actually received a trial, 
the proceedings were conducted in Hebrew in front of a military judge who 
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could rule that Palestinian defendants were not entitled, on security grounds, 
to see the evidence against them or to confront their accusers. Lisa Hajjar, 
a Berkeley sociologist, reports that in the present day Israeli military courts 

pleas bargains invariably require a guilty plea on the part of the defendant – 

before them.
Administrative detention was only the tip of the iceberg of disabilities 

imposed upon Palestinians by military rule. Under military rule, individuals 
could, without recourse, be banished and/or have their properties confiscated. 
Indeed, entire villages could be moved by military decree.

Even for those individual Palestinians who avoided administrative 
detention or the loss of property, military rule imposed crushing constraints. 
Military rule virtually quarantined Israel’s Palestinian citizens to their own 
town or village. If they wished to leave for any mundane purpose – a job 
interview, to visit a friend in the hospital, to attend a family wedding or 
funeral, to go to university or to a doctor’s appointment – Palestinians inside 
Israel needed permission from the local military governor to accomplish 
their tasks. Military rule served to constrict Palestinian lives while leaving 

hindrance.61

Clearly, Israel’s Palestinian citizens lived in a “through the looking glass” 
world in which they had no opportunity to secure their personal safety or 
property rights. Their disadvantages were not only personal and economic, 
but also political. The state of emergency (and, later, amendments to the Basic 
Laws that serve as Israel’s quasi-constitution) also prohibit all Palestinian 

 
Palestinians in Israel were thus shut out of both market and state mechanisms 
for securing individual or communal wellbeing.

Palestinian refugees, those who were driven out of Israel, lived at 
the whim of the host societies to which they fled. Some communities – 

the opportunities to leave refugee camps, to find work, to participate in 
education. Life in other countries was much worse. In Lebanon, the Christian 
community feared the addition of more Muslims to the political mix and 
therefore banned Palestinians from nearly all jobs and all political rights.  In 
Egypt, Palestinian tent camps were left to parch in the desert.64

Beyond the vagaries of the host society, Palestinian refugees were 
systemically plagued by what legal scholar Susan Akram calls the “protection 
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gap” whereby Palestinian refugees fall through the cracks of the international, 
United Nations protocols for protecting refugees.  As the previous chapter 

at a time when no universal protocols yet existed within the U.N. system for 
dealing with refugees.

organizations, the U.N. Conciliation Commission on Palestine (UNCCP) 
and the U.N. Relief Works Agency (UNRWA). UNCCP was to advocate 
for Palestinians vis-à-vis Israel, emphasizing the right of return, then the 
preferred strategy for resolving refugee issues. UNRWA was more nearly a 
social work/humanitarian agency, designed to run the schools and clinics in 
Palestinian refugee camps, but not to do advocacy work.

Israeli intransigence blocked every attempt by UNCCP to achieve a 
Palestinian return to the lands from which they had been expelled. UNCCP 
exists today only as a repository for Palestinian land records that may 
become relevant to property claims in the future, but it no longer plays an 
active role in trying to establish Israeli-Palestinian conciliation. Therefore 
there is no agency within the UN that is responsible for advocacy on behalf 
of Palestinian rights.

In later years, the United Nations began to develop a more systematic 
regimen for dealing with refugees, codified in the Refugee Convention of 

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). The U.N.’s 
ideas about solutions for refugee problems have also become more diversified 
and more nuanced. Refugees were recognized to have both individual and 
collective rights. Repatriation remained the preferred choice for ending their 
refugee status, but repatriation was now supplemented by the possibility 
of support either for absorption into the host country where refugees had 
first taken shelter or resettlement in other, more distant lands. Both of the 
resettlement solutions included provisions for compensation to refugees for 
their lost property.

Unfortunately, Palestinians were excluded from this newer, more 
comprehensive and flexible system. The Palestinian case was deemed 
to be unique for a number of reasons. First, the U.N. held itself to be, in 
part, responsible for the creation of the Palestinian refugee problem by 
its insistence on the partition plan that neither side wanted. Second, the 
Arab states insisted that only repatriation could provide a solution, since 
they were not willing to tacitly ratify the expulsion of the Palestinians by 
accepting resettlement in near or distant destinations. Lastly, the Palestinians 
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themselves insisted on their collective right as a people and evinced very 
little interest in individual solutions.

As a direct result of these factors, Palestinians never had access to the 
rights provided by the Refugee Convention or Protocol or to the services of 
the UNHCR. Instead they were left with the humanitarian work of UNRWA 
and, after a time, no advocacy at all from UNCCP, which was defunded 
when all the participants recognized that Israeli intransigence mooted any 
possibility of conciliation.66

In a final and ironic twist, the Netanyahu administration is now trying to 
destroy UNRWA despite the fact that UNRWA is a dramatically under-funded 
agency that does no advocacy work, whose mission is limited to running 
schools, clinics, and other social services. Israeli objections to UNRWA are 
that its very existence maintains Palestinian refugees as a special legal entity 
whose claims the Israeli government rejects. Instead, Netanyahu wants the 
Palestinian refugees (but not their descendants) referred to the U.N. High 
Commission for Refugees on the (possibly mistaken) assumption that the 
UNHCR is less insistent on repatriation and more open to relocation as a 
solution to the continued demands of Palestinian refugees.

Thus the Palestinians in Israel and in the Diaspora found themselves in a 
bleak situation: massively traumatized, physically disbursed, impoverished 
and, for all practical purposes, without recourse to legal remedies for their 
suffering. So, against great odds, they turned instead to advocacy and 
resistance to pursue their quest for justice.

THE SPIRAL INTO TRAGEDY

In turning to advocacy and resistance, the Palestinians became part of turbulent 
inter-Arab politics and part of the Cold War era. After the dissolution of the 
United Arab Republic in 1961, Syria and Egypt resumed their rivalry, part of 
which was framed in terms of the Palestinians.68 Each side claimed to be the 
more effective champion of the Palestinians, and each side expressed their 
support in ways that were congruent with their own national aspirations.

The Syrians were more militant and they supported an organization called 
Fatah. Palestinian refugees from Gaza founded Fatah 
Syrian hosts, advocated armed struggle against Israel. Fatah sponsored raids 
that were not meant to conquer or dislodge Israel but to provoke it. Fatah’s 
plan was that, in the face of mounting Israeli aggression, the Arab states 
would finally unify and then, having superior numbers, they would be able 
to crush Israel.69 This plan was strategic but misinformed and, in the long 
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run, produced unintended results – the Israeli occupation of all of Palestine-
exactly opposite to Fatah’s aspirations.

of Israeli reprisals and was less eager than the Syrians to go to war with Israel. 
In 1964, at an Arab League summit in Cairo, he sponsored an alternative to 
Fatah, the Palestine Liberation Organization. The PLO, in turn, eschewed 
raids and settled for a policy of (mostly bombastic) advocacy for Palestinian 
interests.  From 1969 onward, after the Israelis occupied Palestine in its 
entirety, Fatah and the PLO merged, with Fatah leader Yasir Arafat at the 
helm. The organization then dedicated itself to advocating for Palestinian 
interests on its own, without waiting for the support of Arab allies. The PLO 
claimed all Palestinians as its constituency, those in Israel, those living under 
Occupation in the West Bank and Gaza, and those in the Diaspora, mainly in 
the refugee camps of the Middle East.

Soon enough, Arab-Israeli hostility, inter-Arab rivalries, and great power 

platform of the current Palestinian-Israeli conflict.
Originally, the Six Day War was portrayed in western media as a defensive 

effort on Israel’s part, despite the fact that Israel won the war by using a pre-

The “defensive war” narrative is supported by two facts: Syrian and Egyptian 
rhetoric calling for Israel’s destruction,  and by Egyptian and Syrian troop 
movements, massing their armies on Israel’s border in the period immediately 
preceding the war.

Recent analyses, based on newly available documents in Israeli archives, 
suggest an additional dimensions to the story. The fuse for hostilities seems 

and Syrian incursions from the Golan Heights that were a response to Israel’s 
act.

Egypt, though severed from a formal relationship with Syria by the 
dissolution of the United Arab Republic, nonetheless wished to act as the 
protective big brother. Nasser had been hammered every time he tried to use 
the strategic assets available to him, closing the Straits of Tiran and the Suez 
Canal, and wished to reassert his claim to being the Arab leader in the face 
of Syria’s more radical behavior.

of Pan-Arab connection created a situation similar to the one that existed in 
Europe prior to the First World War, where a series of mutual defense pacts 
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drew countries not directly involved in the hostilities into the war in defense 
of allies.

Israeli responses to Syrian and Egyptian actions were also more complex 
than the “defensive war” narrative suggests. Some elements of the Israeli 
government saw Nasser’s troop movements as threats designed to impress 
an Arab audience more than real preparations for war.  Some interpreted it 
as a message to Israel, designed to rein in their military responses to Syrian 
incursions.  Others in the military genuinely feared an Arab military threat.  
In a variant of this position, a number of Israeli leaders thought that Egypt 
had limited military objectives, wanting only to take out Israel’s nuclear 
facility at Dimona.

The most far-sighted of the Israeli military leaders saw the Syrian and 
Egyptian troop movements as an opportunity, even an excuse, to take territory 
they had always wanted.  For them it was a war of choice, although there 
was tension between those who preferred the strategic military advantage of 
a first strike and those who did not want to incur the diplomatic costs such a 
move would entail.  The war of choice analysis is greatly strengthened by 
the fact that all the administrative plans for what is now the Occupation had 

as an opportunity to put them into action, which happened within days of the 
Israeli military victor.

Every major party to the conflict acted both dishonestly and stupidly. 
Perhaps the greatest dishonesty was that both the Arabs, in massing troops on 
Israel’s border, and Israel, in selling their American patrons on the idea of a 
pre-emptive first strike, argued that their behavior was designed to produce a 
lasting peace rather than an ongoing state of hot or cold war. To this assertion, 
one can only agree with the person who warned: “If you blow smoke, you 
have to understand that the other side will think a fire has been lit.”81

The United Nations, under U Thant’s leadership, made strategic mistakes 
in removing U.N. peacekeepers from Gaza. The Russians invented scare 
stories about Israel’s military ambitions against Syria and fed them to 
Nasser. The United States could not see over its Cold War, Manichean 
assumptions, reviling Nasser for acknowledging the reality of Communist 
China and for allowing the Vietnamese Liberation Front to open an office in 
Cairo.84

In the end, America proved to be a crucial player because Israeli political 
and military decision-makers waited to secure American support (or at 
least tacit acceptance) for their military ambitions. To secure American 
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acquiescence, Israeli diplomats were careful to direct their lobbying to the 
CIA and the Pentagon and to avoid the considerably less hawkish State 
Department.86 The best American intelligence estimates, conveyed to Israel, 
were that Nasser did not really intend war and that, in the event war did break 
out, the Israelis would win handily against this combined forces of Egypt, 

This latter estimate proved to be accurate. Once hostilities commenced 
with the pre-emptive Israeli strike mentioned above, the war was won in a 
matter of days. The map of the area changed dramatically with Israel now in 
control of all the land between the river and the sea, all of Mandate Palestine, 
exactly as Zionist ambitions had always demanded. 88

For most Americans, the Six Day War seems like a self-contained event 
that occurred in a far off place. I hope this chapter has shown how deeply 
events in the Middle East were embedded in larger global conflicts. Russian, 
American, British and French actions were all critical to the conflict: Russia 
deliberately lying to Nasser about an (entirely fictional) Israeli military plan to 
invade Syria,89 French anger at Egypt for supporting Algerian independence, 
American proclivities to side with England, France and Israel thwarted by 

viewing the Israel-Palestine conflict through the lens of Vietnam – all of 
these factors insured that when the great powers acted in this arena, they 
did so without any real regard for the peoples of the area and in ways that 
exacerbated the conflict.

For Palestinians, the Six Day War meant that the entirety of their 
country was now under the control of a state that was actively hostile 
to both their national aspirations and their communal well-being. This 
marked a significant deterioration from the conditions that prevailed 

people who were rhetorically committed although practically indifferent 
to their well-being.

For Israelis, the days and months after the war were a time of near-euphoric 
triumph. Looking back, the eternally despised, oppressed, dispossessed 

control all the land it had always coveted.
But, of course, along with the land, Israel also had taken control of the 

very people it did not wish to deal with, the Palestinians. The dilemma – how 
to have all of the land with none of the Palestinians (or as few of them as 
possible) – has been the basis of the conflict ever since.
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OCCUPATION AND RESISTANCE

The Zionist Dream Comes True, or Be Careful What You Ask For

You know, and we know, as practical men that the question of justice 
arises only between parties equal in strength, [for] the strong do what 
they can and the weak submit.

Thucydides1

Story

Facebook Post: “For all of us who do not remember, on September 
Ha’aretz published 

the following op-ed: ‘Our right to defend ourselves from annihilation 
does not give us the right to oppress others. Foreign occupation results 
in foreign rule, foreign rule results in resistance, resistance results in 
suppression, suppression results in terrorism and counter-terrorism. 
Victims of terrorism are usually innocents. Holding on to the Territories 
will turn us into a nation of murderers and murder victims. Let us get 
out of the Occupied Territories now!’”

The Waiting Room – Nader’s poem
As you patiently endure the icy cold room,
Your soul is constantly tested
Your consciousness is eternally roaming the void.
The looming soldiers with their boyish guns, Well-dressed for the 
freezing winter and my aching heart



new geographic reality, with Israel in control of all the land of Mandate 

The Israeli military victory was an unmitigated disaster for the Palestinians, 
delivering them to a power bent on their expulsion or pacification.

For the Israelis, the victory was both a blessing and a curse. It was a 
blessing because it put under their control the land they had always claimed 
as rightfully theirs. But it was also a curse because, with that land came an 

4  none of whom would 
ever consent to the new political configuration.

In the two-decade period covered in this chapter, Israelis, Palestinians, and 
outside forces each continue to pursue ends that thwart the others,’ producing 
an on-going, deadly and oppressive stasis.

THE ISRAELIS: REALIZING THE DREAM, GENERATING RESISTANCE

a high tech economy focused on defense, security, and science. It grew a 
vigorous tourist industry. It managed its international presence in the face 
of continuous challenges to its legitimacy. Many of these developments are 
beyond the scope of the present work. Central to our concerns however, are 
Israel’s ongoing relationships with the Palestinians under their control.

Palestinians under Israeli control were divided into three main groups: 

those who lived under military rule in the Occupied Palestinian Territories. 

The world around you is belittled. Diminished to a vision of what it 
used to be

You separate yourself from your surrounding

All of me is inside of me
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Palestinian citizens of Israel had long lived as though they were under 

had ended the military rule of its own citizens (though not the State of 
Emergency) and integrated Palestinians into the civil law system, while 
imposing the well-tested military law on the inhabitants of the Occupied 
Palestinian Territories (OPT). Together, these moves (along with Israel’s 
earlier, legally-enshrined decision to distinguish Israeli citizens who were 

with inferior rights) created four distinctive legal systems summarized 
below.

Israel’s Four Legal System

Person Citizenship Nationality Legal Rights
yes All

Pal. Israeli yes Some
Pal. OPT no stateless Isr. Military Law

no resident permit, revocable

Mohammad Zeidan, the director of the Arab Association for Human Rights, 
an Israeli NGO, analyzes the results of the most positive legal change, that 
of freeing Palestinian citizens of Israel from the burdens of military law. His 
conclusion is that Palestinian citizens of Israel, while less subject to arbitrary 
state decisions, nevertheless continue to suffer from pervasive discrimination 
that takes four forms:

First, there was and is direct legal discrimination: rights accorded to those 

others.6 The most important of these rights is the right to come to Israel at all. 

their ancestors ever lived in the Middle East. In contrast, Palestinian refugees 

standard of “family unification” allows Palestinian citizens of Israel to live 
in their own country with a Palestinian spouse from elsewhere, either the 
Occupied Territories or the Diaspora.  Similar discrimination applies to other 
activities as well: for example no political party is legal if it does not accept 



8 Imagine the outcry were the American government 
to bar political groups that do not accept America as a Christian state.

Second there is indirect discrimination. There are laws that, on their face, 
appear to be neutral, making no overt distinction between Israeli citizens who 

be race/ethnicity neutral, these same laws in fact create enormous advantages 

example is probably the case of veteran’s preference: there is a ferocious 
system of preference for Israeli army veterans not only among private 
employers but also in the government and the tax code. This may seem like 
a sensible arrangement for a country so deeply steeped in warfare. But it has 
the added dimension of disadvantaging Palestinian citizens of Israel who, 
with the exception of the Druze and a few Bedouins, are barred from serving 
in the Israeli armed forces.9 Examples of veteran’s preference include the 

the American G.I. Bill, creates tuition and housing support for veterans.
Third, there is administrative latitude: places where resources are allocated 

by the executive branch of government and can be spent in ways that 

Examples abound. The Israeli state has a system for designating certain land 
and the towns within it as National Priority Areas (NPA). A town so designated 
receives state funds in excess of those granted to other communities, and its 
citizens also receive higher levels of tax relief.11 Almost always, the NPA 

 More recently such benefits 
have also been extended to the illegal settlements.  When this practice was 
successfully challenged as discriminatory before the Israeli Supreme Court, 

reaffirms the right of the state administrator to “exclusive discretion” in 
selecting towns for NPA designation.14 Social service budgets can be equally 

sector that it does on Arab citizens, even though the Arab population has a 

 Overall, it is clear 

but also the illegal settlements.16 Public sector employment also reflects anti-



OCCUPATION AND RESISTANCE

official are Palestinian.
Fourth, there is cultural discrimination, both by private parties and by 

religious holidays (along with Israeli Independence Day) are state holidays.18 
The Flag and Emblem Law (1949), the State Stamp Law (1949) and the Use 

as the law of the land.19

All of these forms of discrimination worked simultaneously to ensure that 
Palestinian citizens of Israel, though eligible to vote, to serve in the Knesset, 
to participate in the health care system, and to send their children to public 
schools (segregated by “nationality”) nevertheless remained second-class 
citizens.

Their position, however, was immeasurably better than that of the 
Palestinians in the Occupied Territories. There, the Israelis exported the 
military law they had previously used on their own Palestinian citizens.

This export of Occupation was by no means an ad hoc or hastily 
contrived affair after the military victory in the Six Day War. New research 
demonstrates that it was carefully planned well in advance.  As early as 

of the Interior began a series of meetings to plan the Occupation.  Their 
mission was to create a comprehensive framework for the judicial and 
administrative infrastructure of Occupation. The plan included provisions 
for the appointment of a Governor General, the division of the Occupied 
Territories into eight districts, the creation of 4 military courts, and many of 
the rules of operation for that apparatus. Appendices to the reports included 
Arabic translations of the relevant laws that would govern the life of the 
Occupied, memos establishing the compatibility of these laws with the Geneva 
Conventions (which, inconveniently from the Israeli point of view, barred 
judicially sanctioned executions of citizens in the Occupied Territories), lists 
of books to be banned (including Thomas Kuhn’s The Structure of Scientific 
Revolutions, allegedly because it contained the word “revolution” in its title), 
and lists of candidates for judicial appointment who had been pre-vetted.  
The American experience of governing occupied Germany after the Second 
World War was an important source for the committee designing the legal 
structure of the Occupation.

This framework was implemented within days of the beginning of the 
Occupation, when each district commander received a box with the entire 
plan laid out, including directions for immediate implementation. In Gaza, 



for example, the establishment of military rule was accomplished within 
 In East 

Day War, Israel announced plans to demolish the Maghrebi neighborhood 
(or Moroccan Quarter) that bordered the Western Wall within the Old 

were evicted to widen the plaza to its present Disneyesque dimensions.  
The demolitions were carried out by civilian contractors in order to shield 
the Army from international criticism of the evictions. Demolitions began 
at 11 p.m. and were complete by dawn. The only surviving contractor was 

situation in these words: “I was sky high. It was a pleasure.” Children of 
the remaining contractors note that, after the demolitions were complete, 

Order of the Kotel (Western Wall), to commemorate their deeds.
The existence of a carefully laid out plan and its swift and thorough 

choice. Clearly, it afforded Israelis the opportunity to put the long-planned 
next steps for the colonization of Palestine into effect.

the city to be the eternal and indivisible capital of the Israel state.  This did 

accorded citizenship – even though they now lived in Israel. Instead, they 
were deemed to be “residents” of the city, requiring Israeli permits to remain 
in their own homes. Moreover, the Israeli government kept enlarging the 

 This constituted 

to remain in their own homes was endangered in two ways. Amazingly, the 
Israeli government could and did simply refuse to issue residency permits to 

in Al Walejeh who, without a residency permit, was found guilty of trespass 
for residing in the house his grandfather had built and in which his father, he, 
and his children had been born. The house has since been demolished and the 
Palestinian family has moved abroad.

In addition, the Israeli government could revoke any Palestinian’s 



OCCUPATION AND RESISTANCE

the “center of life” for a particular resident.
Israeli government made this determination to the detriment of individual 

But the legal maneuverings of Occupation were, in the end, probably 
less consequential, certainly more easily reversed, than the development 

for peace,” i.e. to return the territories conquered in the Six Day War in return 
for recognition from their Arab neighbors.  But in establishing settlements, 
often referred to as “facts on the ground,” Israel has done everything in its 
power to derail the “land for peace” formula and to foreclose the “universally 

recognized the import of “facts on the ground:” considering Israeli diplomat 

aggrandizement” to be untrue and unreliable.  In short, Israel has been 
consciously and deliberately disingenuous about the peace process from its 

Israel began settlement building, the redrawing of boundaries, and the 

government, then in office, established the first settlements, mostly in 

and in the Golan Heights.  Bernard Avishai, an Israeli professor of business, 
says of this early period of settlement building: “Settlements were made in 

on West Bank settlers was always to beg the question.” 
Some ten years later, during the right wing Begin-Sharon administrations, 

settlement building accelerated both in numbers of residents and placement 
all across the West Bank. Using a disingenuous interpretation of Ottoman 
land laws, Ariel Sharon declared vast swathes of the West Bank as “mawat” 
or dead land – i.e. land not under cultivation – and reassigned it to illegal 
Israeli settlements.

B’Tselem, using Israeli government statistics, put the number 
of settlers at well over a half million,

 
 The annual growth rate of 



settlements is more than two and one half times the growth rate of the Israeli 
 All of the settlers are heavily 

subsidized by the Israeli state that connects the settlements to the Israeli 
power and water grids, builds “settler only” roads to connect the settlements 
to the Israeli job market, subsidizes school fees for settler children, provides 
below-market interest rates for mortgages, and substantial tax abatements on 
income and health taxes to settler families.

Thus, Israel constructed a complex web of physical structures, legal 
arrangements, and cultural practices that make it almost impossible for any 
future Israeli government to come into compliance with international standards 
of human rights or with the “universally agreed upon” two-state solution. The 

for Peace and Security, a body composed of retired Israeli military and security 

overall security of the State of Israel, but it incurs significant security, political, 
economic, and social prices and risks.’41

that colonization inevitably leads to conflict with those it displaces. But the 
willingness to undertake colonization in spite of the risks it incurs indicates 
that—instead of enhancing Israeli security—colonization merely marks the 
boundaries of land Israel wishes to eventually annex.”

THE GREAT AND REGIONAL POWERS: SELLING OUT PALESTINE

The Israeli victory in the Six Day War confronted the world with the question 

system, any country could change its boundaries through acts of war. The 
United States and the Soviet Union, the two superpowers of the time, both 
agreed that, at least in this instance, the answer was “no.” Both were facing 
setbacks, the United States in Vietnam and the Soviet Union in what was then 
Czechoslovakia. In this instance, the two superpowers chose to cooperate, 

United Nations Security Council.

by war.”
from territories occupied in the recent conflict.”44 It also required “a just 
settlement for the refugee problem.”  And finally, it demanded the “territorial 
inviolability and political independence of every state in the area.”46 But this 
language seems more unequivocal than it is.
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ratification process, everyone concerned knew that its language was weak, 
incomplete, and riddled with loopholes. Quite deliberately, the text of the 
resolution demanded an Israeli withdrawal from unspecified “territories.” 
The drafters eschewed language that would have required Israel to return 
the territories it had conquered, and certainly language that could have read 
all territories conquered in the recent war. Western diplomats argued that, in 
the context of a negotiated settlement, minor adjustments to Israel’s borders 
could be accomplished. Israel, however, took the language of Resolution 

any 
territory to any neighboring state, as it did a decade later in returning the 

Worse, the Palestinians are not mentioned by name at all.  U.N. Resolution 
181, calling for the creation of an independent Palestinian state, is not 

meant that the status of the as-yet-unformed Palestinian state was called into 

that any Israeli withdrawal from the West Bank would lead to a return of the 
status quo ante, i.e. a return to his control over the West Bank.

The only oblique reference to Palestinians is the call for an otherwise 
unspecified “just settlement” of refugee problems. This reduced Palestinian 
claims for national liberation to the right to ask for and receive humanitarian 
aid.

reaffirmation of the inadmissibility of changing national boundaries by 
acts of war, to be a diplomatic success. Perhaps they accepted it as the best 
compromise that could be contrived. The Arab states, however, did not agree.

In the face of an overwhelming and utterly humiliating military rout, the 

what became known as “the three no’s of Khartoum: no recognition of Israel, 
no negotiations with Israel, no peace with Israel.”48 Israelis and the popular 
press, looking no further than the language of the resolutions, regarded the 
Khartoum document as intractably hostile, threatening, and belligerent.

In fact, however, the meeting in Khartoum signaled a redirection of Arab 
objections to Zionism.49 The Khartoum Document does not seek to eliminate 
Israel

5 June” 
(emphasis mine).  In short, in the very first sentence of this supposedly 
anti-Israeli declaration, the Arab states implicitly concede Israel’s existence 



within its pre-war boundaries. Moreover, while the Arab states insisted on a 
face-saving distance from Israel, they accepted the possibility of a U.S. or 
Russian or U.N. mediated resolution to the conflict.

on objections to Israel’s enlargement than it was on Palestinian rights. The 
Palestinians were, once again, expendable. Eventually, beginning in 1969 
the Arabs countenanced a war of attrition against Israel,  using their own 
troops and allowing Palestinians to stage raids into Israel from safe spaces 

go to war against Israel. And, at the same time, they also become more 
sophisticated about using economic weapons, petro-power, to advance their 
agenda.  But in so doing, they were acting also in response to forces the 
Palestinians themselves set in motion. It is to Palestinian initiatives that we 
turn next.

THE PALESTINIANS: GOING IT ALONE

By the time Israel had won the Six Day War, it was clear to Palestinians that 
they were essentially on their own in the pursuit of their national aspirations. 
The Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO), founded under Nasser’s 
tutelage in the hope of keeping the Palestinian cause forever within the orbit 
of Pan-Arab politics,  went its own way, merging with Fatah and accepting 
Yasser Arafat, the leader of Fatah, as its head.

Arafat’s credibility was won in the Battle of Karameh

Israel, in turn, mounted reprisals. One such reprisal raid was directed at the 
Palestinian guerilla camps in Karameh
what happened: “The outnumbered fedayeen 

and forced the Israelis to withdraw. The Battle of Karameh achieved mythic 
status in Palestinian lore. Three hundred Palestinian irregulars repulsed an 
invading force three times their number, accomplishing what entire Arab 
armies had been unable to achieve. And as far as mythmaking is concerned, 
it did not hurt that karameh means ‘honor’ in Arabic.”

Arafat’s victory, although it did nothing to change the balance of power 
between Palestinians and Israelis, did allow him to grow his army from 
three hundred fighters to fifteen thousand within a few weeks.  He brought 
with him to his leadership role a preoccupation with the Algerian revolution 
against the French. He accepted from the Algerian precedent not only the 
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practical estimate that armed struggle would serve his purposes but also 
the moral belief, articulated in the Algerian context by Franz Fanon, that 
violence served to demystify the power of the colonizer and to create an 
urgent sense of common purpose among the combatants.

Arafat’s swift success in growing the PLO came at a price. To some 
extent, its strength was illusory. The PLO actually became a loosely 
organized coalition of many different guerilla groups who only sporadically 
obeyed a central command. There were, from the beginning, diverse factions 
alongside Fatah, including the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine 
(PFLP), the Arab National Movement (ANM), and the Democratic Front 
for the Liberation of Palestine (DFLP). These groups represented a broad 
array of ideological (nationalist and communist) and religious (Muslim and 
Christian) differences, although the Muslim factions were largely secular, 
not Islamist in their politics. Each of these groups, in turn, was not wholly 
independent, but relied on support from outside sources, Syria, Iraq, and 
Egypt, and therefore harbored divided loyalties between the PLO and their 
funders.

Arafat was acutely aware of the debilitating power of intra-Palestinian 

coalition together. The cost of doing so meant relinquishing any possibility 
of a single coherent strategy and a disciplined movement to fight for 
Palestinian rights. Quoting an associate of Arafat’s, the historian Charles D. 
Smith summarizes the situation: “That is why the Central Committee of the 
Palestinian Resistance, instead of being a coordinating and decision-making 
body, turned out to be a sort of parliament where all the conflicts and intrigues 

enforce even a minimum of discipline at the very heart of the movement.”
One thing the various groups within the PLO did agree on, however, was 

the necessity of armed struggle. Multiple factions hijacked El Al airplanes, 
 Egypt engaged in a “war of 

attrition” with Israel, which took the form of continuous air raids and air 
force duels, which escalated gradually when Russian pilots began flying 
some of the missions on Egypt’s behalf.  Perhaps the two most (in)famous 
incidents occurred when one of the commando groups within the PLO took 

61 and, 
much later, when another hijacked the Italian cruise ship Achille Lauro in 

 Israel responded to highjackings, kidnappings, and cross-border raids 
with air and sea raids, military incursions (into Lebanon), home demolitions, 
and selective assassinations.



Palestinian armed struggle never reached the level of posing a real 
military threat to Israel’s existence, although it did impose a certain cost for 
the Occupation. It also succeeded in putting the question of Palestine on the 
international agenda, though experts are divided as to whether the commando 
tactics did more harm than good, since Palestinians, photographed in ski 
masks and waving guns in the air, generated a very bad press in western 
countries.

Moreover, the Palestinians were actually waging a two-front struggle, one 
against Israel and the other, often, against the host countries in which the 
commando groups were living within the Palestinian refugee population. 
Over time, the PLO came to be the recognized political authority in 

respective central governments of those countries.

Hussein’s correct perception that some of those groups would overthrow his 
monarchy if they could. Palestinian distrust of Hussein, in turn, was based 
on the also correct assumption that he would prefer control over the West 
Bank to Palestinian independence in even a small portion of the country they 
understood to be their own. Over time, the Palestinian commando groups 
undertook enough operations that embarrassed Hussein’s government (for 
example, landing hijacked planes on air strips near his palace and then 
blowing them up)64 to render them persona non grata. In the end, Hussein 

may have been killed as part of the Black September expulsion.
In Lebanon, the regime’s objections to the Palestinians echoed those of 

engulfed in a sectarian civil war and the ruling Christian minority groups were 
hostile to any demographic shift that could add Muslims to the population. 

PLO who were staging raids into Israel from the refugee camps in Southern 
Lebanon, but also to tip the balance of power toward their Christian allies. By 
September, the PLO had agreed to leave the Lebanese camps and, under the 
protection of a Multi-National Peace Keeping force, PLO fighters boarded 
ships bound for Tunis. Shortly thereafter, the Israeli army moved northward 
to surround West Beirut, which was a violation of the ceasefire then in 
force. They secured the perimeters of the Sabra and Shatila refugee camps 
that were the center of Palestinian life and organized the entry of Lebanese 
Christian militias into the camp. Between the evening of September 16th 
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181

66 the Christian militias slaughtered 
everyone in their path, largely the women and children who remained after 
the men had departed. The killings continued through the night, lit by flares 
furnished by the Israeli army. A Dutch nurse on the scene at a nearby hospital 
described the camps as lit as brightly as “a sports stadium during a football 
game.”  The Israeli tally of casualties put the number of Palestinians killed 
in Sabra and Shatila 
slaughtered.68 Even a later Israeli report about the massacres by the Kahan 
Commission concluded that Israeli generals on the scene, particularly Ariel 
Sharon, were indirectly responsible for the massacres.69

For the Palestinian national struggle, the cumulative weight of all the PLO 
decisions – to allow multiple factions to pull the movement in different and 
incompatible directions, to antagonize the governments of the host countries 
in which they were based, to conduct the struggle from ever more remote 

that going it alone was the inevitable result of their own choices.

THE SPIRAL INTO TRAGEDY AND MULTIPLE WARS

The period between the beginning of the Occupation and the first Palestinian 
Intifada is particularly turbulent and includes three further wars.

stalemate with Israel, decided to go to war once more to retake their own 
territories. This time there was no strutting, no preliminary and ambiguous 
massing of forces on the border, no inflamed rhetoric. Instead, there was 

the advantage of surprise, both the Egyptian and Syrian armies, who were 
coordinating their efforts, made rapid headway: the Egyptians retaking the 
Sinai and Syria the Golan Heights.

The Nixon administration, reeling from the effects of the “Saturday Night 
Massacre” within the larger Watergate Scandal (the firing of Watergate 
special prosecutor Archibald Cox), rushed to re-arm the Israeli forces. The 
Russians, likewise, provided arms to Egypt. Confronted with the possibility 
of the great powers being drawn into another major war, the U.S. and the 

war. All the warring parties had suffered heavy casualties and the countries 
and the boundaries stood much as they had been before the war, with Israel 
holding both the Sinai Peninsula and the Golan Heights, along with the West 



outcomes. Israel was now firmly and permanently in the American camp of 
the Cold War. America decided to commit to the Kissinger Doctrine, namely 
that “supplying Israel with enough weaponry to keep it stronger than the sum 
total of its enemies”  would insure stability in the region.

The Arabs, in turn, decided to exact a price for American support of Israel 
and thus OPEC, the largely Arab Organization of Petroleum Exporting 
Countries, delivered the first “oil shock” to Western economies. Oil prices in 

Arab position on the Palestinian conflict. The Rabat Declaration, issued by the 
conference, now moved to recognize the Palestinian Liberation Organization 
as “the sole legitimate representative of the Palestinian people.”  This put 
an end to King Hussein’s hopes of reclaiming the West Bank. The Rabat 
Declaration also recognized the right of the PLO to establish an “independent 
national authority” in anticipation of receiving or conquering unspecified 
areas. One month later, the United Nations General Assembly seconded the 
Rabat Declaration by admitting the PLO as an “observer entity.”

The careful framing of the PLO as a “national authority” to govern an as-
yet unspecified area created both opportunity and confusion. The opportunity 
lay in the multiple hints that Arafat threw out, via associates, that he was 
ready to concede Palestinian claims to the entirety of Palestine and accept 

Arafat had West Bankers, desperate to end the Occupation and to secure the 
places in which they lived, on his side.

Representatives of the refugees, on the other hand, were understandably 
adamant in their opposition. For them, any redefinition of “right of return” 
that required them to ratify Israel’s expulsion and accept a compromised 
“return” only to that land under the control of the Palestinian “national 
authority” was unacceptable. These divisions, reflected in the PLO, led to 
confusion as to whether the “national authority” was a state and whether 
the Palestinians intended it as a fixed solution or (imitating their Israeli 
occupiers) as a staging area for further conquest.

Perhaps the factor of the most enduring significance is that even at Rabat, 
among Arab countries, the word “state” was never applied to the Palestinian 
entity that was to emerge. An authority, Palestinian or otherwise, is not a state. 
Think, for example, of the New York Transit Authority, or the Massachusetts 
Turnpike Authority. Neither is in any sense a state. Rather, both are 
administrative instruments that serve a state by performing a delimited set 
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of practical tasks. Thus, the calling forth of a Palestinian Authority in Rabat 
was eerily prescient, anticipating what would emerge from the Camp David 

and, later, to the language of the Oslo Agreements that led to the creation 
of a Palestinian Authority with limited powers, in a small number of non-
contiguous Palestinian urban enclaves.

In the aftermath of the Yom Kippur War, the Israelis also hit upon the 
negotiating strategy that has allowed them to present themselves as a partner 
for peace while, sotto voce, defining peace as the complete pacification of the 
surrounding Arab states. To pull off this sleight of hand, Israel appeared to 
participate in peace negotiations but always insisted on terms that they knew 
would be unacceptable to their opposite numbers. Thus, Syria, in the aftermath 

Israel. They intended to (and in fact did) also keep the Golan Heights. Similarly 

and thus got to keep the West Bank.  And of course Israel continues to use this 
technique, raising the stakes, most recently by demanding that Palestinians 
not only recognize Israel (which Arafat did officially and unequivocally in 
1988), but also recognize it as a Jewish state, thereby officially agreeing to the 
marginalization of Palestinian citizens of Israel.

Over the next few years, Israel discovered that Egypt was the country most 

who had succeeded Nasser upon his death, was struggling to shore up his 
popularity in Egypt. The lure of securing the return of the Sinai from Israel 

to Israel and, speaking from the Knesset podium, addressed the Israeli people 

into negotiations brokered by the Carter administration at Camp David, and 

mutual recognition between Israel and Egypt with full normalization – i.e. 
the exchange of ambassadors, opening of trade relations, etc. – to follow. 
Israel returned the Sinai to Egypt and Egypt, in turn, pledged to keep the 
area demilitarized. Egypt stipulated that previously contested waterways, 
the Straights of Tiran, the Suez Canal, and the Gulf of Aqaba, were in fact 
international waters that would always be open to Israeli shipping.

Because Sadat had hoped to spearhead a comprehensive Arab-Israeli 
peace deal, he also tried insisting on a Palestinian state. This effort failed, but 
from the time of these negotiations, Israel stipulated that it would, someday, 
allow Palestinians in the Occupied Territories to exercise administrative 
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control over some aspects of Palestinian life.  This language echoed the 

Palestinian state.
In return for “making peace” (albeit a cold peace) with Israel, Egypt, also 

received massive infusions of foreign aid, especially military aid, from the 
United States. Sadat and Menachem Begin, the former terrorist head of the 

The Arab world objected, however, and expelled Egypt from the Arab 
 Sadat’s hope of achieving popularity in Egypt by securing 

the return of the Sinai failed to materialize. Instead, members of Islamic 

Peace with Egypt was part of a long-term strategic vision in Israel. Their 
plan called for either the pacification or the disruption of Israel’s front line 
Arab neighbors, along with strong ties to the Muslim states, Turkey and 
Iran, which flanked Israel’s Arab neighbors on their far side. This strategy 
was part of the “iron wall” mentality first enunciated by one of the Zionist 

never accept the Zionist project of state-building and ethnic “succession” 
and that, therefore, Zionists would have to live behind an eternal “iron wall” 
of military preparedness and domination.  This “iron wall” strategy has 
been partially successful and partially not.

Turkey was the first Muslim state to recognize Israel, as early as 1949 
and, over the years, developed a robust trade relationship and even military 
coordination with Israel.81

by firing on a Turkish vessel and killing Turkish passengers aboard the Mavi 
Marmara, a ship participating in a flotilla trying to break the Israeli blockade 
on Gaza.

Iran, in turn, was part of the United Nations body that promulgated the 
partition plan. The country was the second Muslim state to recognize Israel 
and remained favorably disposed toward it as long as the Shah ruled. But the 

to Israel as well as the United States and withdrew recognition.
The Shah’s overthrow and the installation of an Islamic state in Iran also 

seven years, Iran and Iraq fought a deadly and mutually debilitating war that 
preoccupied Arab diplomats, to the detriment of Palestinian interests.

Thus, despite some setbacks, Israel’s strategic plan for the pacification or 
subordination of front line states and an alliance with remoter Muslim states 
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succeeded at least enough to allow Israel a free hand against the Palestinians. 

(Sadat’s successor) was replaced first by an Islamic regime and then by a 

peace treaty in 1994. Syria seemed quiescent – today of course it is in ruins 
as is Iraq, and the Arab states’ diplomatic focus is directed at many different 
issues, with Palestinian rights often ignored.

Ariel Sharon (then a Defense Minister, later a Prime Minister), turned their 
attention to pacifying the West Bank and to expropriating as much land as 
possible. The first objective was to be accomplished through the creation of 
collaborationist “village leagues.”  The second was to be accomplished by 
using Ottoman law to declare land that was never recorded in the Ottoman 

despite the fact that Palestinian communities had lived their continuously 
for hundreds of years.  The first effort was largely unsuccessful as the PLO 
denounced the village leagues and assassinated collaborators. The second 
effort was far more successful and continues to the present day.

Sharon, however, was unwilling to accept even the minimal amount 
of resistance the PLO was able to create from its Lebanese refugee camp 
bases. Nor was the Lebanese government particularly enthusiastic about its 
Palestinian refugee guests.

During the course of this conflict, the PLO managed to wrest control over 
the Palestinian refugee camps in Lebanon from the government, thus 
antagonizing its hosts.

These forces – Lebanon’s internal sectarian strife, Israel’s “iron wall” 
defense philosophy, and the Palestinian struggle for its national rights – 
converged in an Israeli invasion of Lebanon, officially aimed at wiping out 
the PLO bases in that country. What followed were the expulsion of the 
PLO to Tunisia, the slaughter of innocents at Sabra and Shatila (mentioned 
above), and an Israeli occupation that dragged on and on in a Vietnam like 

leadership, isolated from international and even Arab support, and subject 
to ever-increasing land loss and settlement growth. Nevertheless, the West 
Bank had also enjoyed a period of relative prosperity in the preceding 
decade, created by its own development efforts and the relative ease with 
which Palestinians could secure work permits in Israel.84
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The formula of political oppression, occupation, home demolitions, 
expulsions, and land expropriation coupled with some economic opportunity 
did not prove to be effective in pacifying the Palestinians.  In December of 

generally miserable Occupation – the death of four Palestinians workers hit 

into a series of riots and military clashes that became known as the First 
Intifada

As in the case of World War I and the Great Revolt, a historical accident 
would have passed with little notice had the spark not fallen on dry tinder. 

course of twenty years, the Israelis had buried the Palestinian population 

travel. The Israelis had expropriated land in the occupied territories 
for “military training,” for “public needs,” and even nature preserves. 

Israeli agricultural policies had so devastated Palestinian agriculture 
86 Israeli labor 

policies discriminated against Palestinian workers and barred them 
from enjoying the social benefits and wages granted Israeli workers. 

infrastructure. Adding to the volatility of the territories were severe 

included administrative detentions, house demolitions, deportations, 
and school closings.

are rare occurrences in history, and populations are just as likely to be cowed 
or dispirited by repression and impoverishment as they are to rebel.

The Palestinians, however, were not too dispirited to rebel. On the contrary, 
they were watching not only their own circumstances, but also political 
discourse within Israel, with great care and precision. They understood 
that there was a divide, which they sought to deepen, between an Israeli 
peace/left movement that would have agreed to a Palestinian state and the 
more ambitious and powerful right wing that would continue to expropriate 
land and water and encourage settlement building.88 The rapid choice of 
non-violent resistance once the initial outbreak of riots in Gaza began, was 
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determined in part by the awareness of younger Palestinian leaders in the 

activist told Israeli political scientist Eitan Alimi “We realized that if we use 

our way to strengthen those groups inside Israel that rejected the occupation.’ 

sling shots confronting tanks would play, not only among third parties in 
the international arena, but among Israeli citizens who didn’t fancy David 
becoming Goliath.”89

Most interpretations of the First Intifada depict it as a spontaneous grass 
roots revolt against the Occupation. Alimi’s work suggests, however, that 
the Intifada, 
nevertheless benefitted from considerable organizational skill, political 
acumen, and preparedness on the part of the Palestinians. A network of 
local committees rooted in earlier attempts to mitigate the hardships of 
Occupation went into action, coordinating Palestinian efforts, deciding 
on a non-violent strategy, achieving more inter-factional coherence at 
the local level than the “official leaders” in Tunis were able to achieve, 
and inventing new techniques of resistance. Among their more creative 
initiatives were boycotts of Israeli goods, tax revolts against Israel, family 
food gardens that circumvented the economic closures Israel imposed, 
the mobilization of labor and women’s groups, and developing a cross-
class alliance between professional groups and working class and poor 
youth from the internal refugee camps.  The Canadian-Palestinian film, 
The Wanted 18, describes one such effort in the Christian town of Beit 
Sahour near Bethlehem. The townspeople, concerned with the threat that 
Israeli-imposed closures posed to their access to dairy products, bought 
18 cows from a nearby Israeli kibbutz, with the intentions of starting a 
local dairy for the community. Promptly the Israelis declared the 18 cows 
to be a threat to Israeli national security and announced their intentions 
to confiscate the cows. The townspeople then proceeded to hide the cows 
by moving them every night, sometimes even into people’s homes. Alas, 
the story did not end well for the cows since they could not be hidden 
indefinitely, but the story of the fugitive, national-security-threatening 
bovines shows that the Palestinian resistance movement has a creative 
and even a playful side.

All of this effort was dedicated to achieving a Palestinian state in the West 
Bank and Gaza. This meant that it occurred within the framework of a two-
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state solution that, at least tacitly, recognized the irreversible character of 
Israel’s national existence.

Palestinian initiatives were met with brutal Israeli repression. By 1989, 

91

Together, the Occupation itself, the resistance to it in the form of the 
Intifada, and the brutal repression of it by the Israelis, confronted Arafat 
with challenges on all fronts: from local young leadership able to mobilize 

from competition from the more militant Islamist factions in Gaza. In a 
desperate attempt to reassert his leadership in the international arena, Arafat 
convened a meeting of the Palestine National Congress (PNC) in late 
1988 and, through that mechanism, declared into existence a Palestinian 
state in the West Bank and Gaza (thereby affirming the two-state solution) 
while renouncing terrorism in all its forms. His attempts at complying 
with American formulas for resolving the conflict were rebuffed by the 
United States who denied him a visa to address the United Nations in 
New York.  Likewise, the Israeli prime minister twisted his proposals and 
counter-proposed a plan for Palestinian “autonomy” (i.e. not statehood or 
sovereignty) and administrative power over some unspecified aspects of 
“affairs of daily life.”

Given his difficult situation, especially the criticism from the more militant 
Islamist factions of the Palestinian resistance, Arafat turned more and more 
to Saddam Hussein’s Iraq for support of Palestinian rights. Thus, when Iraq 

and ally, an act of loyalty which led to Kuwait’s expulsion of thousands of 
Palestinians94 and a decision by the Americans to exclude the PLO from later 
peace talks in Madrid.

Midway through the first Intifada, the Soviet Union imploded. This 
collapse proved to be a boon to Israel, bringing roughly one million 
additional white European immigrants to the country. The collapse of the 
Soviet Union also shifted the international balance of power definitively in 
favor of Israel’s patron, the United States. The Palestinians were left with no 
credible international support, and as the Intifada dragged on, the Americans 
became the sole brokers of the Israeli-Palestinian “peace process.” But the 
Americans would prove to be dishonest brokers,  acting as Israel’s lawyer 
rather than as a neutral party.96 Not surprisingly, the peace process brought 
neither peace nor resolution to anyone.
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SUMMARY: OCCUPATION AND RESISTANCE
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CHAPTER 8

THE ENDLESS, DECEPTIVE PEACE PROCESS

We cannot negotiate with people who say what’s mine is mine and 
what’s yours is negotiable.

1

To plunder, to butcher, to steal: These they falsely name empire: they 
make a desolation and they call it peace.

Tacitus

We win every battle, but we lose the war.
Ami Ayalon, former head of Israel’s Shin Bet

Eve’s Story

The first time I visited Palestine my hosts, who were forbidden to enter 
Israel, called a yellow-plate taxi to take me directly from Ramallah to 
Ben Gurion Airport. We passed many checkpoints en route, the first of 
which was Qalandiya, where every car was stopped and searched. As we 
pulled into one of the lanes I remarked to the driver, a retired engineer 
who spoke impeccable Arabic, Hebrew, French, and English that the 
18 year old IDF soldier motioning us to halt probably had more rights 
in Palestine than he did, although she was clearly a recent Ethiopian 
immigrant while he and his ancestors had been born in Palestine. When 
it was our car’s turn to be searched, this young woman, communicating 
mostly in gestures, demanded that we open the trunk and both of my 
suitcases. When she finished inspecting them, she turned to me and with 
a clearly ironic grin said: “Have a nice day” in halting English. Tense 
though I was, this parody of American politeness surprised a chuckle out 
of me, and without thinking much about it, I said: “Oh my god, you are 
so ready for the streets of New York.” I saw the shock of that remark go 
through her: she inhaled sharply and stood stock still, looking completely 
startled. Then, very gently, she laid her hand on my arm and, in the most 
plaintive voice imaginable, said: “Oh, do you really think I could?”
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introduction by saying I would cover four time periods each of which, 
“(except perhaps the most recent one), ends in a conflagration, after which all 
three parties continue to pursue the same fixed ends without better prospects 
of achieving them.” Sadly, by the time the first draft of this chapter was 
written Israelis were perpetrating yet another massacre in Gaza, Operation 
Protective Edge, so the pattern of conflagration continues to hold. Now, as 
the final draft for the second edition is being written, we have just seen the 
high civilian casualties in Gaza inflicted by Israeli snipers, followed by an 
increase in rocket fire from Gaza, and increasing calls for harsh retaliation 
coming from the Israeli political sector. Those who do not learn anything 
from history appear truly doomed to repeat its mistakes.

THE ISRAELIS AND THE “PEACE PROCESS”

For the Israelis, the period from the first Intifada to the present can be 
characterized as one in which they played out the hand they dealt themselves 
in the context of a changing world.

By the time the first Intifada wound down, the Israelis were in possession 

Heights for more than two decades. The Israelis’ dream was and is to take all 
of this land with none (or as few as possible) of the Palestinians on it, and the 
Zionist project continues to see how close it can come to making that dream 
come true.

The first challenge in the post-Intifada period was posed by the fact that 
an entire generation of Israeli control of Palestinian land and Palestinian 

sought. Land expropriation via the Custodian of Absentee Property inside 
Israel, or settlement building/colonization inside the Occupied Territories, 

as the law of the land – none of these instruments, alone or together, had 
produced a Palestinian population docile and resigned to living on Israeli 
terms. The Intifada, from the Israeli point of view, clearly required additional 
new strategies of control.

Initially, of course, the physical confrontations that were part of the Intifada, 
the rock-throwing Palestinian children and the Israeli tanks that confronted 
them, elicited the most repressive tactics, the era of “break their bones”4 

Israeli conduct in the Occupied Territories. In choosing violent repression, 
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the Israeli government followed a pattern described by the criminologist 
Isaac Balbus who studied American race riots: the first response of the state 
to civil unrest is highly repressive: tanks roll in the streets until order is 
restored.

But, Balbus argues, after the initial period in which a militarily enforced 
order is re-established, the more strategic thinkers in the dominant group try 
to find ways to address the underlying problems that led to the disturbances 
in the first place. Their thinking may not be genuinely progressive, humane, 
or rights based, but there is, nevertheless, an attempt to address root causes in 
ways that are co-optive and manipulative rather than repressive. In American 

more thoughtful responses created a series of welfare programs designed to 
address inner city poverty (albeit without disturbing white privilege) and to 
keep Black voters within the Democratic Party.6

military analyst Nahum Barnea, quoted in the Jewish Daily Forward writes:

to destroy, but there’s apparently no way to destroy them all, and in 
the meantime more names are being added to the ranks of the fallen 
and anxiety grows over the possibility of a game-changing disaster 

government should strive for a basic change in the reality in Gaza, 

Palestinians as a whole. The statements of Netanyahu during the course 
of this operation indicate that he’s beginning to speak of Abu Mazen not 
just as a problem, but also as a solution. Israel’s attempt to isolate the 
West Bank from Gaza, to divide and rule, has not succeeded. A vision 
is needed. Hope is needed.

Similarly, Israeli writer Etgar Keret says:

Twelve years, five operations against Hamas (four of them in Gaza), 

Young men who were only first-graders during Operation Defensive 

they’re striving toward? Even if each and every Hamas fighter is taken 
out, does anyone truly believe that the Palestinian people’s aspiration 
for national independence will disappear with them? Before Hamas, we 
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fought against the P.L.O., and after Hamas, assuming, hopefully, that 
we’re still around, we’ll probably find ourselves fighting against another 
Palestinian organization. The Israeli military can win the battles, but 
peace and quiet for the citizens of Israel will only be achieved through 
political compromise.8

Note that for both of these authors, it is concern for Israeli wellbeing, not 
Palestinian rights that inform their opinions. The range of variation among 
Israeli politicians is defined by the distance between those who would be 
more “generous” to the Palestinians and those who would be less, or very 
much less so. No Israeli politician has ever dealt with Palestinians from the 
premise that Palestinians, too, have rights.

In the past, from the first Intifada to the present, genuinely “root-cause” 
solutions were foreclosed since Israelis were not willing to tolerate the 
emergence of a Palestinian state.9 And, to be fair, they never claimed to be 
committed to creating a Palestinian state. The two-state solution was always 
the agenda of the great powers seeking to regulate the affairs of the Middle 
East, at least as far back as the Machiavellian Campbell-Bannerman report of 

in their endorsement of the idea of two states, though the Palestinians and the 
surrounding Arab states appear to have acceded to it out of military weakness 

To date, the Israelis have met the challenge posed by the Intifada and 
the aspirations and resistance that fueled it with engagement in a “peace 
process” orchestrated by the United States, their chief ally. Participating in 
the “peace process” has allowed them to do as they wish – principally to 
expropriate more land and build more settlements – while appearing to be 
negotiating a political end to the conflict.

Perhaps the best way to understand the meaning of Israel’s behavior in the 
“peace process” is to note that the most rapid period of settlement expansion 
occurred after Israel signed the Oslo Accords, during the years in which an 

with smaller communities in Gaza and the illegally annexed Golan Heights.11 

 by now the illegal 

land that could have become an independent Palestinian state. The use of the 
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“peace process” to establish “facts on the ground” that undermine the very 
ends the “peace process” is supposed to secure unmasks Israel’s real purpose, 
supported at every turn by unconditional American financial, diplomatic, 
and military support.

In pursuing the simultaneous expansion of Israeil settlements and the 
manipulation of the “peace process” Israel benefitted from a number of 
events in the larger world outside its control. Primary among these was the 
implosion of the Soviet Union in 1989. The Cold War had divided much 
of the world, certainly in the Middle East, into a battlefield for power, 
influence, and control between the Soviet Union and the United States. Once 
the Soviet Union collapsed, the dynamics in the Middle East changed to 
reflect the absence of a superpower patron on the Arab side. America had a 
much freer hand to pursue policies without opposition and this freedom was 
immediately put at the disposal of Israeli aims.

The implosion of the Soviet Union also brought a massive new wave of 

permitted to leave as political refugees. With refugee status came the ability 
to go to the head of the immigration queue. Once the Soviet Union was no 

they lost their “political refugee” designation. They went, instead, to Israel, 
14 Although at least one 

were nevertheless allowed to use the Law of Return, by claiming patrilineal 

a fuller set of rights and entitlements from the moment they stepped off 
the plane than was accorded to Palestinians born in Israel. Part of their 
entitlement was economic: they benefitted from a full resettlement package 
of housing and job assistance.

Their presence became significant for the Israeli-Palestinian conflict in 
a number of ways: they swelled the number of Israelis at a time when most 

aliyah 
they were used to settle disputed land, and, as new, often under-employed 
migrants, they were frequently used to displace Palestinian labor.16

In addition to the fall of the Soviet Union, other world events also favored 
Israeli interests during the period immediately following the first Intifada. 
For reasons unrelated to the Israel-Palestine conflict, Iraq invaded Kuwait 
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so. However, Arafat, the head of the Palestine Liberation Organization, 
sided with Saddam Hussein, largely because Iraq was the only Arab country 
to provide financial support for the PLO. Iraqis were quickly driven out 
of Kuwait by American troops, but Israel and the United States chose to 
penalize Arafat for his support of Iraq by excluding him and, with him, the 
PLO, from the first round of post-Intifada peace talks that were to begin 
in Madrid in 1991. The “peace process” with its endless parade of talks – 
Madrid, Oslo, Wye River, The Clinton Parameters, Camp David, Taba, the 
Geneva Initiative, the Road Map, Annapolis, etc. – will be discussed in detail 
below. For here, suffice it to note that the United States actually co-hosted a 
peace conference in Madrid in 1991, designed to settle the Palestinian-Israeli 
conflict, while excluding the PLO, the sole legitimate representative of the 
Palestinian people, from the conversation!

To sum up: from the end of the first Intifada to the present day, Israel has 
developed two major tools, one directed at Gaza and one at the West Bank, 

of topics to be negotiated. Against Gaza, the Israelis use recurring violence, 
sometimes aerial bombardment (Operation Pillar of Defense), sometimes 
aerial bombardment plus a ground invasion (Operation Cast Lead, Operation 
Protective Edge) to do what they themselves call “mowing the lawn” – 
i.e. periodically using intense violence to curtail to acceptable levels Gaza’s 
capacity for resisting the Occupation. Against the West Bank, Israel has used 
a “peace process” of negotiations that buy themselves time to gobble up the 
land while appearing to discuss its fate.

THE GREAT AND REGIONAL POWERS AND THE PEACE PROCESS

Intifada convinced both the United States and countries in the 
Middle East aspiring to regional leadership that some solution to the 
Palestinian-Israel conflict needed to be found. Americans understood that 
much of the hostility they encountered in the Arab world resulted from their 
support of Israel, and sought to dampen that conflict. Perhaps the successful 

through a bloodless election, to a multiracial, one-man-one-vote democracy 
also encouraged the idea that the world’s most intractable conflicts could be 
bloodlessly transformed under American tutelage.

The Arab countries lent rhetorical support to the demand for Palestinian 
rights, a cause genuinely popular with the “Arab street.” But, at the same 
time, the Arab regimes were driven by other concerns. Iran, Iraq, Egypt, 
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and Turkey were engaged in a perpetual power struggle among themselves 
for regional pre-eminence and this competition formed the filter through 
which they responded to the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. Moreover, all the 
Arab regimes in the region were authoritarian and all (except Iran, where the 
Shah had already been deposed by an Islamic clerical regime) had reason 
to fear popular Islamist insurgencies that often used the Palestinian plight 
as their rhetorical staring point. The brief successes of the “Arab Spring” in 
Tunisia and Egypt, the regime change in Libya, and the widespread unrest 
throughout the region including Yemen, Bahrain, Syria, Algeria, Iraq,

Kuwait, Morocco, Sudan, Mauritania, Oman, Saudi Arabia,
Djibouti, Lebanon, Western Sahara and Mali only underscored this 
point.

In short, whatever the real needs of the Palestinians and the Israelis in the 
period after the Intifada, the need of neighboring countries and even distant 
superpowers was for peace and quiet. And so a “peace process” began, 
which will be discussed in detail below, in the section focused on the spiral 
of conflict.

THE PALESTINIANS AND THE PEACE PROCESS

The Palestinians have always been well aware that their needs are of little 

bombing of Gaza, one woman emerges from the rubble of her home 
but four other Gazans, also bombed 

out of their homes, shout “May God punish the Arabs” to the cameraman 
running alongside.

If the first Intifada represented an attempt by Palestinians to go it alone, 
then it did not succeed either in securing justice for Palestinians or even in 
preventing further deterioration of their situation. Yet it continues to garner 
respect and even nostalgia within the Palestinian community, in part because 
of its real achievements within Palestinian society and in part for putting the 
issue of Palestine on the map of global conversations.

The first Intifada revealed the capacity of grassroots communities to 
mobilize quickly and imaginatively in times of crisis. Acts of resistance took 
multiple forms besides marching and demonstrating. In an age with no social 
media, communities across the West Bank and Gaza organized themselves to 
pass information through leaflets, and to use popular committees for a variety 
of purposes: to work around Israeli economic blockades, to secure food 
through community gardens, to provide medical care and social services, and 
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to organize tax strikes against the occupation. This work, because it was not 
militarized, also provided an opportunity for the maximum participation of 
women in the liberation struggle.

process in the same way. A former Palestinian negotiator has described the 
peace process as “trying to divide the pizza while the other side is eating 
the pizza.”18 

is not more peace conferences or clever adjustments to previous peace 
formulations but the moral and political courage to end their collaboration 

peace conferences, no matter how well intentioned, make their participants 
accessories to one of the longest and cruelest deceptions in the annals of 
international diplomacy.”19

Palestinians were also, again without social media, very savvy in their 
analyses of the Israeli political climate and strategies for “messaging” to 
Western observers.41 These efforts involved effective cooperation between 
generations, among different classes, and across significant geographic 
divides between the West Bank and Gaza and between the Occupied 
Palestinian Territories and the PLO leadership exiled in Tunisia.

Observers claim that at least some of the timidity of the present West Bank 
leadership stems from their dependence on foreign support and remember 
the first Intifada as a golden age of communal self-reliance.

Yet the Intifada did have internal challenges, beyond the long-standing 
factional divisions of different political camps. Protesters had to overcome 
class divisions that made professionals slow to join the ranks of protests led 
by youths from refugee camps. There was a generational divide between the 
exiled PLO leaders in Tunis and the younger leadership in the West Bank and 
Gaza, as well as the obvious geographic distance. None of these difficulties 
were trivial or easily surmounted.

And finally, of course, the Intifada, which one observer called “war 
by other means” produced neither national liberation nor civil rights for 
Palestinians. Instead, the Intifada ushered in the “peace process” – a new and 
different site of struggle in which Palestinians proved to be far less adept at 
making their case.

The principal story within the “peace process” is the Oslo Accords. Without 
going into details, it is enough to say that the expectations raised by Oslo 
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state to be created by 1999. As events unfolded, with both sides paying lip 
service to the process while undermining it by their actions – settlement 
building on the Israeli side and armed struggle on the Palestinian side – it 
became increasingly clear to anyone interested in the fate of the area that the 
terms of the Accord would not be met. Rising hostility between the parties 
grew in the soil of this disappointment. Perhaps the only achievement of the 
Oslo Accords was to allow for the return of PLO leaders, especially Yasser 
Arafat, from Tunisia to Palestine. This brought the official PLO leadership 
back to the actual reality of their community and its struggle, though often 
at the expense of the younger male and female leadership that had come of 
age in their absence.

As the Intifada segued into the “peace process” and the “peace process” 
visibly faltered, both sides of the conflict, the Israelis and the Palestinians, 
became harsher and more entrenched in their opposition to one another.

In Israel, people were outraged and alarmed by the fact that a generation 
of Occupation had not succeeded in pacifying the Palestinians – and, even 
worse, that the Intifada had cast the Israelis as the oppressors, at least in 
some people’s view. In 1994, one year after the signing of the first of the 
Oslo accords that was supposed to end the conflict, an American-born 
settler named Baruch Goldstein entered the Ibrahimi Mosque in Hebron and 

Palestinians.44

One year later, the cultural incitement to violence common in the settler 
community and among the politicians who supported them, especially 
Benjamin Netanyahu, led to the assassination of Prime Minister Yitzhak 
Rabin. During the Nakba
had been second in command over Operation Dani, the ethnic cleansing of 
the Palestinian towns of Lydda and Ramle. Operation Dani generated fully 

Nakba. Rabin had also, 
less than five years earlier, ordered the “break their bones” policy by which 
Israeli soldiers responded to the first Intifada.46 Yet he was not sufficiently 
harsh on Palestinians in the opinion of many Israelis, especially the settlers. 

in Tel Aviv.
Israeli harshness was mirrored on the Palestinian side by the growing 

popularity of the Muslim Brotherhood and the even more militant Islamic 

founded in 198848 during the first Intifada and, as we have seen in previous 
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chapters, was initially welcomed (some even claim funded) by the Israelis as 
a counterweight to the PLO.49

While doctrinal differences separated the various Palestinian groups, all – 
both secular and Islamist – resorted to suicide bombings at least sporadically, 

during the years of the Second (Al Aqsa) Intifada . American 
analysts using Israeli data on suicide bombings reveal how deeply entrenched 

The suicide attacks were an utter failure for Palestinians. They neither 
inflicted unbearable costs nor shifted Israeli resolve to pursue the Zionist 
project. And they rightly caused an enormous backlash against the 
Palestinian cause among Western governments and publics. They were 
abandoned for a variety of reasons: massive military retaliation, improved 
Israeli intelligence, Worst of 
all from the Palestinian point of view, suicide attacks furnished Israelis with 
an opportunity to deploy a new technique for acquiring Palestinian land: the 
Separation Barrier, built in the name of “national security.”

In some places the Separation Barrier is twice the height of the Berlin 

of electronic and barbed wire fences protecting a military road at its center, 
flanked by a deep ditch on the Palestinian side. Upon completion the 

twice 
the length of the Green Line.
runs along that supposed Israeli-Palestinian border. Consider those last two 
facts together: the Separation Barrier is twice as long as the “border” and over 

Whatever its security payoffs, this barrier is also a tool of land expropriation. 
It surrounds most of the larger settlements and industrial zones, effectively 
excising them from Palestine and joining them to Israel. If completed as 

the West Bank.
The Palestinians have, of course, mounted legal challenges to the 

“Israel cannot rely on a right of self-defense or on a state of necessity in 
order to preclude the wrongfulness of the construction of the wall.” The 
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contrary to international law.”
Separation Barrier’s route around the settlement of Alfei Menashe changed 
to reduce hardship on the nearby Palestinian villages of Wadi Rasha and 

the Barrier were to be returned to the village of Bili’in from the settlement 

route, not returned by court order.61 

and sometimes even defied the orders of their own High Court with regard 
to the Barrier.

All of the foregoing violence – the assassinations, the suicide bombings, 
the construction of the Separation Barrier – are intertwined with the coming 
of the second (Al Aqsa) Intifada. 
that the Palestinian state foreseen in the Oslo Accords was further from 
realization than ever. Israel had just withdrawn from their occupation of 
southern Lebanon and this withdrawal seemed to signal Israeli weakness. 
Tensions mounted in both Palestinian and Israeli communities, so that when 
Ariel Sharon, accompanied by a thousand heavily armed security personnel, 
shouldered his way into the Haram al Sharif, the site of the Al Aqsa and 

tinder was set off. Whether Sharon meant to set off an armed revolt or only 
to embarrass his political rival (Ehud Barak) is not clear, but in any case, 
another period of intense violence began.

Actually, the second Intifada began much as the first had, with Palestinians 
throwing rocks and burning tires. But almost immediately, the Israeli response 
increased the level of violence. Live fire was used against demonstrators, 
targeted assassinations were brought into play, whole cities and towns were 
placed under curfew, schools and banks were closed, Palestinian access to 
power, water, and food disrupted. On the Palestinian side, suicide bombings 
spiked, two Israeli soldiers caught in Ramallah were lynched (see also 
Chapter 9), and Arafat’s attempt to re-arm the Palestinians was unmasked 
when the Israelis intercepted the Karine A, an arms-bearing ship.64

Adding to the difficulty, there was regime change in both Israel and America 
early in the second Intifada. Ariel Sharon replaced the more moderate Ehud 
Barak (who had, nevertheless, endorsed a policy of separation between 
Israelis and Palestinians in his own election campaign, using the slogan “Us 
here, them there” reminiscent of Herzl’s rhetoric, mentioned in Chapter 1). 
Similarly, George Bush, a more conservative president, replaced Bill Clinton 
in the White House.
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World Trade Center in downtown New York by Al Qaeda operatives. The 
tragedy of 9/11 led directly to the American invasion of Iraq and to a period 
of intense Islamophobia in American politics that strengthened ties between 
President Bush and Ariel Sharon. In this context, there was no hope that 
the United States could function as an even-handed mediator in the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict.

The Al Aqsa Intifada 
mutual distrust and suspicion between Palestinians and Israelis in its wake, 
along with a weakened PLO government in Ramallah. The West Bank and 
Gaza has become increasingly distant from one another, the ties between 
them frayed by long years of Israeli-imposed closure and travel restrictions. 
Hamas was about the only party to benefit, emerging from the second Intifada 
with enhanced grassroots credibility, especially in Gaza, for the resistance it 
mounted against Israel.

Given the seeming intractability of the Gazan resistance to Occupation, 

His actions in Gaza were directed not only at Gaza but were also part of 
his strategy vis-à-vis the West Bank, and even vis-à-vis the Israeli peace 

counter.
Despite his early and enthusiastic endorsement of the settler movement, 

66 The withdrawal was highly contested and the Israeli 
Defense Forces were called upon to drag the most tenacious settlers away.
The uprooting of the Israeli settlements in Gaza served two purposes:

First, the withdrawal allowed Sharon to reconfigure Israeli control over 

over land, sea and air routes into Gaza. Gazan agricultural products were 
cut off from the Israeli market and thereby from all world markets, while, at 
the same time, Israel created a short list of items that could be imported into 
Gaza – excluding building materials, anything that could be labeled “dual 
(i.e. domestic and military) use” and,68 inexplicably, school books, pencils, 
and pasta.69 With each successive round of aerial bombardment Gaza’s 
infrastructure was further undermined: as I wrote this chapter for the first 

United Nations facilities (all places where people bombed out of residential 
areas might reasonably have sought refuge), as well as Gaza’s electric, water 
and sewage treatment plants. There has been almost no rebuilding since.
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The siege of Gaza served not only to suppress the area that produced the 
most militant resistance to Occupation. Israel also used the Gaza “withdrawal” 
to trade for enhanced control over the West Bank. Ariel Sharon assured 
Israelis of that, noting that the Bush administration had agreed to this trade-
off before the Disengagement Plan was publicly announced. Sharon’s close 
associate, Dov Weissglass, spoke even more candidly about the motives for 

bottle of formaldehyde necessary so that there will not be a political process 
with the Palestinians.”

THE PEACE PROCESS AND THE SPIRAL INTO TRAGEDY

It may seem odd to link the “peace process” to the spiral of conflict, but in 
fact, the peace process has done more harm than good, in exactly the way 
that Dov Weissglass foresaw. It has come close to legitimizing permanent 
Palestinian statelessness with its associated inequality, resistance, repression, 
and the recurring bouts of violence that the cycle of repression and resistance 
give rise to.

The earliest chapter of the “peace process” was written in the Rabat 

issuing from the Arab League summit the year after the Yom Kippur War, 
had the distinct value of representing Arab voices free from Russian and 
American pressure. The combined wisdom of the Arab states affirmed 
the PLO as the sole legitimate representative of the Palestinian people, 

Hussein in Arafat’s favor.
But the Rabat Declaration also proved to be an early harbinger of troubles 

to come, stipulating that the PLO had the right to become a national authority 
administering any territory that might one day be liberated from the Israeli 
Occupation. This language was unhelpful in at least two respects. It named 
the PLO as a national authority, stopping short of calling upon it to constitute 
a state. The distinction is more than verbal: a state enjoys sovereignty: it 
can organize its own domestic affairs and it can enter into international 
relations on behalf of its polity. An “authority,” on the other hand, does not 

overseeing powers.

implicitly endorses the two-state solution, looking forward to Palestinian 
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Strip – that might possibly be liberated from an existing Israeli state. Given 

not inherently wrong. It did, however, set up a dynamic which reached its 
height in the Oslo negotiations: that Israel entered negotiations already in 

to make “difficult compromises” to take possession of something less than 

Israel and Egypt, peeled Egypt away from Arab unity in opposition to Israel. 
The Accord followed the precedent established in the Rabat Declaration, 
calling for the establishment of a Palestinian Authority to have administrative 
power in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip, but with no recognition of the 
legitimacy of a Palestinian state.

invaded Kuwait and been repulsed. Arafat, a client of Saddam Hussein, was 
alone in endorsing the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait and for this he would later 
pay a price. The most important event for the Palestinian-Israeli conflict in 
these years was, of course, the first Intifada.

In 1991, when the first Intifada has been raging for four years, the United 
States and Russia (no longer the Soviet Union), along with Spain, tried once 
again to engineer a peace agreement between Israel and the Palestinians. The 
Madrid Conference of 1991 was Russia’s last appearance as a participant in 
the peace process. After Madrid it played no role, leaving America as the 
arbiter of the process.

The Madrid Conference experimented with a multi-lateral approach to the 

from China, India, the U.N., and the European Union. The inclusion of 
front-line Middle East states made sense, since large numbers of Palestinian 

have been implicated had any resettlement plan emerged.
What made no sense at all was that the American sponsors of the 

Madrid conference were so insistent on keeping the PLO in the penalty 
box for supporting Saddam Hussein that they excluded the “sole legitimate 
representative of the Palestinian people” from negotiations over the fate 
of Palestine (although a number of distinguished Palestinians did join the 

The Madrid Conference was also the one moment in the “peace process” 
when the Americans enjoyed some real leverage over the Israelis. Secretary 
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loan guarantees for money the Israelis need to resettle the huge influx of 
Russian immigrants. Despite this leverage no progress was achieved on the 
core issues between Israel and the Palestinians. President George H.W. Bush, 
who had dared to tamper with the loan guarantees, became a target for AIPAC 

Conference.
The Israelis gained immeasurably however, advancing their trade relations 

and diplomatic acceptance with China and India. They had engaged in direct 

world the Madrid Conference also bore fruit, weakening the Arab boycott of 
Israel by opening trade relations between Israel and Oman, Qatar, Tunisia, 
Morocco, and Mauritania.

The Intifada continued, though in attenuated form. The Palestinian-Israeli 

the Palestinians and the Israelis, began meeting privately in Oslo, once again 
trying to resolve the conflict between them. The U.S. came to play an active 
role in promoting the Oslo Accords.

In theory, the Oslo Accords were designed to initiate a five-year process 
in which a series of carefully-calibrated, mutually confidence-building 
steps would lead to the creation of a Palestinian state. In practice, the Oslo 
Accords allowed the Israelis to reap all the benefits and kudos associated 
with being party to a complicated “peace process” while doing nothing to 
conform to the agreement and everything to undermine it. Israel offered 
no resolution on any of the key issues dividing Palestinians and Israelis: 
no commitment to final borders (thereby leaving any possible Palestinian 

even symbolic recognition of Palestinian refugees’ right of return, and no 
agreement on water. All of these issues were put off, awaiting the ever-
receding “final status” negotiations. Instead, the negotiations began from 

historic Palestine and that all the concessions on land would come from the 
Palestinian side.

In fact, under Oslo, the West Bank came to be divided, for the very first 
time, into three non-contiguous parts: Areas A, B, and C. Area A consisted 

ringed by illegal settlements but also had a series of illegal  mini-settlements 
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strung through the heart of the city. The Area A cities were to be under full 
Palestinian control, civil and military, once the Palestinian Authority began 
operations, which it did in 1994 shortly after the signing of Oslo I. Around 
the Area A cities were a cluster of villages and these were to be called Area 
B. Area B villages were to be governed jointly by Palestinian civil authorities 

Israeli civil and military control. For the first time ever, Palestinian could no 
longer move freely about the West Bank.

The Palestinian Authority was conceived as an administrative entity. It 
was by no means a state with sovereignty, contiguity, or viability. The best 
case script was the hope that, if the Palestinian Authority proved itself adept 
at suppressing Palestinians’ militant resistance to Occupation, then the Area 
B villages might eventually become part of Area A, while the Area C villages 
would be upgraded to Area B status, and so forth, until much of the West 
Bank came under PA control. This, of course, never happened. Palestinian 
discontent could never be wholly suppressed, and Israel depopulated much 
of Area C in order to promote settlement building. Netanyahu was caught 
on an open microphone, bragging that he had stopped the Oslo process 
with settlement building. But even without Netanyahu’s machinations, 
the very premise that a Palestinian state could evolve only if and when it 
met Israel’s security needs, meant that the entire Oslo process was based 
on accommodating Israeli “needs” and not on enforcing human rights or 
international humanitarian law.81

The Oslo Accords served Israel in additional ways as well. International 
human rights standards require an occupying power to bear the cost of 
maintaining the civilians of the occupied population at a high standard of 
living. But with the birth of the Palestinian Authority, the Israelis had created 
an entity capable of receiving foreign aid and charitable contributions. The 
U.S. and the European Union provide substantial funding to the Palestinian 
Authority. This arrangement relieves the Israelis of much of the financial 
burden that belongs to an occupier. It makes the PA dependent on Western 
funding and reduces it to being a virtual subcontractor for the Occupation.

And finally, the Oslo Accords fixed the amount of water that would flow 
to the Palestinian Authority. Any changes in water allotments would require 
further negotiations, which the Israelis have never granted even as Palestinian 
births caused their numbers to swell. Thus the Oslo Accords have created 
acute water shortages in the West Bank, although the area is not geologically 
water-deprived.
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No documents capture the failure of Oslo more vividly than the exchange 
of Letters of Mutual Recognition between the two parties. Arafat writes 
effusively to Rabin: “Dear Mr. Prime Minister, The signing of the Declaration 
of Principles marks a new era in the history of the Middle East. In firm 
conviction thereof, I would like to confirm the following PLO commitments: 
The PLO recognizes the right of the State of Israel to exist in peace and 

peaceful resolution of the conflict between the two sides and declares that 
all outstanding issues relating to permanent status will be resolved through 
negotiations.” Arafat’s letter includes several more commitments undertaken 
by the PLO.84 In return, Rabin replies: “Mr. Chairman, In response to your 

commitments included in your letter, the Government of Israel has decided 
to recognize the PLO as the representative of the Palestinian people and 
commence negotiations with the PLO within the Middle East peace process.” 
The Palestinians recognized the state of Israel and its right to a peaceful 
existence while the Israelis recognized the PLO negotiating team as such.

The theme of privileging Israel’s security needs over the provisions of 
human rights doctrine continued with the Wye River memorandum. By 
1998 it was clear to all concerned that the five-year plan provided by Oslo 
had been derailed and that the aim of creating a Palestinian state would not 
be realized. In an attempt to save the Oslo Accords, U.S. President Clinton 
convened a further meeting at the Wye River Plantation in Maryland in 
1998. The principle issues addressed at Wye River were Arafat’s ability to 
suppress anti-Israeli terrorism. Again Israeli security needs were deemed to 
be more important than Palestinian human rights. Arafat secured American, 
Scandinavian, and World Bank aid for training his security forces. The PLO 
agreed to change the language of its charter, removing calls for the end of 
the Zionist entity. Not much else was accomplished,86 although it is worth 
noting that, at Wye River, Arafat was invited to the table before he agreed to 
change the PLO charter – a lesson that Netanyahu ignores when he insists 
that Palestinians need to make major concessions in order to be invited to a 
peace conference.

though no Palestinian state was remotely in sight.
The Camp David summit was convened because both the American 

president Bill Clinton, and Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Barak needed 
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substantial diplomatic victories on the Israel/Palestine issue to save their 
political legacy (Clinton) or their re-election chances (Barak). Arafat’s 
participation was virtually a command performance: Clinton promised him 
that he would not be scapegoated in the likely event that the talks failed. 
Clinton then reneged on that promise. Barak and the Israeli team made 
verbal offers more generous than any previous Israeli offer, but, at best, 

(thus foreclosing any Palestinian border with an Arab state) and annexing 
settlement blocks that effectively trisected Palestinian lands. Barak’s offers 
were never put in writing and he rejected all of Arafat’s attempts to clarify 
his intentions.

The major outcome of the Camp David talks was a publicity victory for 
Barak, who narrated the events as that of a “generous offer” on his part, 
rejected by an intransigent Palestinian leader. Clinton, too, appeared 
statesmanlike, announcing the “Clinton Parameters” that involved two 
states, the border roughly approximating the Green Line modified with 

for the refugees, directing them exclusively to the Palestinian state rather 
than the sites from which they had actually been expelled. Explicit in the 
Clinton Parameters is the normalization of the major settlement blocks and 
the abandonment of international law, which guaranteed Palestine the return 
of land conquered in war, and guaranteed refugees the right to return to their 
points of origin.88

As the Camp David talks had been designed to salvage Oslo, so the Taba 
negotiations a year later were designed to salvage something from the Camp 
David talks. But the Taba talks were overtaken by events: Barak’s electoral 
loss to Sharon who was openly hostile to the terms being offered, as well 
as the beginnings of the Second Intifada and, soon thereafter, the events of 
9/11.

Nevertheless, the very failures of the “peace process,” the emergence of 
a second Intifada, the hardening political climate, and an American war in 
Iraq, all made the quest for a settlement of the Palestinian/Israeli conflict 
more urgent.

The Arab states, meeting at their annual summit, proposed the Arab League 

borders, and a more generous treatment for the refugees. But in return it 

an end to the Arab boycott of Israel, and the opening of full bilateral trade 



THE ENDLESS, DECEPTIVE PEACE PROCESS

89 The Arab League 

League Summit. But, despite considerable international enthusiasm, Israel 
has always dismissed the plan out of hand, claiming that a Palestinian state 
is an existential threat to Israeli security.

a grass roots initiative undertaken by Israelis and Palestinians, many of 
them diplomats and veterans of the Camp David and Taba negotiations. 
The initiative specified a peace deal consistent with all the others, the Camp 
David negotiations, the Clinton Parameters, the Road Map (of the Quartet of 
the U.S. Russia, NATO and the EU), the Arab Peace Initiative, etc. It fell into 
the same well of Israeli refusal as all the others.

brought Hamas into the government along with the PLO, a retaliatory Israeli 

which he reluctantly acknowledged that there would someday have to be a 
Palestinian State, but, immediately afterwards, his father rushed to reassure 
his shocked supporters that: “Of course he didn’t mean it. He will attach 
conditions that will make it impossible.”91

Ultimately, the “peace process” did not deliver to Israel what it wanted 
most, an absent or a pacified Palestinian population and uncontested control 
over the entirety to historic Palestine. Nevertheless, the “peace process” did 
confer substantial benefits on Israel. Thanks to the “peace process” Israel 
enjoys a rising tide of diplomatic normalization and enlarged trade relations 
in the region and the world.

For Palestine, the “peace process” delivered only betrayal. Oslo, in 
particular, was an unmitigated disaster. It did not preclude settlement 
building. It allowed the West Bank to be subdivided which, in turn, created 
for the first time a regimen in which Palestinians could not move freely even 
in their “own” land. It removed from Israel the financial and physical burdens 
of administering their Occupation, delegating these tasks to the Palestinian 
Authority that benefitted from U.S. and European financial support. It 
codified the abandonment of human rights and the substitution of “Israeli 
security” as the basis for resolving the conflict. It created gratuitous water 
shortages for Palestinians.
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Today, the Palestinian struggle for freedom continues, as does a quest 
for effective tools to secure their ends. Likely, the old tools will continue 
to be used: occasional outbursts of violent resistance, continued advocacy 
for national liberation (in essence a two-state solution), or more innovative 
advocacy for civil rights within a single state (the one-state solution). Likely 
Palestinian resistance will, over time, become more media savvy and more 
global, since both of those developments are occurring everywhere in the 
world.

BEYOND THE PEACE PROCESS: MARSHALLING INTERNATIONAL 
SUPPORT FOR HUMAN RIGHTS

Israel’s success on every front – colonizing more land, suppressing armed 
struggle, securing impunity and diplomatic cover for all it did – convinced 
the Palestinians of the need for new ideas and programs. And so they began 
to turn their attention to other strategies – economic, political, and cultural – 
in their quest for justice. The endless “peace process” interested almost no 
one on the Palestinian side.

Israeli diplomat Abba Eban is reputed to have said: “the Palestinians never 
miss a chance to miss a chance.” But certainly in the period following the 
second Intifada, this stricture does not hold. Edward Said, the leading voice 

an innovative mass movement as against the case for armed struggle. He is 
worth quoting at length:

For decades we have relied in our minds on ideas about guns and 

little real effect either on Zionism or on our own ideas about what to do 

Indian nationalist movement, the South African liberation movement, 
the American civil rights movement – tell us first of all that only a 
mass movement employing tactics and strategy that maximizes the 

is built by human beings. They, and not some distant mediator or savior, 
provide the agency for change.

Whether explicitly or implicitly, Palestinian civil society seems to have 
heard Said, forging both economic and political initiatives, addressing both 
Palestinians and internationals, in an attempt to end the Occupation.
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civil society joined together to ask the world to use non-violent economic 
instruments – boycotts, sanctions and divestments (BDS) – to impose 
economic costs on Israel for their continued Occupation of Palestinian 
lands and communities. The boycott call94 was issued by organizations 
representing virtually every segment of Palestinian society: the West Bank, 

professional organizations, women’s groups, rights groups, charitable and 
social service groups, rural and urban groups, student groups, religious and 
secular organizations were all represented. The call for an economic boycott 
was supplemented by an additional call for an academic and cultural boycott 
of Israeli institutions.

At first the BDS call was useful principally as educational tool: in 
explaining why someone should consider boycotting or sanctioning or 
divesting from Israeli companies and local companies that benefitted from 
the Occupation, organizers were able to share a lot of information about the 
history of the Israeli-Palestinian struggle. Over time, however, the boycott 
campaigns gathered strength until they achieved some real economic bite. 

here to say that, especially in Europe, the labeling and shunning of Israeli 
consumer goods, especially those manufactured in the Occupied Territories, 
and business divestments from partnerships with Israeli institutions, are 
moving forward with some success. The cultural and academic boycotts 
have also had notable achievements: in the context of Operation Protective 

Bardem, Penelope Cruz, Rihanna, and many others have spoken out against 
Israel’s murderous conduct in Gaza.

Sanctions, actions by governments against the state of Israel, have been 
slower to follow the path of boycotts and divestments, but even here, 
Operation Protective Edge has led to some successes as Brazilian, Chilean, 
Ecuadorian, Salvadorian, Peruvian, and Bolivian envoys have been recalled 
from Israel while Brazil, Argentina, Venezuela, Uruguay and Paraguay have 
suspended Free Trade Agreement talks indefinitely.96 Even Great Britain, 
normally content to follow America’s lead on matters concerning Israel and 
Palestine, has threatened to suspend arms sales to Israel should they renew 
the assaults associated with Operation Protective Edge.

More recently still, it remains to be seen whether the Palestinians 
themselves, via the Palestinian Authority, muster the energy to make more 
use of the options open to them in their new standing as an “observer state” 
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within the United Nations system and whether the International Criminal 

might bring.98

Discussion of sanctions, i.e. actions undertaken by states, also calls attention 
to Palestinian political moves. Fatah-Hamas rivalry had caused the delay 
of many scheduled elections, but in the period immediately following the 
second Intifada, Palestinians did try to organize multiple levels of elections: 

Legislative Council, a body that had accountability to an electorate broader 
than the Palestinian Authority, which is limited to performing administrative 
functions in the West Bank. The Bush administration enthusiastically 
supported the call for Palestinian elections and, despite Israeli attempts 

99 to the European Union,

conducted in a fair, free, and professional manner. Surprisingly – or at least 
contrary to what the best internal Palestinian polling organizations had 
predicted – Hamas won a majority of seats in the newly enlarged PLC. Israel 
and the United States objected vociferously, Israel detained several Hamas 
legislators and the United States helped train Fatah cadre in anticipation of 
expelling Hamas from Gaza. Hamas staged a bloody counter-coup and the 
new Legislature was never able to function. Today, the West Bank is ruled 
largely by executive orders emanating from the Palestinian Authority. Gaza 
lies in ruins.

But despite all the hardships, the Palestinian public, particularly Palestinian 
youth, have been more forward thinking than their politicians (a common 

Israelis feared and dreaded, Palestinian youth took to the streets demanding a 

disrupting it was probably the real motive for Operation Protective Edge, 
Israel’s most recent massacre in Gaza.

Given the frustrations Palestinians faced in creating a unified resistance 
to Occupation, and given Israeli intransigence vis-à-vis Palestinian political 
aspirations, the Palestinians began experimenting with two further strategies 
to break the deadlock.

First, a number of Palestinian intellectuals raised the question of whether 
the entire Palestinian agenda needed reframing. Palestinians had been trying 

contiguous, viable and sovereign Palestine seemed less likely to be realized 
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of historic Palestine to the Palestinians. Hence, a small group of intellectuals, 
many associated with the BDS movement, proposed to abandon the two-

in historic Palestine, namely Israel. Recognizing this fact would require 
Palestinians to redefine their struggle entirely, to forget about national 
liberation and, instead, to take up a civil rights struggle within the single state 
of Israel. Edward Said was the earliest to acknowledge the impossibility of 
the two-state solution and to broach the one-state option. He did so as early 
as 1999.

 These early calls were 
adopted by some Palestinian leaders in a series of conferences in Madrid and 

and 

The argument of the One-State proponents is simple and straightforward: 
there has been only one state in historic Palestine – the Israeli state – since 

quarters of whom live under military law without rights. That same state 
denies the rights of Palestinian refugees. That same state has created a 
unified infrastructure of water and power grids and road systems throughout 

existing Palestinian communities. The struggle, therefore, must be for civil 
rights within that single controlling state. Difficult as it is for Palestinians 
to abandon the struggle for national liberation, the struggle for civil rights 
within a unitary state actually accords more closely with what Israelis, 
without irony, refer to as the “facts on the ground.” Sherlock Holmes’ bon 
mot is applicable here: “when you have eliminated the impossible, whatever 
remains, however improbable, must be the truth.”

Ironically, the one-state solution is also closer to the original aspirations 
for an undivided land held by both Palestinians and Zionists. So much 

Palestinians would prefer an undivided land, neither wants much to do with 
the other. Given a choice between co-existing equitably in a single state or 
separating into two viable states, the Israelis, to date, have stymied both 
solutions, imagining that their program of Occupation and pacification can 
continue indefinitely. It remains to be seen whether anything, for example 
a decisive rebuff from the United Nations or a third Intifada, could change 
this calculus for Israel.
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Given that, at present, Israel, the more powerful party, prefers the 
Occupation to either the one-state or the two-state solution, Palestinians 
have been strategic in trying to raise the costs of the stalemate and to do so in 
a non-violent manner. To the best of their ability, they have internationalized 
the conflict, attempting to draw other peoples and other nations into a role 
that will change the balance of power.

One version of internationalization is focused on the United Nations. In 

Israel, the Palestinian Authority applied to and received from the United 
Nations General Assembly an upgrade in their status from “observer entity” 
to being a non-member “observer state.”111 

against (the U.S., Canada, Czech Republic, Israel, Marshall Islands, Nauru, 
Panama and Palau) and 41 abstentions. The vote would mean little besides 
a momentary verbal victory, except that, as an observer state, Palestine 
now has access to other U.N. agencies. Palestine has already sought and 
been granted membership in UNESCO, causing the United States untold 
embarrassment when it lost voting rights at the agency for refusing to pay 
its dues in protest against the new Palestinian membership. In the midst of 
Operation Protective Edge, the Palestinian Authority announced a decision 
to sign onto the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court. If they 
follow through, such a move would clear the way for its membership in the 
ICC also.114 The possibility of bringing charges against Israel for its conduct 
during the various Gaza incursions has the potential to add considerably to 
Israel’s costs for “mowing the lawn.”

The second attempt at internationalization originated with the international 
solidarity movement that supports Palestinian rights from abroad. Perhaps 
the most famous project of the internationals was the attempt to break 
the siege of Gaza by running the Israeli blockade of the Mediterranean 
coast of Gaza. The very first boats to attempt this were sponsored by the 
Free Gaza and International Solidarity Movements respectively and were 

Subsequently, another Free Gaza ship, 
the Dignity, also completed four voyages successfully, bringing further 
medical supplies to Gaza.116 

headed to Gaza in May of that year. This time the Israeli navy interdicted 
the flotilla in international waters, killing 9 Turkish passengers, including 
one Turkish American, aboard the lead ship, the Turkish vessel Mavi 
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Marmara. Another sailing was planned but never materialized, until 
indignation over Operation Protective Edge re-animated the project. On 

Mavi Marmara announced their plans to 
seek permission for another flotilla,118 this one to be escorted by ships from 
the Turkish navy.119

Undoubtedly other international attempts at solidarity, especially in the 
area of medical relief will be forthcoming in the near future. However, the 
main problem remains that the very process officially designed to resolve the 
Israeli-Palestinian problem, namely the “peace process” has failed utterly to 
do so and we have learned nothing from that failure.

The crucial question is whether anyone will ever make human rights the 
“terms of reference,” the standards by which the Palestinian-Israeli conflict 
is resolved. So far, that is the one option that no one has ever tried.

SUMMARY: THE ENDLESS, DECEPTIVE PEACE PROCESS

History of Israel-Palestine Conflict: IV

1987–Present: The endless, useless “Peace Process”

Israel   Great Powers  Palestine

Military Rule  End of Cold War Intifada

Settlements  Islamophobia  Political Islam

Peace Process     BDS

INVASION OF LEBANON (1982–2000)

SECOND INTIFADA (2000–2005)

OPERATION DEFENSIVE SHIELD (2002)

OPERATION CAST LEAD (2008–2009)

OPERATION PILLAR OF DEFENSE (2012)

OPERATION BROTHERS KEEPER/OPERATION 
PROTECTIVE EDGE (2014)
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CHRONOLOGY: THE PEACE PROCESS

1964: Founding of the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) – Palestinians 
get to speak for themselves. PLO is an umbrella group of secular nationalist 
parties (Fateh, PFLP, DFLP, etc.). The PLO is recognized world-wide as “the 
sole legitimate representative of the Palestinian people.” But, because it is an 
umbrella group, its politics are weak and incoherent. The role of Palestinian 
refugees in the diaspora is increasingly unclear.

1967: Khartoum Declaration: The Arab League de facto recognizes two-state 
solution, despite the reputation of the Khartoum Declaration as a rejectionist 
document

The actual language of the document reads:

The Arab Heads of State have agreed to unite their political efforts at 
the international and diplomatic level to eliminate the effects of the 
aggression and to ensure the withdrawal of the aggressive Israeli forces 
from the Arab lands which have been occupied since the aggression of 
June 5. This will be done within the framework of the main principles 
by which the Arab States abide, namely, no peace with Israel, no 
recognition of Israel, no negotiations with it, and insistence on the 
rights of the Palestinian people in their own country.

1974: Rabat Declaration: First call for a Palestinian “Authority” (NB: not a 
state, but an authority – i.e. an administrative but not a sovereign entity)

1978:
of Palestinian “authority” NOT “state.”

1988: Arafat accepts Two-State solution in attempt to remain relevant during 
the Intifada

1991: Madrid Conference – multi-lateral but EXCLUDES PALESTINIANS 
(punishment for backing Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait)

1993–1995: Oslo Accords

Creates Palestinian Authority which shifts financial burden of Occupation 

Subdivides Palestinians: Gaza vs. West Bank, Areas A, B, C within the 

Limits Palestinian access to water: Fixes the quantity of water allocated to 
the West Bank despite population increases.
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1994:

1998: Wye River (Arafat agrees to change PLO Charter)
 This is a significant precedent because Arafat removed offensive language 
from PLO charter only AFTER he was recognized as a negotiating partner –  
relevant to the treatment of Hamas today.

2000: Camp David – Barak’s “generous offer” – both Clinton and Barak 
are lame ducks

2001: Taba Negotiations

2002: Arab Peace Initiative (followed by Geneva Accords, etc.)

2007: Annapolis Conference

2012–2014: Kerry Initiatives.

2018:
of international law, “best peace deal” to be announced.
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CHAPTER 9

FOUR FRAMES

Israeli Self-Defense, Genocide, Apartheid, Settler Colonialism: Ethnic 
Cleansing/Sociocide

Rashomon …. Its very name has entered the common parlance 
to symbolize general notions about the relativity of truth and the 
unreliability, the inevitable subjectivity of memory.

Stephen Prince1

make sense within particular frameworks. In the preceding history chapters, 
I created a relatively streamlined three-part model for understanding the 
vexed history of Palestine/Israel. I argued that the conflict is best understood 
as the interactions among Zionists, great powers, and Palestinians, each 

powers to extract some advantage from their involvement, for Palestinians 
to have the freedom to build their own society), acting under ever-changing 
circumstances and with tragic results for all.

Thus we saw that the Zionists were organizational geniuses in getting 
their project under way before the creation of the state of Israel but, after its 
creation, were not able to or did not choose to achieve a definitive peace with 
the Palestinians. Similarly, we have seen great power interests continuing to 
play a role, even as their preferred benefits shift from acquiring colonies to 
securing other strategic opportunities – e.g. trade routes, air and naval bases, 
and opportunities to test new weapons – which, in turn, generate renewed 
international contestation and resistance. And we have seen Palestinians 
steadfastly seeking self-determination, also by a variety of means none of 
which have proven satisfactory. Petitions, general strikes, armed struggle, 
solidarity with Pan-Arab aspirations, reliance on a leadership in exile, reliance 
on local leaders, founding and encouraging a global boycott movement, and 
consideration of a renewed, religiously grounded Pan Arabism in the form of 
political Islam – none of these approaches have yet accomplished Palestinian 
goals.
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Although this framework proves useful to organize the historical narrative 
and understand its unfolding dynamics, it is descriptive, not analytic or 
evaluative. It does not give us a clear basis for action should we want to be 
involved in the struggle for justice in this conflict.

For example, Israelis would argue that the entire history is really one of 

self-defense model” not only makes sense of the on-going Israeli actions in 

is, of course, not the only evaluative framework, though it is the one most 
often heard.

In this chapter, I will review four evaluative frameworks, all in use in 
our public discourse: Israeli self-defense, genocide, Apartheid, and settler 
colonialism, including ethnic cleansing/sociocide. Each one is challenging to 
discuss because each implies heroes, villains, and solutions, and each leads 
us to a different set of actions on behalf of justice.

Of course none of these evaluative frameworks are wholly true or wholly 
false. All of them provide some insight and all are open to legitimate 
criticism. Nevertheless, I will argue at the end of the chapter, that the settler 
colonialism/ethnic cleansing/sociocide framework is more useful than others 
for understanding the conflict and acting to bring it to a just resolution.

ISRAELI SELF-DEFENSE

[It is the] iron law of every colonizing movement, a law which knows 
of no exceptions, a law which existed in all times and under all 
circumstances. If you wish to colonize land in which people are already 
living, you must provide a garrison on your behalf … Zionism is a 
colonizing adventure and therefore it stands or falls by the question of 
armed force.

[L]et us not ignore the truth among ourselves … politically we are the 
aggressors and they defend themselves.

David Ben Gurion4

What cause have we to complain about their fierce hatred to us? For 
eight years now, they sit in their refugee camps in Gaza, and before 
their eyes we turn into our homestead the land and villages in which 
they and their forefathers have lived.

Moshe Dayan
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Kathleen’s Story

At a New Year’s Eve party in Bethlehem, one of my students suddenly 
fell ill, complaining of unendurable abdominal pain. Our tour guide 
achieved miracles in getting through the New Year’s Eve crowd 
in Manger Square, and delivered us in record time to a Palestinian 

pelvic exam, and lab tests. The diagnosis was unambiguously clear: 
an ovarian cyst that should be removed immediately lest it cut off the 
blood supply to the ovary and thereby kill it. The Palestinian doctor 
recommended laparoscopic surgery and advised us to go to Hadassah 

by ambulance would be too time-consuming, because we would have 
to wait for an Israeli ambulance to meet the Palestinian ambulance at 
the border checkpoint. We were told to take a yellow-plate taxi with 
a license plate that could enter Israel directly. As we sped off towards 
the border, I worried about delays, knowing that many Palestinians had 
died waiting at checkpoints. But we were in luck. Even though Israel 

land) is absolutely necessary for its security, on this New Year’s Eve, the 
checkpoint was wide open and completely unmanned. We sped through 
with barely a tap on the brakes. Kathleen, I am happy to report, had 
successful surgery on New Year’s Day has recovered completely. The 
claims of “national security” seem overused, in Israel as in America.

In considering the validity of the Israeli self-defense framework, it is useful 
to distinguish between the challenges Israel faces in common with all other 
nations from those that are unique to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Virtually 
all nations face challenges at many levels: global, regional, bi-lateral, and 
domestic. Israel is not exempt from these difficulties.

At the global level, all nations face fallout from environmental 
degradation – whether it is rising sea levels that threaten their coastal cities 
or island enclaves, or the depletion of natural resources that constituted 
their niche in international trade, or the health effects of holes in the ozone 
layer, every nation bears some costs and consequences from changes in the 
environmental health of the planet. Moreover, every country has to contend 
with the emergence of global forms of governance such as the World Trade 
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Organization, that is neither democratically elected nor accountable to any 
public good, but which nevertheless has the power to gut environmental 
regulations and treaties, to impose austerity programs on weak countries, 
and to establish international trade regulations.

At the regional level, most countries face ongoing struggles fueled by the 
eternal jockeying for preeminence of neighboring states. In the case of Israel, 
Turkey, Egypt, Iran, and Saudi Arabia each aspires to become the regional 
star, whether to recoup past Ottoman or Pharaonic glory or to establish 
dominance for the first time. As is often the case, regional power struggles 
also fuel arms races, and this is especially true because Israel’s (alleged) 
nuclear arsenal is particularly ominous for its neighbors.

At the bilateral level, all countries face challenges not only with their 
immediate front-line neighbors but with countries around the world that 
send or receive vital resources, provide critical markets, or are sources of 
immigrant labor. In Israel, these generic bilateral challenges cannot be wholly 
separated from the Occupation. For example, Israel’s need for migrant labor 
arises largely from the their decision to exclude Palestinian workers from the 
Israeli labor market. The Boycott, Sanctions, Divestment (BDS) movement 
(discussed at greater length below) is shaping Israel’s access to credit, 
markets, and supplies of workers. Nevertheless, even were the Palestinian-
Israeli conflict to be happily resolved, Israel would still face its own version 
of the bilateral tensions that every nation encounters.

Similarly, at the domestic level, Israel’s difficulties are partly generic 
and partly a product of Occupation. Virtually every country faces tensions 
rooted in class differences, ethnic enmities, gender politics, internal regional 
competition, and political differences rooted in the conflict between social 
safety net and neoliberal economic policies. Israel is no exception. But again, 
the costs of the Occupation permeate even routine domestic problems. For 
example, Israel’s commitment to settlement construction is deeply implicated 
in their domestic housing shortage.6

And, as if all of these generic challenges were not enough, Israel also 
faces unique difficulties associated with the Occupation. In the first chapter 
I argued that, over time, historians of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict have 
come to agree more and more on a common set of facts – the reality of the 
Nakba, at least as an historic event. The disputes among them now are about 
the implications of those facts, for example whether we should understand 
current expulsions of Palestinians as a continuation of the Nakba.

Similarly, the issue raised by the “Israeli self-defense” framework is 
less about facts: Palestine does face colonization and dismemberment, and 
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Israel, in turn, does face real problems and costs associated with Palestinian 
resistance. The debate now is how to understand Israel’s difficulties: whether 
as self-inflicted, chosen suffering in service to Zionist ambitions, or as the 
result of senseless, atavistic anti-Semitism on the part of Palestinians that 
requires Israel to conduct itself as a garrison state.

Almost always this argument gains its emotional credibility from an 

annihilation and this becomes the filter through which all other challenges 
are perceived. Ephraim Sneh, a former government minister (and, as is so 
often the case with the older generation of Israelis, also a former military 
officer), expresses this stance in its purest form: during a Ha’aretz interview 
with Ari Shavit, he points to a photograph on his office wall:

were murdered by the Polish peasant with whom they were hiding. That 

And when I again see a connection between an extreme ideology 
and absolute military power, I say wait a minute, this reminds me 
of something. This is something that already wiped out a third of 

of Israel with unlimited destructive capability, I say: Friends, this is 
another thing I’m familiar with. This is something that once killed six 

The mental chasm between us and the Iranians is much deeper than 
people are ready to grasp. We sanctify life, while Shi’ism sanctifies 

Iranian nuclear bomb will lead to three things: aliyah to Israel will stop, 
investment in Israel will plummet and the brain drain from Israel will 
accelerate.

This statement, with its mixture of Holocaust memory (used or misused), 
profound racism, and practical concerns perfectly captures much of the Israeli 
discourse. For those who want to see this discourse in action, Yoav Shamir’s 
film, Defamation, captures a similar incident: on a school sponsored trip to a 
concentration camp, group leaders drag three young Israeli girls away from 
three elderly Polish men with whom they are exchanging names. The group 
leader warns the girls “They’re trying to kill you.”8
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There are some, like the former Knesset speaker Avraham Burg, who 
challenge the highly manipulative use of Holocaust memory9 that is common 
in Israel and among its Zionist supporters. But even if their point is granted, 
and the emotional quality of the rhetoric allowed to cool, most Israelis would 
still agree that they live, as they so often say, “in a very tough neighborhood.”

Such assessments often ignore or downplay the ways in which Israel’s own 
behavior contributes to its difficulties. In general, the earlier Zionists were 
more candid about the fact that they were the aggressors, as the epigrams 

faced and took responsibility for the aggression revealed in the epigrams, 
they could still argue that their country faces real enmity and threats. Whether 
or not that enmity is righteous, it is certainly dangerous.

And, as with generic challenges, the dangers exist at every level: global, 
regional, bi-lateral, domestic, and within the Occupied Palestinian Territories 
(OPT). The following list is more illustrative than exhaustive, but it provides 
many examples of the real world issues that ground what Ari Shavit describes 
as Israel’s perpetual existential fear.

At the global level, Israel has become a target for a growing boycott, 
sanctions, and divestment movement. Moreover, the increased success of the 
boycott movement is echoed in the workings of global governance entities 

within the United Nations was up-graded from “observer entity” to “observer 
state” by an overwhelming majority of the General Assembly.11 This upgrade 
provides Palestinians with opportunities to use United Nations adjudicatory 

Organization, UNESCO – to pursue their interests. Similarly, the European 
Union has taken note of the Palestinian plight – labeling of settlement 
products looms on the horizon. And, in a parallel move, the United Nations 
Human Rights Council, while stopping short of a call for a full boycott of 
settlement businesses, passed a resolution advising member states to notify 
their citizens of the potential legal, financial, and reputational risks of doing 
business in the Occupied Territories.

If the global political and economic scene is growing more critical of 
Israel, the regional situation is much worse.

as the Nakba 
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Israel also won, but at a much higher cost than they were prepared to pay, and 

in addition to four rounds of “operations” against the Palestinians: Operation 

fuel a rising tide of popular criticism of Israeli militarism.
Moreover, Israel has chosen not only to reject but to ignore the Arab Peace 

Arab states in return for creating a Palestinian state, as international law 
requires, on the Green Line (with mutually accepted land swaps). Defenders 
of Israel argue that the Arab Peace Initiative, coming as it did on the heels 
of 9/11, is no more than a publicity stunt. If so, what better way to unmask 
the “stunt” than to accept its terms. Israel chose to hold on to, indeed to 
continually expand, its settlements in preference to the comprehensive 
regional peace it has always said it wanted.

In addition to actual wars, hostility to Israel is omnipresent in virtually 
all countries in the region– it is a cheap way for corrupt Arab and Muslim 
leaders to deflect attention from local domestic difficulties and rally the 
country – but at the cost of increasing the likelihood of war. Finally, the Arab 
Spring, with its cascade of revolutions and political upheavals, the tragedy 
of the civil war in Syria, the perpetually teetering political compromises 

Syrian refugees, further increases the uncertainties and instabilities of the 
entire region.

Israel’s bi-lateral relations are hardly in better shape. The growing BDS 
movement is affecting bi-lateral relations outside the area. For example, 
Romania has recently announced that it will no longer supply construction 
workers to the settlements.14 And even in the United States, generally the 
source of uncritical financial, military, and diplomatic support for Israel, 
at least one high-ranking general dared to suggest that Israel is a military 
liability rather than an asset.

Israel erodes the credibility of Israel’s claim to be “the only democracy in the 
Middle East.” In Chapter 6 I described the ways in which Israeli law mandates 
direct and indirect discrimination against its own Palestinian citizens, as well 
as creating vast administrative latitude in the executive branch to enact such 
discrimination. Of late, such restrictions are escalating, making it harder for 
Palestinian political parties to gain seats in the Knesset, affirming the rights 
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of communities to exclude Palestinian citizens of Israel from their ranks, 
and creating arbitrary distinctions between Israel’s Christian Palestinian 
citizens and their Muslim Palestinian counterparts.16 Nor are the Palestinian 
citizens of Israel the only targets for repression. Increasingly, those Israeli 

harassment, job discrimination, and even incarceration.18

And, finally, of course, Israel faces on-going dangers in the Occupied 
Palestinian Territories. There is no nice or safe way to occupy more than 
4 million people who do not wish to be occupied. Occupation inherently 
requires violence, capriciousness, and cruelty, at least threatened if not 
overt.19 Violence, in turn, generates resistance, which is why national 
liberation struggles in the post WWII period have often been able to defeat 
the superior military forces of the colonial power.

Sometimes anti-colonial resistance takes admirable forms – in the case 
of Palestine, the pursuit of the U.N. option by the Palestinian Authority, 
the insistence on non-violence within the BDS movement, the immensely 
courageous demonstrations against the Wall in Budrus, Bili’in and Ni’ilin, 
in Nabi Saleh, against settler appropriation of the village spring, and in the 
Great March of Return against the on-going siege imposed on Gaza.

Other times, the resistance is expressed in less admirable ways with 
incitement to violence, or actual violence. Most Israelis are aware of stories 
like the one about a family stabbed to death in their beds in the settlement 
of Itamar in the West Bank, or the lynching of two Israeli reservists who 
strayed into Ramallah during the second Intifada. Of course the perpetrators 
of these horrible crimes must be held individually accountable for the choices 
they made, but a complete version of the story should also place the violence 

in Ramallah, probably a quarter of them children, had been killed by Israelis, 
and the two soldiers, wearing civilian clothes, were thought to be undercover 
agents.

In some cases, the violence Israel faces in its quest to pacify the Occupied 
Territories is not only a reaction to its conduct, but actually of its own making. 
The Wall Street Journal reports that, for decades, the Israelis actually turned 
a blind eye to the development of Hamas, hoping to use it as a counterweight 
to the then popular secular PLO. This is less perverse than it sounds: “the 
enemy of my enemy is my friend,” is an old adage. Many countries, including 
the United States, fund a variety of unsavory individuals and militias as long 
as they claim to be the enemies of our enemies. In the case of the US, this led 
us into ties with Saddam Hussein, the mujahedeen in Afghanistan, Manuel 
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Noriega in Panama, and Somoza in Nicaragua. In the Israeli case, it appears 
that despite warnings, even from other Gazan imams, the Israelis let Hamas 
get entrenched before acknowledging the danger they represent.

Similarly, the expanding settlements, especially the hilltop outposts of 
trailer camps, deliberately put Israeli settlers in harm’s way, despite the speed 
with which the Israeli government provides military guards, power lines, 
and water to the outposts. The point here is that individuals, with the Israeli 
state standing behind them, are more than willing to take these risks. Yet the 
conversation about Israel’s safety never reflects that fact.

Nor do we generally recognize that even when settlers are at risk, their 
Palestinian neighbors are vastly more at risk, both from settler violence 
and from the Israeli military. A cursory glance at statistics compiled by 
B’Tselem tells the story: during “peace time” (i.e. from the end of Operation 

Palestinians and Israelis. During the most recent Israeli operation in Gaza, 
preliminary statistics compiled by B’Tselem 

The issue here is not to deny that Israel faces real difficulties – bear in 
mind, even self-inflicted difficulties are nonetheless real and painful. Rather, 
the issue is to ask how Israel understands these difficulties. The answer 

to sympathy, perpetually to be given a free pass for anything it does to 
Palestinians. This has never been a good choice and, over time, it becomes 
daily less credible.

Consider the story I heard from an Israeli graduate student at Harvard. 
Her research focused on Israeli-Palestinian tensions and, as with many 
graduate students, her dissertation was grounded in her own autobiography. 

after 1948. In Israel, her family flourished, her father becoming a respected 
neurologist. The family acquired an oceanfront apartment in Northern Israel 
with two walls of windows facing the beach. My student and her sister spent 
many happy hours playing and building sand castles within their mother’s 
line of sight. On a rainy day, the children were standing at the windows with 
their father when they saw a rubber dinghy, rowed by several people, pull 
up on the beach. The passengers jumped out, pulled ski masks down over 
their faces, lifted machine guns out of the boat, and proceeded up the beach. 
The horror seemed surreal to both girls and their father. But then, from the 
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other beach-facing windows they saw a heavily pregnant woman strolling 
along, about to turn into the path of the masked gunmen. Before the children 
even fully understood what was happening, their father had raced down the 
stairs, grabbed the pregnant woman, and, shielding her with his body, shoved 
her into a stairwell and out of harm’s way. The father however, was gunned 
down and killed by the masked men on the beach. His daughters, seven and 
nine at the time, witnessed the whole tragic episode. Today one of them is 
dedicated to hatred and vengeance and the other is a member of the Israeli 
peace movement.

In the face of real tragedy and unspeakable harm, they have each made 
their choices.

GENOCIDE

It would be my greatest sadness to see Zionists (Jews) do to Palestinian 
Arabs much of what Nazis did to Jews.

Albert Einstein

Everybody is somebody’s Jew. And today the Palestinians are the Jews 
of the Israelis.

Primo Levi

Now we too have behaved like the Nazis and my whole being is shaken.
Aharon Cizling

Ulrich’s Story

in Nazi-occupied Vienna with two friends. The young men were on their 
way to pick up three young ladies to go to a concert. Ulrich, always 
a natty dresser, was wearing a white suit, a polka dot bow tie, and a 
straw boater. Suddenly SS troops and vehicles appeared at both ends 
of the street. Pedestrians were ordered to stand against the wall. Their 
papers were checked, and every third man was ordered into the police 
vans at the end of the block. Ulrich was one of those men. Luckily 
his companions knew what had happened to him and rushed to tell his 
family. Ulrich was sent to Dachau concentration camp without being 
charged, tried, or convicted for any offense. Because his father knew 
what had happened to him, the Nazis received daily appeals asserting 
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Some advocates of the Palestinian cause goes so far as to accuse Israelis of 
genocide in their treatment of Palestinians. Usually their examples focus on 
Gaza : 

and Operation 

bombing of schools, hospitals, and U.N. facilities) make their case. Ronnie 
Kasrils, a veteran of the South African anti-Apartheid struggle, compares 
Cast Lead to other well-known massacres (Guernica, Lidice, the Warsaw 
Ghetto, Deir Yassin, Mai Lai, Sabra and Shatilla, Sharpeville) some of which 
occurred in the context of the Nazi genocide. More recently, a U.N. Report 
warns that if the conditions of the Israeli Occupation continue, Gaza will be 

Bishop Naim Ateek of the Palestinian 
Episcopalian NGO, Sabeel, modifies the genocide argument slightly, calling 
the Israeli treatment of Gaza a “slow genocide, “ while Israeli historian Ilan 
Pappe describes it as “incremental genocide.”

Sometimes, the comparison of Israel and Nazi Germany rests on images. 
For example, Israeli historian Benny Morris notes that just two years after the 

town of Beisan (Bet She’an) required some Arabs to don yellow armbands, 

that Ulrich had been mistakenly arrested, had done nothing to resist the 
Nazi regime (which, in fact, was true), was a harmless lad, etc. etc.

pogrom known as Kristalnacht (the night of broken glass) across the 
realm of the Third Reich. Allies remonstrated with Hitler, and, as a 

concentration camps. Ulrich was one of them, chosen, perhaps, because 
his file was so thick with letters of appeal and protest.

On the day of his release, Ulrich’s name was announced over 
the Dachau loudspeaker. He was convinced that his walk to the 
commandant’s office was the first step on the road to death. Imagine 
his surprise when he was not only told he was being released, but was 
handed back his white suit, his bow tie, straw hat, and exactly the number 
of coins that had been in his jacket pocket. The Nazis had starved and 
beaten him into a state of complete shock and disorientation, but they 
were able to account for every dime of his property and return it to him 
because their laws required such punctilious record keeping.
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and to mark Arab stores with yellow decals, targeting them for looting by 
paramilitary forces.
yellow Star of David is the symbol of evil, should require the people they 
conquer to wear yellow insignia is enough to turn one’s stomach. But the 
comparison with genocide is nevertheless more sentimental than real. 
Supposing, instead of requiring yellow armbands and tags, the militias had 
identified Palestinian individuals and shops with green armbands and tags, 
green being the symbolic color of Islam. That would also be horrific, but 
green insignia would be unlikely to elicit the charge of genocide.

Another Israeli commentator modifies the genocide comparison further, 
making the charge of Nazism prospective rather than retrospective. Uri 

but there is a moral obligation to prevent it from becoming like the Germany 

On the other hand, the simplest and most fundamental criticism of the 
genocide analogy is that it is wrong and, because it is so overblown, in fact 

alike.
The historical record supports the argument that Zionism requires absent 

Palestinians. Killing them – wrongfully, recklessly, and disproportionately – 
is certainly one way of getting them to be absent. But there really is no 
support for the notion that Zionism requires dead Palestinians in the same 

Hard as it is to see the shocking photos of bombed out schools and hospitals 
in Gaza, the truth is that Israel had the firepower to kill ten times, a hundred 
times, more Gazans than it actually did over the years. Had killing been 
Israel’s only objective, many more Palestinian casualties could have been 
produced. The accusation of genocide seems like needless over-reaching.

It is also worth noting that the very definition of genocide is clumsy and 
difficult to apply, except in retrospect. The definition is embedded in the 
1948 (i.e. post-Holocaust) Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of 
Genocide.41 To make the determination of genocide requires both a mental, 
intentional element as well as a physical element of extreme violence. The 
mental element is described as the “intent to destroy in whole or in part a 
national, ethnical, racial or religious group as such.” The physical element 
has five components: killing members of the targeted group, causing them 
serious bodily and mental harm, deliberately inflicting upon the group 
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conditions of life calculated to bring about its physical destruction in whole 
or in part, imposing measures to prevent births within the group or forcibly 
transferring children of the group to others. The acts alone are not enough. 
They must be committed as part of an overall plan or project intending 
genocide.

The problem in applying this definition is that even political leaders with 

the “final solution” crafted by Hitler and his associates at the Wannsee 
Conference came as close as possible but still used elliptical terminology.
Instead of explicit pronouncements, a culture of violence comes to pervade 
armies and militias, such that people understand the intent of their leaders 
without the orders to kill being put into words.44

Absent a clearly announced program of genocide, we can only infer its 
existence when the forbidden acts rise to the level of frequency and lethality 
that clearly imply genocidal intent. And even then, it might be possible to 
offer counterarguments: for example, torture, starvation, and psychological 
warfare could be in service to some other objective, not genocide. Ethnic 
cleansing, for example, would use many of the same techniques yet it would 
still remain distinguishable from genocide in its core intention to expel rather 
than to kill its victims.

Israeli conflict:

in the back during the on-going Friday demonstrations called the 
Great March of Return. Early on, an army spokesperson posted the 

arrived prepared with precise reinforcements. Nothing was carried out 
uncontrolled, everything was accurate and measured, and we know where 
every bullet landed.”
The Israeli documentary The Law In These Parts establishes the widespread 
practice of torturing political prisoners, often with the complicity of 
military judges.46 When Palestinian community leaders organize programs 
to teach their neighbors how to resist torture associated with interrogation, 
their efforts are suppressed.
Dov Weissglass, a close associate of Prime Minister Ariel Sharon, 
boasted of creating food shortages in Gaza. He summed up the Israeli 
position: “The idea is to put the Palestinians on a diet, but not to make 

.
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Palestinians to force Hamas to change its attitude towards Israel or force 
Hamas out of government.”48 Martin Kramer, speaking at the prestigious 

Palestinians on a diet.” He argues: “The biggest radicalizer is fertility 

present sanctions on Gaza have a political aim—undermine the Hamas 
regime—but if they also break Gaza’s runaway population growth— and 
there is some evidence that they have—that might begin to crack the culture 
of martyrdom which demands a constant supply of superfluous young 
men.”49 Starvation, in short, is an acceptable instrument of governmental 
“peace keeping” policy.
Similarly, psychological warfare is also in use everywhere within the 
Occupation. For example, Israel has announced that medical permits to 
leave the Occupied Territories will be granted preferentially to families 
willing to inform on their neighbors
in the middle of the night and photograph children
“flying checkpoints” to “show presence” across the West Bank at times 
that disrupt school schedules and workdays.

Are all these practices, then, evidence of genocide? Certainly the Israelis argue 
against such a conclusion. They claim that shooting unarmed demonstrators 
in the back, including clearly marked medical personnel and journalists, 
is necessary self-defense. The torture of prisoners, they tell you, occurred 
during the Second Intifada and was thus also self-defense. The imposition 
of a blockade is designed to dislodge Hamas, whom the Israelis regard as 
a terrorist entity, from the government of Gaza. The psychological warfare 
is designed to keep Palestinians from “trying anything,” since absolute 
pacification is the standard that Israelis try to impose on Palestinians. 
Horrible? Yes. Violations of human rights? Assuredly so. But genocide? 
Probably not.

In fact, the place that Israel most closely parallels Nazi Germany is not 
in a program of mass executions, but in its painstaking efforts to mask its 
suppression of Palestinians in the cloak of legality. The Knesset goes out 
of its way to give the imprimatur of legality to all sorts of behavior that the 
world should object to: housing discrimination against Israel’s Palestinian 
citizens, arbitrary distinctions between Christian and Muslim Palestinians, 
legal barriers to Palestinian family unification, land and home ownership, 
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etc. Adalah (an NGO that works on behalf of Palestinian citizens of 

Meanwhile, 
in the Occupied Territories, a possible annexation of the West Bank has 
begun with seemingly trivial incremental regulations: Ariel University, 
illegally situated in a settlement, is brought under the jurisdiction of the 
Israel Ministry of Education and, silly though it may sound, the efforts of 
chicken farmers in the settlements is brought under the jurisdiction of the 
Israeli Egg and Poultry Board. These efforts, tiny incremental steps, are 
designed to extend Israeli sovereignty, as a matter of law, to the Occupied 
Territories, thereby entwining the illegal physical possession with (il)legal 
normalization.

Given the disparity between Israeli and Palestinian military power, 
the question arises: why go to the trouble to enact such discriminatory or 
annexationist laws? Why not just let might make right? Here, I think, we 
have one of the distinguishing features of the Israeli Occupation – where 
other dictators around the world rule by brute force, the Israelis invest a lot 
of time legalizing, routinizing, bureaucratizing their domination. In this they 
follow both Nazi and Communist (i.e. totalitarian) precedent.

APARTHEID

Questioned about Mandela’s remarks, Arafat said: “We are in the same 
trench, struggling against the same enemies, against apartheid, racism, 
colonialism and neo-colonialism.

Yasser Arafat

The Jews took Israel from the Arabs after the Arabs had lived there for 
a thousand years. Israel, like South Africa, is an apartheid state.

Hendrik Verwoerd

I have witnessed the racially segregated roads and housing in the 
Holy Land that reminded me so much of the conditions we experienced 
in South Africa under apartheid … I have witnessed the systematic 
humiliation of Palestinian men, women and children by members of the 
Israeli security forces. Their humiliation is familiar to all black South 
Africans who were corralled and harassed and insulted and assaulted 
by the security forces of the apartheid government.

Desmond Tutu
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Shula Aloni’s Story, retold by John Dugard

The major difference I see between South Africa’s apartheid system 
and what prevails in the Occupied Palestinian Territory is that the South 

is concealed. There’s a lovely story told by Shulamit Aloni, a former 
minister of education in Israel, of an occasion in which she confronted 
a member of the IDF who was arresting a Palestinian for driving on a 

him, “But how is he to know that this is a road for the exclusive use 
of settlers? There is no notice to that effect.” And he said, “Of course 
Palestinians know or they should know.” He said, “What do you want 
us to do? Do you want us to put up signs saying Palestinians only, 
settlers only and then everyone will say that we are an apartheid state 
like South Africa?61 

The Slap Heard ‘round the World

Minutes before an Israeli military judge signed off on Ahed Tamimi’s 

prosecutor, slapped him across the face, and yelled, “who are you to 

Adding to the absurdity exposed by Doron’s slap is that it took place 
inside the West Bank, where Israeli military law reigns supreme. If a 
Palestinian had simultaneously slapped the prosecutor’s other cheek at 
the exact same moment as Doron, he or she would have been arrested 
by the military and brought to military court, where bail is a rarity and 
pre-trail detention the norm.

Palestine, Peace not Apartheid, and was met with a firestorm of criticism 
from America’s highly organized Zionist lobby. His arguments were actually 
quite mild, his criticism confined to Israel’s treatment of Palestinians living 
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under Occupation. He gave Israel’s treatment of its own Palestinian citizens 
a nod of approval.

Less than a decade later, Apartheid has become the most commonly used 
framework for describing Israeli-Palestinian relations. In part this is because 
of the prominent role played by a number of South Africans who established 
their credibility in the struggle against Apartheid in their own country. The 
most prominent among them was, of course, Nelson Mandela who famously 
said “We know too well our freedom is incomplete without the freedom 
of the Palestinians.”64 In this sentiment he was joined by Nobel Laureate, 
Archbishop Desmond Tutu, who describes life in the Occupied Territories 
as “worse than Apartheid.”
Dugard, the United Nations Special Rapporteur for Palestine, Ronnie Kasrils, 

comparison. The Russell Tribunal, a grassroots social justice effort dedicated 
to preventing “the crime of silence,”66 held no fewer than five hearings on 
the Israeli mistreatment of Palestine and opted for the Apartheid analogy as 
well.

Kerry’s use of the term Apartheid, Israeli political leaders and journalists68 

of all stripes use it themselves – at least to describe the situation as it would 
be after the two-state solution is not only dead but also acknowledged to 
be so. Former Prime Ministers Olmert and Barak have warned against 
the emergence of an Apartheid reality should the fig leaf of a reversible 
Occupation be stripped away,69 and even right wing politician Naftali Bennett 
uses the term – albeit disingenuously.

The heart of the definition of apartheid is embedded in the very origin 
of the word, which means apartness or separation. Apartheid as a political 
system implies the arbitrary division of a population into an advantaged 
and an unfairly suppressed or disadvantaged group (or groups) who are not 
allowed to have the same package of human rights that the more powerful 
group keeps for itself. The separation, in turn, rests on concepts of race, once 
again showing the South African context of the text.

The Convention on the Suppression and Punishment of the Crime of 
Apartheid defines apartheid as “similar policies and practices of racial 
segregation and discrimination as practiced in southern Africa which have 
the purpose of establishing and maintaining domination by one racial 
group of persons over any other racial group of persons and systematically 
oppressing them.”
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socially rather than biologically defined, the Apartheid Convention relies, in 
turn on the Convention on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination, which 
describes racism as “any distinction, exclusion, restriction or preference 
based on race, color, descent, or national or ethnic origin which has the 
purpose or effect of nullifying or impairing the recognition, enjoyment or 
exercise, on an equal footing, of human rights and fundamental freedoms in 
the political, economic, social, cultural or any other field of public life.” The 
Conventions thus establish an expansive definition of racism that includes 
discrimination resting on ethnicity, national origin or, by further extension, 
religion. Such an inclusive definition of racism opens the door to transferring 
the Apartheid argument from South Africa to Palestine/Israel.

Moreover, at a descriptive level, the similarities between the two cases are 

for Palestine, describes three features of Apartheid: the misleadingly named 
“grand Apartheid” that refers to spatial, territorial separation of populations, 
the equally misleadingly named “petty Apartheid” that amounts to racial 
discrimination in all phases of everyday life in which the superior and 
suppressed groups continue to interact, and the security laws and practices 
whereby grand and petty Apartheid are enforced.

In Israel, in the Occupied Territories, and in the refugee camps in the 
region, as in South Africa, populations are divided into separate geographic 
areas: Israel west of the Green line, Gaza and the West Bank (including East 

available to the oppressed group are small compared to their proportion in 
the overall population, and of inferior quality – perhaps not intrinsically but 
certainly by being systematically underserved with water, roads, schools, 

“de-nationalized” from South Africa and assigned “citizenship” in sterile 
Bantustans, Palestinian citizens of Israel are now threatened with loss of 
citizenship. Palestinians in Gaza are living in an open-air prison that is an 
on-going public health calamity. Palestinians in refugee camps inside the 
Occupied Territories are cut off from water and electricity whenever the 
military occupation decides to do so. Palestinians in the remainder of the 
Occupied Territories are kept off the network of excellent “settler only” 

They 
receive about one sixth the water consumed by nearby Israeli settlers and 
suffer much higher illness rates than their Israeli occupiers.

The security laws that govern Palestinian life under Israeli control also 
clearly support the charge of Apartheid or separateness. Palestinians in the 
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Occupied Territories are governed by Israeli military law, which allows 
for pre-trial, pre-charge administrative detention of six months, renewable 
endlessly.
conviction rate for Palestinian defendants.81 For example, when sixteen year 
old Ahed Tamimi slapped an Israeli soldier who entered her home in the 

culture minister Miri Regev said “We must immediately order that a soldier 
under attack be able to return fire” and even liberal Israeli journalist Ben 
Caspit wrote “we should exact a price at some other opportunity, in the dark, 
without witnesses and cameras.” Eventually, Tamimi agreed to a plea deal 
of 8 months, including the three months of time she had already served before 
the trial, but only after she became an iconic figure of international protest. 
By way of comparison, Israeli army medic Elor Azaria. who was filmed 
shooting a disabled Palestinian prisoner in the head, received a 9-month 
sentence that was lightened by generous furloughs.

Even in Israel west of the Green Line, Palestinian citizens enjoy a 

are both citizens and nationals and can therefore buy land and enjoy family 
unification, rights denied to Palestinian citizens of the country. In fact, in a 
recent Israeli Supreme Court ruling against family unification for Israel’s 
Palestinian citizens, the justice reaffirming the denial said that allowing 
Palestinian family unification would be tantamount to committing national 
suicide.
acknowledgement that Palestinians represents a “demographic threat” to 

Knesset commented: “The High Court decision articulates the rationale of 

84 Given this kind of 
racialized language, Israelis cannot complain when their critics begin to talk 
about Apartheid.

All analogies are, however, imperfect. They stand or fall on the utility of 
the comparisons they suggest, not on the exact resemblance among the cases 
they yoke together. Thus, despite the descriptive similarities between South 
Africa and Israel, despite the clearly oppressive limitations inflicted on 
Palestinians in Israel, in the refugee camps and in the Occupied Territories, 
the Apartheid analogy does not work well in two important ways.

First, however descriptively compelling it is, the Apartheid framework does 
not capture the core, the heart, of Israeli intentions toward the Palestinians. 
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were Black (with various tribal and regional identities) or mixed race, or 

excluding black labor from the economy. Apartheid was designed to control 
black labor (think of the passbooks) rather than to exclude it. Israel, by 

labor” (and the corollary – avoidance of Arab workers) rooted in Zionist 

was deemed to be weak and unmanly. The suicide bombings of the Second 
Intifada and the building of the Israeli Separation Wall only strengthen the 
Israeli determination to exclude Palestinian labor as much as possible. The 
difference in these two national agendas – to control blacks in the case of 
apartheid-era South Africa and to expel Palestinians in the case of Israel – 
makes for a very different purpose at the heart of the tensions.

And second, the struggle for justice in Palestine will look dramatically 
different from the earlier struggle in South Africa for strategic and practical 
reasons. This is another point where the analogy with South Africa breaks 
down. In South Africa, the successful struggle against Apartheid had three 
major components: armed resistance, a worldwide boycott, sanctions and 
divestment movement and, finally, white outmigration from the country. 
Together the impact of these three forces served to convince both White and 
Black leaders that neither side could throw a knockout punch and that both 
sides needed a settlement in order to get on with their lives.

In the Palestine-Israel struggle, only one of these factors is relevant at 
the present moment. The growing boycott, divestment, sanctions movement 

achieving some real economic bite. But the other two factors that shaped 
the South African struggle, armed resistance and emigration,86 are less in 
evidence in Israel-Palestine, at least for the moment.

The Israeli suppression of armed struggle in the second Intifada taught 
at least one generation of leaders that the price Palestinians would pay 
for violent resistance was higher than they could afford. At some point, 
this lesson, which is the lived experience of an older generation, will 
fade into “received wisdom” for a younger one and be open to challenge. 
The patterns of escalating violence in Aida refugee camp in Bethlehem 
reflect the multiple dimensions of this situation. Most of the resistance 
to Occupation at the camp is cultural in character (with a community 
reading and media center, a dance troupe, and vibrant graffiti art). At the 
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same time, camp youth are making more and more attempts to breach the 
Separation Wall that surrounds their camp, and the Israeli Defense Forces, 
in return, regularly blanket the camp with tear gas, fire live ammunition 
at children, cut off the camp’s water and electricity supply and use dogs 
to intimidate children.88 Where this will end is anyone’s guess. Seen from 
Aida camp, it may be that, while organized armed struggle is absent, 
spontaneous outbursts of rage will keep the situation tense. In terms of 
ending the Occupation, the question then is: does this on-going tension 
cost Israel enough in shekels or in public opinion, to become a motive for 
negotiating an end to Occupation? No one can say with certainty that the 
answer is likely to be “yes.”

might escalate because of the costs of Occupation. Conservative estimates 

the country.89 But many of those are studying or working abroad, or taking 
a “gap year” between their army service and a university education and 
may well return to Israel eventually. There is a tiny stream of conscientious 
objectors who are leaving Israel because they cannot stand to be complicit 
in the Occupation or in any of the other right-leaning social policies 
characteristic of the Israeli state. There is also a much broader stream of 
well over a million people (discussed in Chapter 4) who leave Israel for 
what they describe as economic reasons – high cost of housing, low salaries, 
uncertain career ladders – without recognizing that the Israel’s domestic and 
military economies are profoundly entwined and operate to the advantage of 
the Occupation. And there are surely an unknown number of people who 
chose not to come to Israel because of costs they may not even recognize as 
related to the Occupation.

But, whatever out-migration Israel might be facing, they are certainly 
devoting enormous effort and money to encourage an off-setting aliyah, for 
example, with the Birthright program, which guarantees every American 

trips are urged to “plant their seed in Israel” (and even those who do not, 
the Israelis hope, will go home as pro-Israel voters).91 At the moment, the 
balance between emigration and immigration seems to be one that Israel can 

for the Zionist project.
Thus we see that, on the one hand, there is a great deal of resemblance 

between the structures and daily practices of Occupation and South African 
apartheid. On the other, there are also critical points of difference: most 
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importantly that Apartheid wanted submissive, toiling Blacks while Israel 
wants Palestinians gone from their economy, their polity, their sight. The 
measures that lead to the overthrow of Apartheid are also much weaker in the 
Palestinian case. So, in the end, the charm of the Apartheid analogy comes 
down to this: conventions and protocols have already established Apartheid 
as a crime within the realm of international law. There is thus a practical 
reason why many of those who struggle against the Occupation invoke the 
Apartheid metaphor. If the Occupation is, indeed, a new version of Apartheid, 
then it is not only immoral but also illegal and subject to legal remedies and 
redress.

Yet if it is true that the Apartheid analogy misses the heart of the matter, 
the motive force driving Israel’s treatment of the Palestinians, then we must 
find other avenues for vindicating Palestinian rights. Ethnic cleansing is 
also an internationally recognized crime and thus provides legal tools that 
Palestinian rights advocates can use.

SETTLER COLONIALISM: ETHNIC CLEANSING AND SOCIOCIDE

In our lovely country there exists an entire people who have held it for 
centuries and to whom it would never occur to leave … The time has 
come to dispel the misconception among Zionists that land in Palestine 
lies uncultivated for lack of working hands or the laziness of the local 
residents. There are no deserted fields.

Yitzhak Epstein

Neither Jewish ethics nor Jewish tradition can disqualify terrorism 
as a means of combat. We are very far from having any moral qualms 
as far as our national war goes. We have before us the command of 
the Torah, whose morality surpasses that of any other body of laws 
in the world: “Ye shall blot them out to the last man.” … But first 
and foremost, terrorism is for us a part of the political battle being 
conducted under the present circumstances, and it has a great part to 
play.

Yitzak Shamir

Settler colonialism is inherently eliminatory but not invariably 
genocidal.

Patrick Wolfe94



FOUR FRAMES

A Three-Family Story

On the third class trip, as on the two before it, we visited a demolished 
Palestinian home. The demolished homes we see are not in the Occupied 
Territories, but in Israel west of the Green Line. Students are astonished 
to learn that not only are Palestinian homes routinely demolished in 

the borders between Zionist and Palestinian communities are being 
redrawn daily – but also in areas long under Israeli control in the heart 
of Israel.

On this day we are at a site near Um al Fahm, one of Israel’s “mixed” 

close proximity. The Palestinian neighborhoods are very crowded, with 
extensions built on top of original homes, as high as the foundations will 
support. But today we are in a new area, a suburb with modern homes 
that have been the target of demolitions. The story is always the same: 
Palestinians seek permission to build homes, are denied, and build them 
anyway. In this particular neighborhood, inhabited by fairly affluent 
professional families, there had been much litigation and the Palestinian 
homeowners were promised that there would soon be an administrative 
decision in their favor that would allow their houses to stand.

But that promise turned out to be false. In the middle of the night, 
the Israeli army appeared in a flotilla of jeeps and tanks and surrounded 
a new three family home. Helicopters illuminated the scene. Troops 
kept neighbors from going to the aid of the three families living in the 

minutes to evacuate their homes, and then the building was bulldozed.
Two days later, our tour guide brought us to the site. We saw the 

mountain of rubble, the bulldozer tracks studded with the bright, gaily 
colored fragments of children’s toys, a woman’s turquoise scarf fluttering 
listlessly from a broken concrete pillar. The guide was explaining to us 
that the families not only lost their homes but also would be billed, by 
the Israeli government, for the cost of the demolition.

to the site and parked next to our tour bus. Two well-dressed men 
leapt out, carrying cases of bottled water, which they began handing 
us most insistently. They spoke only halting English, so we asked the 
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Colonialism is an old story in human history. It involves a stronger power, 
be it a tribe, nation, or empire, which conquers a weaker one. The colonial 
power wants something more than a brief military victory. Instead it wants 
to maintain control indefinitely, for a variety of reasons. The conquered 
territory may contain some geo-strategic advantage: a militarily valuable 
mountain pass, access routes to some other place, fresh water ports, oases, 
scarce and coveted natural resources. The conquered territory may tempt by 
a supply of cheap labor, or a population of captive consumers.

Colonialism is always a violation of human rights. It cheats the conquered 
people of their right to self-determination and it ignores the rule that countries 
cannot expand their territory through acts of war.

Not all colonialisms, however, are settler colonialisms. Settler 
colonialism is a particularly malign version, because it entails more than 
conquest, domination, exploitation, and enforced powerlessness. Settler 
colonialism is a project bent on replacing one population (the conquered) 
with another. Sometimes the new population consists of respected citizens 

back to Africa movement, a minority group the hosst society would like to 
be rid of. In every case, the essence of settler colonialism is a transfer plan, 
replacing one population with another.

means, in which case, we can think of it as ethnic cleansing. Transfer can also 
be enacted by bureaucratic means, albeit always in the shadow of the possible 
use of force should bureaucratic ploys fail. In this more contemporary case, 
“sociocide,” a term coined by Palestinian political scientist Saleh Abdel 

guide to find out who they were and why they were bringing us water. 
It turns out they were the owners of the demolished building – one 
an accountant who had gotten a master’s degree in Belgium and one 
an electrical engineer trained in Italy. They told us that neighbors had 
alerted them to the fact that a tour group was walking around the ruins 
of their home and so they rushed to perform their tasks as hosts. They 
said that they were shamed by the fact that they no longer had kitchens 
and therefore could not offer us the appropriate hospitality of a freshly 
brewed cup of tea.
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cleansing became a temptation for Zionism.
From its inception, Zionism was faced with impossible contradictions. 

Looking backwards, towards the past, Zionism wanted to create a safe haven 

Semitism. Yet, at the same time, and probably not only for strategic reasons, 
Zionism saw itself as the embodiment of the values of the very society from 
which it sought escape. Herzl, Zionism’s founding genius, presented his 
project as the creation of the ramparts of Europe in Asia, i.e. as a civilizing 
force. Central to that claim was the aspiration to found a democratic society. 
Having been subjected to the arbitrary whims of various tsars, Kaisers, and 
other European monarchs, the insistence on democracy, freedom, and self-
determination was, again, more than mere window-dressing for Zionism– it 
was a requirement for having community control over one’s future.

At the same time, Zionist leaders certainly knew that the project of 

the land they were given as “a room of their own” was already occupied by 
an indigenous Palestinian population. This fact created an insurmountable 

The challenge itself was universally recognized by the broadest spectrum 

and a host of less well known individuals like Arthur Ruppin (an early head of 

Max Nordau (with Herzl, a co-founder of the World Zionist Organization), 
men who spanned the spectrum, right wing “revisionist” nationalists and left 
wing socialists, all knew that the land they coveted was heavily populated 
by Palestinians.

From the beginning, then, Zionist leaders had to figure out a way that 

question” at the heart of Zionism was precisely this: what to do with the non-
Given the centrality of that question, it is inevitable 

that the solution of ethnic cleansing would occur to the Zionist pioneers, 
whether they accepted or rejected it.

As with any monumentally difficult question, denial played a role, 
especially early on. The Basel Program adopted by the first Zionist Congress 

96 In his utopian novel about 
Zionism, Old New Land (Altneuland) Herzl portrays a single Arab family 
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And similarly, even David Ben Gurion (along with co-
author Yitzhak Ben Zvi as mentioned in Chapter 1) once tried to portray 
the Palestinians as descendants of the Biblical Israelites who would happily 

superiority of Zionist society.98

Such fictions had a hard time surviving the clash with reality, and so a 
second and more racist variant quickly followed the first denial. Zionists 
acknowledged that, indeed, there was an indigenous population standing in 
the way of the Zionist dream, but this population was deemed so racially 
inferior as to be irrelevant. Chaim Weizmann, later the first president of 
Israel, accepted the British estimate of “some hundred thousands negroes 

99 In this stance he is echoes Lord 
Balfour who said: “Zionism, be it right or wrong, good or bad, is rooted 
in age-long traditions, in present deeds, in future hopes, of far profounder 

that ancient land.” Zionists had traditions and hopes, Arabs only desires 
and prejudices that could be rightfully disregarded.

Herzl hoped to “spirit the penniless population across the border procuring 
employment for it in the transit countries, while denying it any employment 
in our own country.” This is, perhaps, the first statement that economic 
policy could be a tool of Zionist settlement. The policy of starving out the 

supplemented quickly with the practice of buying the farmland out from 
under them via transactions with absentee landlords.

Some Zionists recognized that this tactic was highly problematic. In a 

the end, they will wake up and return to us in blows what we have looted 
from them with our gold!” Yet even Epstein, who harbored hopes for 
peaceful co-existence, could not restrain his condescension toward Arabs. 

advise them, teaching them the sciences of agriculture, husbandry and cross-
breeding, and show them the scientific ways to fight cattle and poultry 
epidemics and pests of the field, vineyard and garden. They will be able to 
cheaply purchase medicines against disease and, when in need, will have 

Other tools were also proposed, especially the hope that the British, the 
rulers of Mandate Palestine early in the history of Zionism, would expel the 

transfers was then a common one, and, at least in the mind of colonial 
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powers, was not thought to have particularly ominous undertones. Population 

Turks, Greeks and Bulgarians, and elsewhere. In fact, the British Peel Plan 

In the end, however, the British declined to transfer Palestinians out of 
Palestine to make way for incoming Zionist settlers. So competing Zionist and 
indigenous claims continued to be made. And, eventually, both Zionists and 
Palestinians would denounce the British precisely because of its population 
policies: the Zionist settlers railed against British-imposed restrictions on 
immigration and land purchases and the Palestinians bemoaned the degree to 
which the British opened Palestine to Zionists.

Eventually, economic means proved insufficient to displace the 

settlers in pre-state Palestine became more and more committed to violent 
ethnic cleansing as the way to accomplish “transfer.” Military means 
reached a crescendo during the Nakba which saw more than half of all 
Palestinians “transferred” out of the areas that fell under first the Yishuv’s 
and then the Israeli state’s control. Rolling expulsions continued during the 

by Israel of all of Mandate Palestine.
But even with all that military expulsion, the Palestinian question remained 

then and remains today. The Occupation has proven to be something of a 

took back control over many of the Palestinians they had expelled during the 
Nakba

and are earning more and more attention in the arena of public opinion.
All of the most repressive features of a military occupation remain intact 

impediments to movement. More than four million Palestinians live without 
civil rights under Israeli military rule. Settlement construction continues to 

of Palestinians and is seeing an unprecedented rate of settlement growth. 
All 

of the infrastructure development in the West Bank is dedicated to sustaining 
the settlements. There is simply very little physical or social space left 
for Palestinian society to flourish. In his most recent book, Ilan Pappe, one 
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of Israel’s leading historians of the Nakba, refers to the Occupation as “the 
bureaucracy of evil.”

for describing the experience of the Occupation as seen through Palestinian 
eyes. He argues that since rounding up people, herding them into cattle cars, 
and dumping them across the border has become politically unacceptable, 
Israel has sought and found other ways to compel Palestinians to quit their 

their political and civil rights, and fourthly, to transform Palestinian daily 
life into an endless chain of hardship.” Put differently, the Occupation 
is not merely a burdensome net of indirect rule beneath which a resilient 
Palestinian society can flourish. Rather it is a carefully designed, multi-
pronged, comprehensive plan to make life unbearable for Palestinians so 
that they will leave. Because of their routinized character, veiled by endless 
claims of Israeli national security, many sociocidal policies fly under the 
human rights radar and do not trigger concern.

Israeli Occupational practices create emotional and psychological tensions 
at the individual level, for example through the permitting process. Nearly 
anything a Palestinian living under Occupation might want to do requires 
a permit: widening the path between one’s house and one’s fields or one’s 
well, sending children abroad to university, sending grandmother to a clinic 

house or an extension on the back to accommodate a newly married child, 
rebuilding a balcony that has been eroded by time – all of these things require 
a permit. Permits are never given unless, according to rumors fomented by 
the Israelis, you are willing to inform on your neighbors (or workmates, or 
schoolmates).111 So no one can trust anyone else, and this makes political 
mobilization and resistance very risky.

checkpoints create a high level of economic waste, not to mention a lot of 
rotting produce. Periodic raids on banks and allegations of secret payments 

hence credit and investment are impaired. Palestinian consumers cannot 
import the goods they want. Instead they constitute a market of four million 
people for the Israeli exports that flood their stores. Palestinian goods cannot 
travel to market except via Israeli container ships to which access is by no 
means guaranteed.
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At the political and civil level, Palestinians are subject to Israeli military 
law. Their governmental bodies cannot function in a way that is truly 
responsive to Palestinian society. Outsiders dictate the timing and substance 
of Palestinian elections. Duly elected officials are prevented from serving 
– for example, the Israelis promptly jailed all the legislators elected on 

On the rare occasions when the Palestinian 
Authority tries to improve the visibility of the Palestinian plight in the public 
eye, especially when it goes to the United Nations, money is withheld and 
threats are issued against the PA. The Palestine Liberation Organization, the 
Palestinian National Council, and the Palestinian Legislative Council all 
await new elections.

And finally, Palestinian social and communal life is also deeply impaired. 
Schools and universities are closed, often at the most inconvenient times. 
Palestinian archival and film collections are confiscated and the artistic 
heritage of the nation is lost. Books and libraries are decimated.114 Clinics, 
especially in Gaza, have great difficulty in stocking enough medicines. 
Curfews and checkpoints make it difficult to maintain a robust theater and 
music scene, except in Ramallah where the foreign press and NGO workers 
congregate.

The cumulative weight of all those aggressions constitutes, in the words 

a host of cognates – “spaciocide” to describe the incredible disappearing 
Palestine, “politicide” to describe the dismembering of the Palestinian 
political hopes.116 Clearly his term, sociocide, is the most inclusive and it 
also has the immense moral advantage of allowing Palestinians to name their 
own experience, if they so choose. Perhaps it is correct to understand that 
the ethnic cleansing of Palestine is Zionism’s aim and “sociocide” describes 
the complex set of policies by which this aim is accomplished without 
unmasking “the only democracy in the Middle East.”

At book talks for the first edition, I have been asked whether I’m positing 
a conspiracy for the Israeli expulsion and subordination of the Palestinians. 

logic of the Zionist political project alone suffices. If your mission is to create 

means are available at any given historical moment.
So if not a conspiracy, then what? I am arguing here that Zionism has a 

central logic that has persisted from its inception to the present day and that 
this logic is an example of settler colonialism. As the history section of this 
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book demonstrates, Zionism is a project to build a state, not a community. 
It is a project to build this state in a particular location, Mandate Palestine, 
for religious, historic, and pragmatic reasons. It is a project to build a state 

of Palestinian Muslims and Christians in its polity, and therefore seeks to 
expel them as a first choice (to transfer them), or, perhaps, to impose their 
complete subordination as a distant second choice.

Herzl described the task as projecting European power in Asia. This 
Eurocentric agenda, perhaps, accounts for the fact that Arab and African 

that fact that there were so many Palestinians in the densely populated land 

community in Palestine accept partition only because it provided them a base 
from which to take control of the rest of the land they desired. Leading Israeli 
historians and journalists argued that the ethnic cleansing of 1948 was a 

most famous generals, like Moshe Dayan, admitted that Israeli towns were 

left Labor Party built more illegal settlements in the West Bank than right 
wing administrations. The current crop of political leaders have repeated, 
clearly and loudly, what many Israeli leaders have said before them: that 
they will never permit a Palestinian state to emerge anywhere between the 

de facto Israeli control over the whole of Palestine into a de jure situation 
by annexing all or most of the West Bank. This move would, of course, be 
illegal under the dictates of international law.

Settlement building, accompanied by violence against Palestinians, unifies 
the histories of the pre-state Zionist community in Palestine with that of the 
early state and that of the later Occupation into one seamless whole. That 
seamless whole is a settler colonial project par excellence : conquering, 
uprooting and displacing an existing population, partly through violent means 
and partly through bureaucratic ones, and, finally, resettlement with a new 
population who legitimize their project either by the claim of return from 
ancient times or by arguing their superiority in making the land productive. 
Both of these possible narratives, about the “Promised Land” or “Manifest 
Destiny” (as in the American lexicon) are intensely nationalistic and racist.
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Even when understood as settler colonialism, Zionism remains an 
extraordinary political project. Unlike other settler colonial projects that have 
evolved over time, Zionism has retained its racist roots unapologetically118 
and has managed to block the redefinitions and modernizations of national 
identity that are the fate of most settler-colonial nationalisms. Unlike 
Australia’s and New Zealand’s efforts to take responsibility for the abuse of 
the Maoris and the Aborigines, or Canada’s institutional Anglo-French bi-
nationalism, or even the dubious claims of successive U.S. governments to 
multiculturalism, Zionism remains a state shaped by and for white European 

antipathy toward Palestinians. It is a project that moves forward in times 
of international support, in times of international indifference, and even in 
the face of international censure. More recently we see that Israeli leaders 
will even countenance anti-Semitism as long as it supports Zionism.119 Most 
revealingly, Israel’s political leaders choose to carry on with this project even 
when sustained peace offers for full normalization with all Arab states are 
available to them.

CONCLUSION

As I said at the beginning of this chapter, each of the four most common 
frameworks offers some insights and contains some difficulties. Perhaps the 
best metric for evaluating them is the policy they imply.

Given the injustices of the Occupation inflicted on Palestinians, Israelis 
face real hostility and resistance. Thus they would legitimately have to be 
concerned about their own safety even without filtering all perceptions of 
danger through Holocaust memory. But the policy implications of the Israeli 
self-defense framework are woefully underdeveloped. Israelis act on the belief 
that their interests are best served by increasing surveillance, repression, and 
expulsion. The alternative, of coming to some just and mutually agreed upon 
resolution with the Palestinians, has been used to date only as a pretext for 
more settlement building. Such behavior undermines the persuasiveness of 
the “Israeli self defense” claim.

Genocide, apartheid, and ethnic cleansing are all crimes against humanity 
recognized in international law. Each framework, therefore, offers a legal 
remedy for Palestinians to pursue. But political realism suggests that a legal 
possibility alone, without the pressure of widespread public support for its 
implementation, is a weak remedy.
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Genocide accusations, in particular, are hampered both by the complicated 
evidentiary demands that must be satisfied within the legal framework, and 
by the common perception that genocide accusations are over-reaching and 
not credible.

Apartheid is certainly the most popular framework at present and it offers 
the added advantage, for an American audience, of reminding us of the 
parallels between the quest for Palestinian and for Black rights. Nevertheless, 
the parallels are as much misleading as illuminating, and obscure the fact 
that Zionism hopes to be rid of Palestinians in ways that a tiny white minority 
could never hope to be rid of all of the native population of South Africa.

Settler colonialism is an old term, newly applied to the situation in Israel/
Palestine. It has a number of advantages.

First, it is inherently comparative. It allows us to get out of the bubble 
of Holocaust-defined needs and rights, and to see the similarities between 
the Zionist colonization of Palestine and other colonizations – American, 
Canadian, Australian, New Zealand, Algerian.  This not only widens our 
perspective, it offers an array of resolutions that have been implemented with 
more or less success in other cases, including the admonitory one of the 
defeat of settler colonialism in Algeria. In the first chapter, I argued that “de-
boutiquing” the Israeli/Palestinian conflict is one of my purposes, and the 
settler colonialism framework achieves this end.

Second, because the settler colonial framework names ethic cleansing as 
one of its tools, it does incorporate a basis for a legal action on behalf of 
Palestinian rights not, at present, available in the term “settler colonialism” 
itself. In adding “sociocide” to the analysis of the ways that militarized 
bureaucratic oppression works, it also allows Palestinians to name their own 
experience, a quality not otherwise present in the conversation.

Most importantly, the settler colonial framework allows us to understand 
the conflict between Palestinians and Israelis as a seamless whole. Events 
in the pre-state period, the early state years, and in the Occupation are all 
products of the same forces in which Zionists seek to claim all of the land 
with none of the (Palestinian) people, using different methods as changing 
circumstances allow.

However, I must acknowledge that the settler colonial framework also 
poses challenges. Precisely because it suggests that the real problem is not 

of the first Zionist Congress), it generates stiff resistance. The very concept 
of settler colonialism implies a remedy of “decolonizing” that, in turn, 

Nakba 
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deliberately misinterpreted, the settler colonial framework seems to support 
Israeli allegations that Palestinians will be satisfied only by pushing them 
into the sea.

A joint Palestinian-Israeli working group, The One Democratic State 
Campaign, offers a thoughtful rebuttal to this fear-mongering.  Their 
program meets the three requirements for credibility that South Africans 
deployed effectively in the struggle against Apartheid: they have shifted 
from being opposed to injustices to being in favor of a plan for a viable 

the terms of the struggle are shifted from security to human rights.  But, at 
present, the One Democratic State Campaign still has an up-hill battle to get 
the hearing it deserves.

Indeed, the dilemma faced by this group, to acknowledge facts and to 
speak truthfully on the one hand, and to be politically effective on the other, 
is a challenge that permeates all efforts to vindicate Palestinian rights. 
Advocating for Palestinian rights, especially within the colonial settler 
framework, requires a willingness to go beyond “splitting the difference,” to 
insist that the affirmation of human rights does not fall half-way between the 
ambitions of a colonizer and the losses of the colonized.

This brings us back full circle to the place where the historical narrative in 
this book began in Chapter 4. Zionism is the idea that changed everything. 
Perhaps now, at the end of the historic narrative, it is time to take another 
look at Zionism.
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ZIONISM REVISITED

From 1967 back to 1948

[W]hen two opposite points of view are expressed with equal intensity, 
the truth does not necessarily lie exactly halfway between them. It is 
possible for one side to be simply wrong.

1

What incites protesters to throw stones is the sound of bullets, the 
Occupation’s bulldozers as they destroy the land, the smell of tear gas 
and the smoke coming from burnt houses.

Bassem Tamimi

In Chapter 4, I argued that Zionism was the doctrine that changed everything 
in the history of Palestine and Israel. The initial core idea of Zionism – 

persecution – was entirely understandable in the time and place where it 
originated. But we have now seen how it has actually played out: not its 
hopes, but its realities.

Early on, there were forks in the road.
Was Zionism to be established in Palestine or in Uganda, Argentina, 

or elsewhere? A combination of Zionist preference and British interests 
determined that it would be Palestine.

Was the Zionist project to be cultural or political? Was it to seek a homeland 
or to build a state? The decision was soon made to build a state, by violent 
means if necessary.

as part of the Zionist project, especially early on, were more preoccupied 
with the terror they were leaving behind than with the community they were 
hoping to build. Consumed with the need to flee persecution, perhaps they 
gave too little thought to what they would find at their destination.

Even so, it seems lacking in common sense to suppose that the Holy Land of 
the Old Testament could possibly be what Zionist propaganda described it to 
be: “a land without people for a people without land.”4 Zionist leaders certainly 



knew that the land was not empty. Israel Zangwill, for example, complained: 

 In the rather poetic metaphor attributed to Zionist 
planners, the bride was very beautiful but already claimed by another.6

The juxtaposition of a deeply rooted indigenous population and the 
intense desire of the new arrivals to have exclusive dominion over the land 
made tragic consequences inevitable. The tragedy is not a product of the 

per se

)
Rather, it is Zionism itself – the will to exclusive possession of a place 

that was already inhabited by others – that caused the tragedy. Wherever 

the population already in place, a politics of ethnic cleansing inevitably 
followed. Henri Laurens, the French historian, describes ethnic cleansing as 
embedded in the gene code of Zionism,8 and Israeli psychologist Benjamin 
Beit-Hallahmi calls it Zionism’s “original sin.”9

For this reason, a growing number of people have come to the conclusion 
that Zionism is morally untenable, even toxic.  This conclusion says nothing 

any community into the sea. Rather, those criticizing Zionism recognize that 

sole state controlling all the land between the river and the sea. Therefore it 
is time for a state so constituted to become a state of all the people under its 
control.11 That is what a belief in democracy and human rights requires.

When Israeli spokespersons confront this position, they invariably assert 
that people who expect it to become “a state of all its people” are trying to 
“destroy Israel.” This response is both extreme and absurd.

It is not a death warrant to demand that Israel be a modern, culturally 
diverse, and multi-ethnic democracy. The end of Apartheid did not destroy 
South Africa nor did it loose a bloodbath on whites. The end of slavery did 
not destroy the United States. The end of colonialism did not destroy Algeria 
or India or even, indeed, France or England. The call for an egalitarian 
democracy that respects human rights is thus not a death wish. It is exactly 
what it appears to be: a call for reform. Some Israelis do recognize the truth 
of this assertion. For example, prominent journalist Gideon Levy writes:

An established country like Israel can return to its foundations and admit 
to its birth defects: Zionism was and is an ultranationalist movement, 
tainted by racism, cruel, discriminatory, oppressive and disinheriting. 
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Most important: replaceable. (italics mine). A moment before the usual 
wail goes up about the destruction of the State of Israel, something that 
should be obvious must be said: It’s possible to have a just, thriving 
state that is not Zionist. Moreover, it is not possible to have a just state 
that continues to cling to Zionism.

Whether or not one wishes to heed the call for rethinking Zionism and 
its relation to justice, hysterical fear mongering is never an appropriate 
response. People who reduce patriotism to cheerleading do their country a 
great disservice.

It is clear, however, that becoming a modern, culturally diverse, and multi-
ethnic democracy would change Israel and there are those who insist that 
such changes—becoming inclusive and democratic—would destroy the 
Zionist dream of an ethnically exclusive community. This particular defense 
of Israel’s identity contains a contradiction: at once deploring (and rightly 
so!) the state-sponsored violence of the Holocaust, while simultaneously 
demanding immense sentimentality about the state of Israel. Sentimentality 
about states and state-sponsored violence should not come easily to those 
who stand in the shadow of the Holocaust.

Over time, the public discourse about Israel is changing. In the years 
following revelations about the Holocaust (and given the immense popularity 
of Leon Uris’ novel Exodus ) Israelis were seen as plucky underdogs, the 
good white guys building a gleaming modern democracy in a sea of swarthy 
Arabs. The expulsion of Palestinians was simply not a topic of discussion in 

the Occupation and, even more critically, the immediate commencement of 
settlement building, a small voice of doubt began to surface. Criticisms were 
still spoken in a whisper, as the American Israeli Public Affairs Committee 
(AIPAC) was deemed to be the “third rail” in Washington politics. And 
criticism, however mild, was generally couched in terms of “saving Israel 
from itself.”

Today the discourse is different, at least in part. There are many reasons 
for the shift. The Holocaust generation is dying out. Among their children 

justice is open to reassignment – investing itself in environmentalism, human 
rights advocacy, and, sometimes, even criticism of Israel.14 The Cold War 
has ended, strong third world economies are emerging, petro-politics have 
become a force to be reckoned with. The Arab world, though still enshrouded 
in Orientalist myths, has become more salient to Americans – whether they 
believe themselves to be engaged in a clash of civilizations, or whether they 



are concerned about oil prices, or whether they feel overwhelmed by the 
number of wars we have conducted in Muslim lands, Arabs are now on the 
American radar screen in complex ways. And then there is the behavior of 
Israel itself, for example, in Operation Protective Edge, which even the most 
accomplished spin-doctors cannot sell.

Early skepticism about Israel was voiced only as a cautious, diffident, 

 What 
is emerging now is a criticism re-opening the question of 1948, that is, of 
Zionism itself as inherently colonial, racist, and untenable.16 Clearly this is 
a much more profound challenge than the common frame of a “good Israel” 
inside the Green Line and a “bad Israel” only in the West Bank, Gaza, and 

There are at least four significant objections to Zionism:

it has failed to deliver on its own raison d’être
and finally, Zionism blinds us to the real challenges of the future – the 
quest for a humane version of globalization and a viable response to global 
climate change.

ZIONISM AS COLONIZATION AND ETHNIC CLEANSING/SOCIOCIDE

It is impossible to evade it. Without the uprooting of the Palestinians, a 
Jewish state would not have arisen here … There are circumstances that 
justify ethnic cleansing. I know that this term is completely negative in 
the discourse of the 21st century, but when the choice is between ethnic 
cleansing and genocide—the annihilation of your people—I prefer 
ethnic cleansing.

Benny Morris

Karen’s Story

I was giving a lecture on the Israel/Palestine conflict to a Peace Studies 
course at a nearby university. Students who had selected this class were 
serious young men and women. In the conversation that followed, 
one of them, Karen, not necessarily a Zionist, but deeply respectful of 
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class associated the Holocaust with “the six million.” A quick show of 
hands revealed that virtually all of them did.

18 and 

peoples, Russian, Polish, and Yugoslavian prisoners of war, socialists, 
communists, people with mental or physical difficulties, often Catholics, 
and, of course, anyone who opposed the Nazi regime.

I asked people to do a thought experiment. Zionists claim that, 
because of the long history of European anti-Semitism, culminating in 
the Holocaust, they are owed not only a safe place, but an exclusive 
state of their own. Do we agree that they need a state to be safe? Show 
of hands please, did the class endorse that position? There was a great 
deal of hesitation but in the end, most of the students agreed.

But gay men and women, I argued, could make a similar claim. They 
have suffered a long history of discrimination, marginalization, and 
murderous rage at the hands of their neighbors, including also during 

our own history. As recently as 1998, an American youngster, Matthew 
Shepherd, was tied to a fencepost and had his head smashed in with gun 
butts – all at the hands of two homophobes in Laramie, Wyoming. So 
gays could legitimately argue that they, too, need a safe space.

The history of the gay movement in America shows a valiant struggle 
to create this safety in all walks of life: in churches (ordination of gay 
clergy, performance of gay marriage), in workplaces (anti-discrimination 
rules, gay partner benefits), in medical settings (access to care giving 
decisions and visitation rights for gay partners) and, finally, state-
by-state, in the recognition of gay families through marriage reform. 
Happily, Massachusetts is one such state, where gay marriage is legal 
and sanctified.

But supposing the gay movement now decided that these reforms 
were too slow, too piecemeal, and, even cumulatively, not enough 
to achieve safety for gay people. Supposing gay rights advocates in 
Massachusetts, having gained the beachhead of gay marriage, now 
decided they needed a state of their own. Supposing gays turned to their 



Note how easily Benny Morris, in the epigram above, invokes the Holocaust 
to legitimate a Zionist state building project that long precedes World War II. 
Nevertheless, as the leading researcher in Israeli military archives, he should 
be appreciated for his candor in admitting that Zionism pursues its dream of 

catastrophe, for Palestinians. And this disaster is ongoing, with violent settler 
encroachment on Palestinian land now the principal face of expropriation.19 
Much of the preceding history attests to the fact that the Zionist dream has 
been built on the ruins of Palestinian hope.

It is certainly true that all Zionists do not speak with one voice and never 
did. There were, among early Zionist settlers, those who dreamed of a state 

anticipated a safe multi-ethnic society. The leading voices of this position 

Hebrew University) both of whom called for a cultural rather than a political 
version of Zionism.  Martin Buber advocated for a bi-national state  and 
cautioned that excessive nationalism could only produce “a tiny state of 

 They were augmented by 
Einstein, who was skeptical of all nationalisms,  and by Hannah Arendt, 

suppression.
There are, of course, those who claim that these “soft Zionists,” who 

seemed to speak for coexistence rather than conquest, were only a front, 
a kind of Trojan horse concealing the real intentions of Zionism.  Alas, 
whatever their true intentions, the “soft” Zionists did not prevail.

Today’s soft Zionists are people who want to acknowledge Palestinian 
suffering while yet insisting that there can be a legitimate Israel within the 
internationally proposed border defined by the Green Line, the armistice line 
of 1949. This position dismisses criticism of the Nakba 

heterosexual neighbors and demanded: “Now don’t take this personally, 
but you have to get out. We need a gay state of our own, and you’ll just 
have to leave.”

How many students would assent to that proposition? Show of hands, 
please. There were no takers.
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The Israeli journalist and author Ari Shavit exemplifies the more aggressive 
version of this position. In his recent autobiographical bestseller, My 
Promised Land, he supplies an insightful cultural history of Israel as a place 
steeped in existential fear, fear both of annihilation and of assimilation.  Out 
of that fear, he suggests, came first the rejection of Palestinian nationalist 
claims and then the Nakba. He provides a candid, gruesome account of the 

inside which the dirty work of ethnic cleansing is both accomplished and 
concealed. “He describes a PIAT anti-tank shell fired into a mosque from 

walking into nearby houses and gunning down anyone they saw. But then 
he concludes that, absent such an atrocity, his own modern city could not 
have been created.”  One Ha’aretz review of the book sums it up this way: 
“Zionism means never having to say you’re sorry.”

There are also those who are willing to say they are sorry and yet remain 
Zionists. These are people who walk through Hebron, observe the concrete 

besieged Palestinian markets and old Palestinian homes with their cage-
like metal guards over every door and window, and are appalled. Many 
of them do more than pay lip service to this position: they put their jobs, 
their friendships, and sometimes even their lives on the line to register their 
disapproval. They stand in solidarity with Palestinians in front of bulldozers,  
and risk tear gas and bullets at the various village demonstrations against the 
wall  and against settler violence during the olive harvest.  And yet many 
of these same people, who find Hebron or Nabi Saleh  so horrible, have no 

Nakba.
This position makes a great deal of emotional sense – it situates Israel’s 

oppression and human rights violations in the Occupied Territories (i.e. 
somewhere else, not rightly Israel) while preserving the image of a “good 
Israel” inside the 1949 borders.

Alas, this position does not make factual or logical sense. As horrible and 
unjust as today’s Occupation is, it is considerably less bloody (even including 
massacres like Cast Lead and Protective Edge) than the Nakba. It seems 
willfully blind to object to suppression carried out largely with cumbersome 
rules and regulations and give a pass to expulsion carried out by force of 
arms. In some sense, Shavit’s more abrasive position is also more honest in 
insisting on a “stark” choice: “either reject Zionism because of Lydda, or 
accept Zionism along with Lydda.”



Shavit, I suspect, meant this as a conversational trump card, a way of 
acknowledging the Nakba while forever silencing the demand that Israel take 
responsibility for it or that anything change because of it. As time goes on, 
however, more and more people who encounter that choice choose to reject 
Zionism.  Peter Beinart, an American Zionist who is nevertheless critical of 

Zionism instead.”

ZIONISM AS SELF-GHETTOIZATION

I remember how it was in 1948 when Israel was being established 
and all my Jewish friends were ecstatic, I was not. I said: what are we 
doing? We are establishing ourselves in a ghetto.

Isaac Asimov

There is a growing sense that Israel is becoming an isolated ghetto, 
which is exactly what the founding fathers and mothers hoped to leave 
behind them forever when they created the state of Israel.

Amos Oz

Particularism is a bad idea whose time has come.
Diane Ravitch

Isaac’s Story

As an undergraduate, I attended Brooklyn College. At that time, the 

from those days, Ruthie, married into an Orthodox family. Today, her 
oldest daughter lives in Boston where she practices law and also teaches 
at a local law school. Needless to say, her parents are massively proud 
of her and want to see her and their grandchildren as often as possible. 
When they are in town, they sometimes stay with me.

One night, Ruthie and her husband Isaac and I sat around swapping 
stories from our family histories. Isaac remembers being a little boy in a 
Yeshiva elementary school during the Second World War. He describes 
himself as a good little boy, who worshipped his father, his Rabbi, 
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At least some people who reject Zionism do so less out of solidarity with 
Palestinian suffering than because they consider Zionism ill advised for 

 at 

Anthropology is the place to begin understanding the concern about self-
ghettoization. Every society known to anthropologists is ethnocentric and 
develops a narrative that asserts that its own way of life is attuned to the 
nature of the universe and hence superior to all others.41 Almost always, 
because it claims not only earthly but supernaturally sanctioned superiority, 
this narrative has a religious cast to it.

The particularism of this narrative can lend itself to many different political 
arrangements. Polytheistic societies can be very welcoming to outsider 

and the teachers at the Yeshiva. He thought they were the giants of the 
universe – men who knew all, understood all, and could accomplish 
anything.

Gradually, Isaac became aware that the grown-ups in his world were 
doing a great deal of whispering behind closed doors. So, being a bright, 
curious, and energetic little boy, Isaac, of course, began lurking around 
those closed doors, trying to overhear as much as possible. What he 
heard made very little sense to him. He did not really understand what 
his elders were talking about. But he did understand the emotion that 
ran through their conversation: fear. Somewhere in the world something 

Watching Isaac’s old man face as he tells the story, you can still see that 
little boy, listening furtively by the door, fearing above all his growing 
realization that the world was so big, so full of danger, that even the 
giants of his private universe trembled.

This memory could, of course, be the beginning of reconciliation – 
of realizing that today, there is a little Ishak somewhere in Gaza, or in 
a refugee camp, or even in a Palestinian community in Israel, listening 
at closed doors and learning that the world is so full of danger that the 
giants of his universe tremble before it. Sadly, the Isaac I know cannot 
“pay it forward,” insisting, whenever Palestinians are mentioned, “They 
are all terrorists.”



groups and alien gods, adding shrines, holidays, and sacrifices willy-nilly. 
Many indigenous tribes, when first encountering European explorers, simply 
adopted white men into specific families, thereby placing them within the 
web of known and shared obligations. So it is simply not true that the tribal 
organization of society is inherently thuggish and will always give rise to an 
ethos of competition, raiding, and warfare.

Nevertheless, particularism, ethnocentricity, and tribalism provide 
only a weak basis for universal human rights. Human beings from other, 
“inferior,” groups can be accepted with greater or lesser generosity, but 
they are never really fully equal and, certainly, they are not fully equal as 
a matter of right.

Monotheism represents a radical break from ethnocentrism and tribalism. 
It posits that we are all the creation of a single omniscient, omnipotent deity, 
and hence we are all truly brothers and sisters, children of the same creative 
life force. Whether we are religious in the style of any of the monotheisms, 

phrasing (substituting “evolution” for “god”) monotheism is a philosophical 
breakthrough. It is a game-changer that presents us with intellectual and 
political challenges: to recognize all other human being and all other ways of 
life to be as valuable as our own and as entitled to rights as our own.

The tension between the anthropological imperative of ethnocentricity, on 
the one hand, and the moral imperative of universalism, on the other, runs 

at the intersection of the contradictory demands of theologically mandated 
universalism and anthropologically mandated particularism. Maimonides, 

 

of a universal humanism. Had Maimonides needed a bumper sticker back in 

we’re equal.”
In the contemporary world, Zionism continues to embody this tension 

because of its abject failure to live up to universal values. Israelis congratulate 
themselves on being “the only democracy in the Middle East.” And yet they 
violate their own professed ethical standards by denying the Palestinian 
claim to justice. And, increasingly, they turn their backs on the world in favor 
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and cultural behavior. The admittedly imperfect institutions of the United 

Court, Amnesty International, Human Rights Watch, B’Tselem must 

jurisdiction” must be denounced because it might be used to prosecute Israeli 

revised to legitimate the kind of behavior Israel chose during Operation Cast 
Lead and Operation Protective Edge.

On the cultural side, one of Israel’s leading, internationally acclaimed 

44 In this 
he echoes Theodor Herzl, Zionism’s founder, who anticipated that, after 

Nor is Yehoshua alone in his convictions about the link between Israel 

service TV ads that ran in America, but were quickly withdrawn in the face 
of objections even by American Zionists. One ad showed a young American 
man in Israel coming home to the apartment he obviously shared with an 
Israeli girl. He sees that all the lights in the apartment have been dimmed 
and candles lit everywhere. He immediately begins to act amorous, only to 
be rebuffed by the girl who, we see, is watching a program for Holocaust 
Remembrance Day. The candles are to commemorate the dead, and the young 

life in Israel, we are supposed to conclude, he would not make such an oafish 

young grandson, now living in America. The child innocently asks them 

South African journalist and veteran of the anti-Apartheid struggle replied 
in a Ha’aretz 46 Karon provides 
reassurance for those who worry less about the risks of annihilation and more 
about the temptations of assimilation. He is worth quoting at length because 
many others, such as theologian Marc Ellis  and former Knesset speaker 
Avraham Burg48 echo his comments.



In his op. ed. piece, Karon argues:

accelerated globalization that feeds dozens of diasporas and scorns 

famous “on-one-leg” definition by Hillel: “That which is hateful unto 

ethical calling can’t really be answered if we live only among ourselves 

apart, but of our dispersal among the cultures of the world. Maimonides 

Dylan – I could go on ad nauseum – all are products of our interaction 

flux and contested. The Zionist moment is a comparatively brief one in 

instead on its ability to offer a sustaining moral and ethical anchor in a 
world where the concepts of nation and nationality are in decline.

ZIONISM AND THE PROMISE OF SAFETY

Instead of seeing the [Israeli] state as a means of saving the world’s 
Jews, they demanded that the world’s Jews defend the community in 
Palestine.

Tom Segev49

Israel is today the most dangerous place in the world for Jews. Since 
its establishment, more Jews were hurt in wars and terror attacks that 
took place in Israel than anywhere else. The war in Gaza took this one 
step backward – it endangered world Jews as well, as no other war has 
before it.

Gideon Levy
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Israel has flipped the whole conversation about safety. We must all 
guarantee the safety of the Occupier. Why is no one asking about the 
safety of the Occupied, the Palestinians?

Diana Buttu

The tension between the requirements of a universalistic ethic and 
particularism, tribalism, a preference for the familiar, can never be resolved 
definitively. As circumstances change, the relative strength of particularistic 
and universalistic appeals will also fluctuate.

How safe a group feels at any particular moment in time is certainly 
one determinant, perhaps the most important one, of the balance between 
particularism and universalism. Zionism is deeply rooted in the persecution 

Mira’s Story

Mira, one of my graduate students in sociology, is the granddaughter 
of Holocaust survivors. Out of her own family’s past she has become 
deeply committed to peace with justice and thus devoted her doctoral 
dissertation to studying peacemakers on both sides of various world 
conflicts, including the Palestinian-Israeli conflict.

One day we were discussing the ways in which most studies, 
especially early in one’s career, are rooted in autobiography. Mira 
told me about growing up in an American suburb. Her family actually 
had the iconic white picket fence bordering their garden, which was 
lushly landscaped with flowering bushes carefully cultivated by Mira’s 
mother.

When Mira began to attend the local public school, she had to walk 
only as far as the corner, two houses to the left of her home, to catch the 
school bus. But on the very first day she noticed that her grandfather, 
who had survived Auschwitz and now lived with the family, would 
follow her, darting from bush to bush to conceal himself, to watch 
over her until the bus arrived. Mira, of course, was embarrassed by this 
behavior. But, for all the years she attended that elementary school, she 
could never persuade her grandfather that he could keep her safe by 
watching her progress from his second-story bedroom window.



has, in fact, accomplished its first and most important mission: to provide 
safety. At the same time of course, human rights standards demand that we 
be equally concerned for the safety of the other inhabitants of the land, the 
Palestinians.

Safety can come in a variety of forms. Is the country safe from invasion? 
Is it safe from internal collapse? Is it safe from the enmity of its neighbors? 
Are individuals within the country safe from violence? Do people outside 
the country perceive it to be a safe place to visit and to invest? Is the country 
respected in international relations – is it safe from ridicule?

In the case of Israel, the answer to these questions is a resounding no.
From the beginning, Israel has insisted that it is in a continual state of 

Palestinians living under occupation have refused to fall in with Israel’s 

America is an insufficiently pliant ally (despite the fact that Trump moved the 

alliance with the United States

institutions are atavistically anti-Semitic. Even its own internal Palestinian 
citizens represent a “demographic threat” to Israel. And if all that isn’t bad 
enough, there’s a small and, so far, ineffective, but nevertheless newsworthy 
and photogenic dissent from within: Israeli professors who endorse the 
boycott movement against Israel,  youngsters who refuse military service 
because of the Occupation  or who speak out strongly against it after their 
period of compulsory military duty.

As with most complex and difficult situations, there is enough blame to go 
around. Some of Israel’s fears are well grounded – for example, rocket fire 
from Gaza, despite the low fatality rate, means that vast numbers of citizens 
in the south live in continuous fear.  Firing rockets at civilians, whether 
recklessly or deliberately, constitutes a war crime.

Some of Israel’s fears are exaggerated, probably for political purposes. 
For example, the evidence that Iran is capable of producing weapons grade 
atomic material is highly contested, although Israel talks about it as a fait 
accompli.
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Some of Israel’s fears are seriously misguided. For example, the notion 
that their own Palestinian citizens represent a demographic threat makes 
sense only as pure racism.

And some of Israel’s woes are entirely self-inflicted. Consider, for 
example, the Knesset’s recent action in passing a law to redefine the ethnicity 
of Palestinian Christians in Israel. By legislative fiat, because the Knesset 
says so, Palestinian Christians are no longer Arabs.  Voila! Of course this 

founding fathers are echoed, such bizarre legislation can only become fodder 
for a political satire. How could it be otherwise?

Whether the risks Israel perceives are real, exaggerated, or entirely 
imaginary, there is one thing glaringly missing from Israel’s discourse on 
danger: Israel never considers that its own behavior might be, in part, 
responsible for the difficulties it faces. Recently, Ha’aretz columnist Eva 
Illuz wrote: “Open Ha’aretz on any given day. Half or three quarters of 
its news items will invariably revolve around the same two topics: people 
struggling to protect the good name of Israel, and people struggling against 
its violence and injustices.”

The problem is neither with the enumeration of Israeli offenses against 
human rights nor even with the idea of Israeli self-defense. The problem is 
Israel’s complete blindness to the connection between the two. In the words 
of Henry Siegman, an Orthodox Rabbi and former head of the American 

self-examination blinds them to the injustices they have inflicted on a subject 
people.”61 It blinds them equally to the recognition that their Occupation is 
not sustainable indefinitely.

There are three especially important examples of this blindness.
First, while Israel is universally perceived to possess nuclear weapons, it 

refuses to admit the possibility that its own arsenal is fueling the arms race 
in the Middle East.

(declaring its separation wall illegal), votes in the U.N. General Assembly 
(recognizing Palestine as an observer state), boycotts from the European 
Union – but it never acknowledges that its illegal settlements, rather than a 
priori 

Third, Israel never considers that it is unsafe because it has made Palestinians 
unsafe.  Israel never acknowledges the legal and moral obligations of 
an occupier to the occupied population,  nor does it want to face the fact 



that there is no decent way to conduct a decades-long Occupation. Israel 
resolutely ignores all the historical precedents of decolonization struggles in 
which superior arms did not lead to victory. The French were better armed 
in Vietnam and Algeria. The British were better armed in India and in the 
American colonies. But the better-armed states were not able to defeat 
national liberation struggles in any of these instances.

awareness is not much in evidence. For example, the protagonist in Waltz 
with Bashir, an award-winning Israeli film, discovers that he has lost all his 
memories of being at the Sabra and Shatila massacre as an Israeli soldier, 
although he knows he was there. The film depicts his quest to find his lost 
memories. At one point, he sees a psychologist, worried about his memory-
loss of “what happened in the camps.” Immediately the therapist advises him 

instead it is remembering “those other camps,” i.e. the Holocaust. Israelis 

take the role of the victim.64 Similarly, in the midst of Operation Protective 
Edge, an Israeli cultural analyst explained in Ha’aretz that Britain’s support 
for Palestinian rights is a marker of their desire to appear trendy, barely more 
than a fashion statement.  The possibility that British support for Gaza may 
be rooted in a commitment to human rights is just not thinkable.

In short, most Israelis have chosen not to listen to voices like that of 

addresses the military judge at one of his many hearings as follows: “The 
military prosecutor accuses me of inciting the protesters to throw stones 
at the soldiers. This is not true. What incites protesters to throw stones is 
the sound of bullets, the Occupation’s bulldozers as they destroy the land, 
the smell of tear gas and the smoke coming from burnt houses.”66 Tamimi’s 
voice is neither heard nor heeded.

The point here is not to deny that, as Israel’s defenders like to say, “Israel 
lives in a very tough neighborhood.” Nor is there any reason to temper our 
criticism of those who use Israel’s unjust behavior as an excuse for renewed 
anti-Semitism, or as a justification for war crimes.

The point is that Israel’s own rhetoric creates a dilemma. One the one 

own. But, at the same time, we are constantly being told that, no matter how 
much support we pour into Israel, it will continue to be steeped in existential 
threat, to teeter on the brink of annihilation. And then, in a further twist, 
Israel tries to claim our loyalties because their invincibility makes them an 
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asset in the ‘War on Terror.’”  This is, clearly, a worrisome and unreliable 
picture. Perhaps the bottom line here is: If the raison d’être for Zionism is 

enough to reevaluate the project.68

ZIONISM AND GLOBALIZATION

As peripheries, we are a part of a globalized process of “recolonization 
of the ‘third world’ by hegemonic western financial systems.”

Khalil Nakhleh69

And even if Jews were to win the war … [t]he ‘victorious’ Jews would 
live surrounded by an entirely hostile Arab population, secluded inside 
ever-threatened borders, absorbed with physical self-defense to a 
degree that would submerge all other interests and activities.

Hannah Arendt

Maureen’s Story

At a recent dinner party, conversation turned toward the idea put 
forward by Samuel Huntington that the West and Islam are engaged 
in a “clash of civilizations.”  Maureen, an accountant, offered an 
anecdote in support of the idea. While in her MBA program she had 

Moroccan by birth, had once been enrolled in a Muslim school in 
Morocco. By the end of the year, his friend had earned the highest 
grades in the class, especially in the study of the Qur’an. But he 
was not named the valedictorian, an honor he felt he deserved. In 
Maureen’s telling of the story, her classmate and his friend understood 
this incident to be proof of atavistic anti-Semitism, disrespect for 
intellectual achievement, a mini clash of civilizations between Arabs 
and the West.

I argued that many other interpretations were possible. How many 
Yeshivas, I wondered, would allow Muslim boys (or Hindu or Buddhist 

would flourish to the extent that Maureen’s story suggested? Were a 
Muslim boy to earn the best grades studying Torah, would his teachers 



The previous three analyses take Zionism at it at its word, as a project rooted 

in its preoccupation with the Holocaust, but also in its dedication to ideas 
of nationalism rooted in 19th century ideals of ethnic purity.  Intensely 
nationalistic as it is, Zionism utterly rejects modern notions of strength from 
diversity or interdependence, hewing to a kind of “first draft” nationalism 
that seemed antiquated until quite recently.

But what if Zionism was to be evaluated not on its depiction, accurate or 
distorted, of a bygone world, but for its capacity to lead to a better future for 

not argue that, for him, this was mere book learning, whereas for a 

Was the notion of a “clash of civilizations” really a necessary or 
helpful way to understand this anecdote, to think about our increasing 
interconnectedness?

Eve’s Story

me to visit the Museum on the Seam. This Museum is dedicated to 
raising the difficult political questions of the area through international 
art. It is built into a Palestinian mansion that stands on the Green Line. 

outside, the Museum on the Seam (designed by Arab architect Anton 

stone walls and arched windows. Inside it has been gutted and fitted out 
as an art gallery with blank walls, covered over windows, a gift shop, 
and alcoves that can show film clips along with the art. The architecture 
inside the Museum on the Seam would be equally at home in an art 
gallery in Santa Fe, Hong Kong, Stockholm, or Buenos Aires. The 
Museum’s very architecture represents an uneasy balance between the 
local and the global.
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the people it aims to protect? What would Zionism contribute to our ability 
to navigate the biggest challenges we face: globalization and climate change? 
No nation-state today knows what to do about either. Perhaps this catastrophic 
unpreparedness accounts for the retreat to an earlier and more racist sense of 
national identity not only in America, but in much of Europe as well.

Globalization means different things in different disciplines, but most 
definitions emphasize the convergence of at least these elements:

Economics – trade and capital flows,
Technology – for example social media, the ability to create and use 
“big data,” production technologies that allow for dramatic changes in 
industrial strength world-wide,
Politics – including shifting regional defense alliances and the emergence 
of supra-national free trade zones and governance mechanisms,
Organizational forms – from NGOs, international aid and humanitarian 
regimes, to governance structures like the WTO that are based entirely in 
the capitalist logic with no accountability to the public good,
Culture – art, music, food diffusing globally while Western cultural 
practices, sometimes called “McDonaldization,”
world,
People – migration and refugee flows.

All the dimensions of globalization intertwine with one another and 
also with climate change. For Americans, climate change has been mostly 
about warming trends that lead to melting ice caps and concomitant sea 
level rise, exacerbating coastal storm surges. This definition is inadequate. 
Climate change is far more diverse. It includes, most significantly for the 
Middle East, changes in rainfall and inland water tables and the consequent 
advance of arid areas, called desertification. Such changes, in turn, interact 
with economic, social, political, cultural, and technological developments, 
to shape who has access to a sustainable food supply or adequate water, and, 
therefore, who remains in their ancestral homeland and who will be uprooted 
to become refugees. Thus the phenomena of climate refugees and political 
refugees become intertwined.

What climate change uniquely adds to the difficulties associated with 
globalization is a sense of urgency. As Thomas Friedman says of climate 

will be too late.”
Israeli author Eyal Weizman and his Palestinian co-author Fazal Sheikh 

argue that most of the conflicts in the Middle East today – Palestine/



Israel, Syria, Iraq, Bahrain, Yemen, Libya – are, in large part, fueled by 
desertification and its associated flow of climate refugees. About the Negev 

by a seam between two climate conditions: the sub-tropical Mediterranean 
climate zone and the arid desert belt.”

Along with climate change, politics created this seam line and politics 
are trying to change it. Consider the case of the pine tree and the goat as 
a parable for the political drivers of climate change. From its inception, 
Zionism has labored to make the land of Palestine look more European, first 
by the removal of Palestinians and the destruction of their villages, and then 
by assiduously cultivating pine trees, planted over the remains of ethnically 
cleansed villages to obliterate even the memory of their existence, and also 
to make the land look more alpine. Having done so, Israel then makes claims 
for its care of the land. This tactic is an example of greenwashing.  The 
difficulty with this plan (in addition to its connection to ethnic cleansing) 
is that pine trees are not adapted to the climate, require excessive water to 

To further expedite ethnic cleansing, Israelis simultaneously forbade 
Palestinians to own black goats, whose milk, meat, and hides were necessary 
for the Bedouin’s way of life in the Negev and elsewhere. What went 
unnoticed was the goat’s contribution of foraging ground cover plants, 
thus removing an accelerant for the forest fires likely to occur, particularly 
dry years and especially in pine groves. In the last few years, just such 
catastrophic forest fires have devastated Israel. The ferocity of the fires was 
fed by the pine needles and brush the absent goats had not eaten. And thus, 
the ban on Palestinian black goats is now being reconsidered,  though the 
decimation of Bedouin communities is on-going.

Similar cases of the unhappy confluence between politics and climate 

that a Trump-induced trade war with China will close off the market for 
America’s recycled trash serves as but one example.

In the past, we hoped that the operation of markets and states would be 
sufficient tools to guarantee the common good. This has not proven to be the 
case.

Market systems have certainly produced a dazzling world of material 
plenty, albeit unequally distributed. But market systems are also built around 
the logic of growth that cannot be ecologically sustained. Market systems 
lend themselves to the commodification of public goods like rain water and 
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the human genome
that situates manufacturing in the lowest wage, least regulated countries, 
thereby promoting global inequalities, exploitation, and pollution.  Many of 
these harms are done in small, almost invisible increments dispersed over the 
globe, and can be masked by the amazing increase in material productivity 
we see all around us.

There are, of course, also attempts to harness the power of the market 
to socially and environmentally just ends: projects focused on appropriate 
technologies, micro-lending, corporate social responsibility, ecologically 
sustainable supply chains, and fair labor practices. It is far beyond the scope 
of this work to assess the balance between productive and counterproductive 
forces within market economies. Suffice it here to say simply that the very 
existence of movements designed to “tame” markets, like the ones named 
above, attest to the struggle.

Similarly, states have also failed to live up to the hopes of Enlightenment 
philosophers. They have not produced a world of safety and orderliness 
where ordinary people can pursue their life goals without fear of violence. 
People who are suspicious of state power, usually conservatives, ask: “Who 
guards the guardians?” and the answer, they fear, is “No one.” In the last one 
hundred years alone we have seen the horrors of state sponsored violence 
over and over again: the Armenian genocide, two world wars, the Holocaust, 
the Nakba, Apartheid, the Gulag, the Great Leap Forward and the Cultural 
Revolution, the killing fields of Cambodia, the Bosnian genocide, the 
Rwandan genocide, innumerable other small, dirty wars and the emergence 
of asymmetric warfare, that continue until this day. Moreover, the disasters 

stench of burning corpses can be found on every continent. Concern about 
murderous tyranny is every bit as well-founded as is the concern about 
corporate greed.

And now, the instruments we already know to be unsatisfactory – markets 

There are, of course, some positive instances of globalization, for example 
the use of social media by the brave men and women in Tahrir Square.81 But, 
equally, globalization has brought us supra-national governing bodies like 
the World Trade Organization (WTO), which are simply not accountable to 
any version of the public good. Climate change, with its tight time-line is 
yet more ominous. It would be hard to find even a single positive example 
of climate change mitigating harm to traditional livelihoods or protecting 
refugee rights.



Given the profound uncertainties we face, I would argue that Zionism 
plays a particularly unhelpful role in building a better future, for two 
reasons.

First, because of Zionism’s insistence on an every-expanding settlement 
project and Palestinian resistance to it, both parties remain locked into a 
backward facing struggle against each other’s nationalist aims. Neither 
party is free to concentrate on a future that is anything more than an endless 
repetition of the past. Avraham Burg, a former Israeli Knesset leader and 
now an Israeli dissident, describes this as the victory of People of the Land 

Second, Zionism has built a stockade-like culture and society, in 
which Israel has lived by the sword since its inception. Not surprisingly, 
therefore, Israel is a pioneer in combat technologies, surveillance, and 
security protocols. Given the profound taproots that militarism has in Israeli 
circumstance, Zionism pushes Israel to situate itself at the most repressive 
end of the spectrum of responses to globalization and climate change.
Halper refers to this process as securitization,84 noting that the Occupied 
Territories are the most monitored, controlled, and militarized place on 
earth.

We know that Israeli arms merchants and security consultants advertise 
their products as “tested on human subjects.”86 Israeli film journalist Yotam 
Feldman summarizes his travels with Israeli arms dealers to international 
arms expos:

rockets or bombs, Israeli companies sell their experience. The long-
running conflict with the Palestinians has created a unique and unrivalled 
laboratory for testing technologies and ideas relating to ‘asymmetric 
warfare’ – a conflict between a state and civil or irregular resistance. In 
this manner the Israeli conflict with the Palestinians may be seen as a 
national asset – rather than a burden (italics mine). Following the 9/11 
attacks, the Afghanistan war and the second Iraq war, countries all over 
the world have become increasingly interested in the way the Israeli 
army controls civilian populations, how it fights in urban areas, and 
how it deals with terror and guerrilla tactics.

This process of securitization had multiple endpoints. First, Israel has no 
incentive to ever come to terms with the Palestinians since no settlement will 
make Palestinians more useful to Israelis than they are at present as guinea 
pigs. The second is that Israeli security protocols will come to redefine 



ZIONISM REVISITED

states use Israeli police instructors to train local, state, and federal police 
agencies and, most recently, even campus police departments.88

Which brings us back to Maureen’s story at the beginning of this section. 
She cannot imagine anything that transcends the Israeli version of the “clash 
of civilizations” narrative. But what if that clash is not between Islam and 
Christianity? What if that clash is between securitization and the Bill of 
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CHAPTER 11

CONCLUSION

Hope and History

All people live in their country. But for Palestinians, our country lives 
in us.

Palestinian proverb

True peace is not merely the absence of tension, it is the presence of 
justice.

Martin Luther King1

Yuval’s Story

Yuval is a member of Combatants for Peace, a group of Israel soldiers 
who meet with their Palestinian counterparts to create cross-border 
peace education projects. Some time ago Yuval came to Boston College 
as part on a panel discussion of the film Little Town of Bethlehem. 
In the film, three men, a Palestinian Christian, a Palestinian Muslim, 

Combatants for Peace. Yonatan Shapira is the Israeli interviewed in 
the film, and he was scheduled to speak at BC but, at the last minute, he 
chose to join the Gaza flotilla. Yuval took his place.

In the film, Yonatan talks about how scared he was the first time he 
went to Bethlehem in order to meet with his Palestinian counterparts. 
He was out of uniform, with no bulletproof vest, no gun, and no armed 
comrades around him. He was not even sure if there really would be a 
meeting or if he would be kidnapped.

During the Q&A that followed the screening, Yuval was asked 
whether he, too, had been terribly frightened when he began working 
with Combatants for Peace. He replied that he was, but not for the 
same reasons as Yonatan. Because Yuval began his work years later, he 



CHAPTER 11

The Israeli-Palestinian conflict is a human rights disaster. Because of it, more 

from the “other side” or from rivalries between militias or political groups on 

of those people, the fear can be papered over by access to a relatively affluent 

already knew that he was in no danger of being kidnapped or shot. But, 
he said, there were nevertheless dangers or an entirely different sort.

He grew up, as boys in happy homes do, loving his father and 
identifying with him. He knew his father to be a good man. And he also 

he thought about that at all, he simply told himself that his father, being 
a good man, would only have killed bad people.

But, in the course of his first meeting with the Palestinian members 
of Combatants for Peace Yuval met a man who had also fought in the 

have killed or been killed by this very Palestinian, who, Yuval realized, 
was also a good man.

“Then,” he confessed, “I got really scared. Because I realized that 
everything I’d based my life on was a lie, and I would have to rebuild 
it from the ground up.”

Facebook Post

My dad received his U.S. passport in the mail, with place of birth 
stating ‘Israel.’ He placed the passport back in the envelope, returned it 
to the passport agency with a sticky note saying: ‘I was born in the state 

the state of Israel occupied my homeland in 1948. Kindly reinstate my 

no questions asked. My ultimate respect to the system and hats off to 
baba!!
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homes, and freedom of movement,4 even that is not possible.
Part of this human rights disaster arises from the incompatible desires of 

the Zionist and Palestinian communities, each of which lay claim to all the 
land of historic Palestine. In the face of that conflict, the world has imposed 
upon them the necessity of separation on highly unequal terms. This is a 
violation of the human right to self-determination for both peoples.

But history is full of intractable conflicts that, in the end, got settled. One 
of the reasons this particular conflict seems so intractable is that no one is 
insisting on human rights as the standard to which both sides should be held.

Instead, from Balfour to Oslo, all attempts to settle the Palestinian-Israeli 
conflict have used a framework emphasizing Israel’s self-defined and 
ever-expanding security needs, and not the human rights of all the people 
involved. Seventy-one years of enforcing Israel’s “security needs” over 
Palestinian rights has brought no one peace or justice, a point ignored by 
the allegedly tough-minded proponents of realpolitik, especially among the 
U.S. negotiators who have been such significant arbiters of the course of 
events.

The whole thrust of this book has been to argue that human rights standards 
would create a more equitable and hence a more durable resolution.

Human rights standards are valuable but not easily enforced. Without the 
political will to enforce them, they are toothless. International bodies can 
be selective and racist in naming injustice
ironically create dependency.6 The continuing gap between the high flown 
rhetoric and the disappointing performance of international organizations, 
governments, NGOs, and social movements can lead to cynicism and 
despair.

However, the fundamental premise is correct: all human beings, even those 
you fear, dislike, or compete with are as valuable as you are. This premise 
implies that the measure of any group (family, school, hospital, work place, 
political party, local or national community) is the degree to which it allows 
all its members to function as their best selves and contribute to the common 
good. Such a standard relieves the oppressed of life-draining struggles that 
should not be necessary. It also relieves oppressors of the costs of training 
themselves to control others who will, inevitably, resist such domination. 
Recognizing human rights must be at the foundation of any set of rules for 
organizing community life.

Human rights standards are practical as well as idealistic, because they 
create the basis for choosing among policies. For example, human rights 
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doctrine reminds us that power imbalances between opposing sides in a 
conflict can subvert the valuing of each human life. Such practical recognition 
is the basis for protecting victims of domestic violence from their abusers 
and workers from their bosses. It applies equally to conflicts between groups 
and nations, as in the present case.

Human rights standards clearly state the obligations of an occupying force 
to the civilians of the occupied population. For example, they give refugees 

to “return home” to Israel after an absence of more than two thousand years. 
It has yet to be accorded to Palestinians, some who actually experienced 
expulsion in their own lifetimes. Human rights also uphold the right of 
citizens to live a normal existence, free from the violence of state and private 
actors.

And finally, a human rights point of view enlarges our framework – we 
can ask how other intractable conflicts, especially those between colonial 
settlers and indigenous populations, came to (or failed to) find a just and 
stable resolution over time.

In colonial projects, settlers always espouse some noble purpose but, 
inevitably, they fail to apply the values they claim to the people they are 
conquering or displacing. Our hearts go out to refugees from persecution and 

become colonizers who, in their turn, try to exploit, or expel, or destroy the 
indigenous population, the inconvenient others who stand in the way of their 
political dreams, human rights give us the leverage to object and to call for 
change. At a bare minimum, it requires us to refrain from supporting the 
oppressors.

Those looking for a model for settling entrenched and bitter conflicts often 
compare Palestine/Israel to South Africa. Not just because South Africans, 
like Israelis and Palestinians, struggled about whether armed resistance was 
legitimate and what price it might exact internally8 as well as externally. Not 
only because boycotts were an essential part of the struggle for justice. But 
because, however long and winding the path, in South Africa both sides 
eventually accepted that neither could strike a knock-out blow, that the other 
was not going to be uprooted, and that, therefore, the choice came down to 
eternal warfare or sitting down to settle the mess.

The question for us, then, is: what do we think is impeding Israel and 
Palestine from arriving at the point where, confronted with a choice between 
eternal warfare and “settling the mess,” they choose the latter.
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LESSONS FROM THE PAST

We Know Something about the History of the Conflict

We know that the land of Palestine and Israel has been traversed, often 
conquered, by most of the empires of the past, European (Greek, Roman, 
Crusaders), Asian (Seljuks, Mamlukes, Ottomans) and North African 
(Egyptians) since time immemorial.

We know that in the late 19th century, given the emerging nationalist 

Zionists developed the aspiration to found a nation of their own, far from the 
reach of Christendom.

We know that they were driven by an extraordinary singleness of purpose 
across a century and a half of efforts. We know that, at present, Zionism has 
succeeded in gaining control over all the land of historic Palestine, but has 
not succeeded in securing the consent of half the people who live under its 
authority or its regional neighbors.

imaginative in building organizations that furthered their purposes, gaining 

strong enough to accomplish a major expulsion of the Palestinian inhabitants 
of historic Palestine in conjunction with the founding of the Israeli state. 
We know that once established, the Israeli state was endlessly inventive in 
creating mechanisms to acquire more and more of historic Palestine. The 
Custodian of Absentee Property was the principal tool that enabled Israelis 
to take Palestinian land inside Israel. In the Occupied Territories, settlement 
building, military suppression, and a bogus peace process served to control 
Palestinians and to take their land.

The story of Zionism is actually a rare case in history: one where there is 
enough documentation, including oral history, to understand the motives of 

and their deeds, sustained over the entire period of their existence. Zionists 
have always said that they plan to take all the land and, day-by-day, they 
are doing so, exactly as promised. In the week that this passage was written 

land near Bethlehem11 and gave the green light to hundreds more settlement 
units
choosing, Israelis have ignored peace offers, risked alienating allies, and fed 



CHAPTER 11

the hatred of Zionism in their immediate neighborhood. But still they keep 
going on the path they have set for themselves.

We know that the Palestinians have never been passive in the face of 
Zionist ambitions. They responded at first civilly with petitions, then non-
violently, with a general strike, then with recurring armed struggle (the Arab 
Rebellion and the Second Intifada), with political programs such as secular 
pan-Arabism and today, perhaps, political Islam, with grassroots non-violent 
resistance (the first Intifada) and with an appeal, via the BDS campaign, for 
international solidarity.

We know something about the ideas (Zionism and nationalism) that drove the 
history.
of a European political system being reorganized into the map of nation-
states we know today. And like the “first draft” of many nationalist projects, 
it called for an ethno-religiously exclusive society, drawing on notions of a 
racially homogeneous community. But, where almost all European variants 
of nationalism, even those with established state churches, have become more 
egalitarian, multi-cultural, and multi-racial over time, Zionism continues to 

Since fully 

nor Zionists, this is a recipe for catastrophe.
Palestinian nationalism is rooted in similar circumstances: an empire (in 

the Palestinian case, the Ottoman Empire) being transformed into modern 
nation-states. And like Israeli nationalists, Palestinians have maintained their 
aspirations with extraordinary consistency over generations. But Palestinian 
nationalism is distinctive in having persisted so long without the apparatus 
of a state to sustain it. Along with Kurdish nationalism, Palestinian national 
identity is produced from the bottom up, by grass roots activities of everyday 
people largely without the assistance of national institutions – schools, 
archives, and museums – to support it.14

We know that in response to the on-going turbulence in Palestine/Israel, the 
world has decided that Israelis and Palestinians should be separated into 
two states. The world, speaking through the United Nations, recommended 

original General Assembly Resolution 181 proposed two states, coming into 
existence simultaneously, linked by economic exchanges, and geographically 
entwined with one another. Today Resolution 181 has turned into hardened 
dogma that there exists a “universally agreed upon two-state solution,” 
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despite the fact that, on the ground, less than twelve percent of historic 
Palestine remains under even nominal Palestinian control. In short, the world 
has decided to affirm a rigid and distorted version of Resolution 181 without 
enforcing it, as Israel uses settlement growth to make the two-state solution 
daily more impossible.

The one thing the world has not done is to listen to either Palestinians or 
Israelis, to ask how the world looks through their eyes.

Qalandiya. 
In those days the Qalandiya checkpoint was still a series of Quonset huts in a 
muddy field, not the intimidating terminal it is today. I was in a yellow plate 
taxi and we drove through the checkpoint without my even having to show a 

is not. The only reason we had to slow down was to drive around the long 
queue of Palestinian women crossing through the pedestrian section of the 
checkpoint, or rather, not crossing, but waiting patiently, bags of shopping 
in one arm and little children held by the hand. It was the children I noticed 

hold mommy’s hand, and staring, staring, staring with an eerie silence at 
what was going on around them: their mothers, tired and resigned, stepping 
aside for the heavily armed soldiers circulating through the crowd, shoving 
at people or yelling at them. Next I noticed the vendors, usually people 
with some oranges or cigarettes spread on a blanket in the mud, or perhaps, 
among the more established, a tray with an urn and some teacups, using the 
interminable wait to do a little business. I do not believe that many Israelis 
are prepared to look through the eyes of those children.

On a recent trip, I spent the night of New Year’s Eve in an Emergency 

the ability to go backstage and see people going about their business and 
paying no attention to outsiders is a real gift. I remember the Israeli woman, 
heavily pregnant and bleeding who was called into the ER first and the old 
Palestinian lady in a wheel chair and on an oxygen tank who was gasping 
for breath and who was called in last. I also remember the Palestinian boy, 

in the ER waiting room, handcuffed and surrounded by three IDF soldiers 
with machine guns. But most of all, I remember that not a single Israeli 
looked his way. How did they learn where not to look?

How have we, as Americans, learned not to look or listen? For example, 
whole books have been produced on the Israeli separation wall and its 
graffiti. But even when we try to listen, we listen mostly to each other: we 
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not ask what the Arab writing on the wall is saying. Typically, we love the 
image of the little girl in a pink dress being floated up and over the wall by a 
bouquet of balloons. We don’t spend much time on the drawing of the angry 
young boy with the slingshot. We are not really listening to the people whose 
lives are on the line.

Perhaps the most telling example of western tone-deafness comes from the 
Russell Tribunal hearings on Palestine. The Russell Tribunal is a privately 
constituted body that works to overcome the crimes of silence. Eminent 
community members are invited to convene hearings focused on various trouble 
spots around the world: Argentina under the Generals, Chile after the overthrow 
of Allende, America’s conduct in Vietnam, and, most recently, the fate of 
Palestinians under Occupation. At the fourth meeting of the Russell Tribunal 
on Palestine, British jurist Michael Mansfield, a proponent of the Apartheid 
analogy for understanding the Israeli Occupation, attacked a Palestinian 
witness who chose to name the Palestinian experience as sociocide. Mansfield’s 
attempts at bullying the witness were, appropriately, met with hostility from the 
audience, but the incident remains as signature moment: a senior Western white 
man, a self-defined champion of justice, insisting that a Palestinian witness 
(at the time, the Dean of the Law School at Birzeit University) did not rightly 
understand his own experience and so was not fit to name it.16

Small wonder, then, that the world is not acting on the demands for justice 
as defined by a broad array of Palestinian civil society: (1) equal rights for 

end to Occupation. Even the Israeli demand for security remains ever elusive 
as the Occupation expands and Palestinian creativity in resisting it does too.

Jewish tradition demands we remember that with freedom comes the 
responsibility to fight for a redeemed world.18

Naamah Kellman

Not everything that is faced can be changed, but nothing can be changed 
until it is faced.19

TOOLS FOR CHANGE SIGNS OF HOPE

In this difficult situation, most of the changes we hear about in the international 
press are bad ones.
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In Israel, a right-wing, intensely nationalistic legislature just voted to 
consolidate the supremacy of Zionist doctrine into the Basic Laws of the 
country. The fact that Israel is now officially 
than a state of its citizens, and that this change is part of its constitutional 
framework, means that, henceforth, Israel’s occasionally independent 

Among the Palestinians, the political leadership remains divided. The 
prime minister is in failing health and no succession plans have emerged  – 
a situation that is very likely to exacerbate the chronic factionalism of 
Palestinian politics.

In the region, the intense struggle for pre-eminence between the Saudis 
and the Iranians is leading to an increasing rapprochement between Israel 
and Sunni states. Collateral damage from these developments includes the 
abandonment of the Palestinian cause by its Arab allies.

In the United States, the Trump administration’s action in moving the 

dealings between Israelis and Palestinians is now officially on the Israeli 
side.

Nevertheless, these headline-grabbing developments are not the only 
things happening on the ground. On the class trips we see that, beneath 
the intransigent surface of the conflict, individual resilience and creativity 
provide hope for a future in which the equal rights of all are respected.

For example, I have always been struck by how many of the Palestinian 

Adults do not name their children after the prophets of groups they despise.
Also hopeful is the Palestinian sense of irony that allows villagers to 

subvert the very tools of their oppressors into life-affirming symbols. In 
Nabi Saleh, villagers make garlands of spent tear gas canisters to string 
between their houses, and in the Bili’in, women use spent tear gas canisters 
as bud vases, planting whole hillsides of them on land reclaimed from the 
Separations Wall.

Among settlers in the Occupied Territories, there are vigilante groups 
The presence of 

vigilantes is always horrifying, but there is also good news implied here: 
among younger women, even in settler communities, there is a willingness 
to socialize with Palestinians, even to date them. This, too, is reason to hope.

During the second Intifada, Israeli motorists who got lost in Ramallah 
were lynched, but just recently, there have been three separate stories about 
stranded Israeli motorists who were rescued and helped by Palestinians.
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All three incidents occurred in places that official Israeli wisdom depicts as 
especially dangerous: opposite a refugee camp on the outskirts of Tulkarem, 

demolished. After being helped to change a flat tire in the middle of an off-
limits Area A village, Israeli writer Ilana Hammerman returned to the big red 
sign outside the village. It reads: “Entrance for Israeli citizens is forbidden, 
dangerous to your lives and against Israeli law.” Across the sign she pasted 
another sign. It says: “Israelis, do not be afraid. Refuse to be enemies.”

Before Operation Protective Edge (and its overture, Operation Brothers’ 
Palestinian 

prisoners in Israel are uniformly denied conjugal visits. But, despite this ban, 
Palestinians have repeatedly succeeded in smuggling prisoner’s sperm to 
their families. Fifteen babies have now been born to prisoners’ wives by 
means of smuggled sperm.
constantly remind us of their close encounter with deliberate extinction, 
cannot recognize the life force in this story and respond to it with the 

L’Chaim, to life.
In addition to gallant personal efforts, there are also many examples 

of Palestinians and their Israeli allies mounting more organized efforts to 
achieve equality, justice, and human rights.

The principal tools, used alone or together are:

law – using international legal standards to secure rights for the 

resistance – mobilizing those who are brave enough to struggle against 

economic tools – using market forces to secure social justice.

In this section, I will provide examples of each of those tools in use, showing 
also how all parties to the dispute (Palestinians in the West Bank, East 

to craft a solution. These examples are meant only to be evocative – they are 
less than the tip of the iceberg of projects and efforts already under way in 
Israel and Palestine.

Educational efforts are generally focused on making the narrative more 
inclusive (or maintaining it as it is, tilted heavily in favor of one side or 
the other). Thus, an Israeli NGO, Zochrot (Remembrance) labors to insert 
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the Nakba into the Israeli school curriculum and into public consciousness. 
Working against them, Israeli textbooks situate the Palestinians at the end of 

Tsar, then the Nazis, and now the Arabs.
Palestinians manifest a touching faith in learning, for example in the 

way they typically introduce themselves by bragging about their children’s 
education: “Hello. My name is Mustafa/Tarek/Shadi/Omar. I have four/five/
six children. Two of them are lawyers, one is a teacher, one is a doctor, and 
one is an engineer.” We never leave a Palestinian meeting without being 
exhorted to tell their story, because they believe (let us hope not naively) 
that if only Americans knew about them, everything would change for the 
better.

that education of a very particular, focused sort was the key to transforming 

Summer, parallel to the Freedom Summer of the civil rights movement, 
and go to Palestine to support Palestinian rights groups and Palestinian civil 
society projects. He argues that this massive and intensive exposure to the 

and grandchildren, would be the most strategic way to change the American 
political climate decisively and quickly.
then allow the American government much more freedom to hold Israel to 
human rights standards.

Israel from itself (i.e. to salvage the two-state solution). Undoubtedly some 

Summer program potentially has much wider appeal as well, among non-

broadly. The Freedom Summer project is particularly strategic because it 
recognizes that inconvenient facts by themselves seldom have the power to 
rearrange long-held, emotionally laden frameworks. Beinart’s project would 
introduce new insights via trusted and emotionally compelling channels – 
that is its real genius.

In a similar vein, a group of American rabbis has sought to educate the 

issue by inviting them to meet with Palestinians. Through an NGO named 
Encounter,
to experience Palestinian realities in order to become committed to finding a 
just resolution to the Occupation. Participants are taken to some of the most 
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witness to the human costs of Occupation.
Perhaps because of their educational achievements, Palestinians are 

deeply invested in using legal and advocacy instruments to pursue their 
rights. Groups like Adalah, Hamoked, and the Arab Association for Human 
Rights in Israel, and Al Haq and Addameer in the West Bank, all advocate and 
litigate on behalf of Palestinian rights to land, to due process, to prisoners’ 
rights, etc.

The Palestinian Authority has applied for membership via the United 

Court. Membership in these institutions might allow them to move their 
struggle with Israel into international forums.  Even the United States, 
normally Israel’s uncritical financial, military, and diplomatic patron, 

Edge (ostensibly for security reasons) and delayed the delivery of hellfire 
missiles for longer than that, signaling the possibility of invoking the Arms 
Export Control Act to restructure relations with Israel.

While legal remedies restructure the playing field, service work cares 
for people injured by the conflict. Normally service work is designed to 
achieve apolitical humanitarian ends, but in the Israeli-Palestinian context, 
even service work is profoundly politicized. Medical services, services to 
traumatized or under-served children, all are shaped by the conflict in which 
they are embedded. Thus, for example, the Lajee Center that serves refugees 
in Aida Camp in Bethlehem, teaches children media skills by showing them 
how to monitor Israeli military incursions into the camp, and the Gaza 
Community Mental Health Center devotes most of its time to helping war-
traumatized individuals.

Resistance to Occupation exists in every imaginable form: village 
committees in places like Nabi Saleh, Bili’in, Budrus, and Nili’in that hold 

Diaspora Palestinians for projects like the summer camp Go Palestine that 

every Palestinian has spoken more than once: “To exist is to resist.”
In some instances, Israeli partners enlarge the Palestinian capacity for 

resistance: Anarchists Against the Wall, Combatants for Peace, Family 
Circle of the Bereaved, One Democratic State, and Who Profits? are all 
Israeli organizations that work with Palestinians, on behalf of objectives set 
by Palestinian civil society.
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Economic action is perhaps the single most promising tool of resistance, 
especially the Boycott, Sanctions, and Divestment movement.

The thinking behind the call for boycott, sanctions, and divestment has 
tap roots that go all the way back to the Enlightenment, which posited that 
human beings were rational and could therefore be trusted to organize and 
govern themselves without authoritarian leaders of church or state telling 
them what to do. Philosophers like Adam Smith, David Ricardo, Thomas 

economic activity. They saw the market as more than a merely technocratic 
achievement for producing and distributing goods. The market, they hoped, 
would be a realm of freedom in which people could work, consume, and 

of labor, consumer, and investor decisions to reward responsible behavior 
and penalize oppressive or exploitative behavior.

The current BDS movement draws on this tradition, asking people 
to boycott Israeli, especially settlement goods in their individual lives as 
consumers, to avoid these same companies as investors, and to urge their 
local, state, and national governments to use economic tools to penalize the 
Israeli occupation of Palestine (for example, by cancelling tax exemptions 
for churches and synagogues that invest in settlement real estate, or by 
labeling or even banning settlement goods, or by refusing to invest public 
employee retirement funds in companies profiting from the Occupation). 
BDS is a nonviolent movement, rooted in international law. Imagination is 
the only limit to the projects that might be included in the BDS movement.

There is considerable precedent in America for BDS activities: the 
Abolitionists urged consumers to boycott sugar and cotton produced by 

products, Caesar Chavez and the farm workers union called for a boycott of 
fruits and vegetables produced by exploited non-union workers, and Nestle’s 
became a boycott target, accused of using harmful sales techniques in third 
world countries in order to sell baby formula at the expense of breast feeding.

The Palestinian BDS movement was founded by a call from Palestinian 

At first, this movement was 
effective primarily as an educational tool, to begin a conversation about Israeli 
behavior toward Palestinians. Its earliest successes were modest: calling 
for sanctions against such companies as Motorola (a supplier of military 
hardware for Israel) and Caterpillar (the manufacturer of the bulldozers used 
by Israelis to demolish Palestinian homes), the occasional wildcat dockers’ 
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refusal to unload an Israeli cargo ship, an occasional success in booing an 
Israeli team off an international playing field, random pickets signs and 
leaflets outside the international performance of an Israeli symphony or 
ballet company.

But, over the years, the boycott has been gathering steam in multiple 
arenas. With increasing frequency,

Israeli companies are excluded from public (Norway, Holland) and 
private (TIAA-CREFF) pension fund portfolios, especially the social 

Israeli products are de-shelved by supermarket chains: Agrexco is the first 
Israeli company to go into liquidation after numerous European chains 

Israeli companies or their international investors and affiliates are 
dropped as contract partners: the French transport company Veolia and the 

of dollars in contracts and has announced withdrawal from some Israeli 

Israeli entries are excluded from international competitions: Spain refused 
to allow architects from the Ariel settlement to submit entries for an 

Churches and universities around the world endorse the boycott call.

Until now, the BDS movement has been focused on what not to do, which 
products, speakers, investments to shun. A complementary movement 
telling us what to do to make positive investments in peace, prosperity, and 
sustainability in Israel/Palestine is also emerging. Such groups as Americans 
for a Vibrant Palestinian Economy seek to mobilize the Palestinian Diaspora 
community and others interested in long term, sustainable economic 
development in the area without minimizing the difficulties they face.

If it is such a good idea, why isn’t it being done already?

The [politicians] were not describing what was true, but what would 
have to be true to justify what they planned to do next.

Hannah Arendt, paraphrased by Elliot Lusztig

Peacemaking doesn’t mean passivity. It is the act of interrupting 
injustice without mirroring injustice, the act of disarming evil without 
destroying the evildoer, the act of finding a third way which is neither 
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flight nor fight but the careful, arduous pursuit of reconciliation and 
justice.

A Liturgy for Ordinary Radicals

CONCLUSION: FINDING THE TIPPING POINT

As this book draws to a close, it is natural to ask what comes next, what will 
the “day after” look like. If there is any truth to the idea that history repeats 
itself, then two developments, deeply rooted in the traditions of the Israeli 
and Palestinian communities respectively, are quite likely to occur sooner 
rather than later.

Given Zionism’s mission to occupy the whole of historic Palestine, and 
given the present right-wing ruling coalition government, the state of Israel 
is very likely to formally annex all or part of the West Bank. Is this clearly 
a violation of international law? Yes. Will there be a number of objections 
from the U.N. and the E.U.? Certainly. Will anyone actually do anything 
about it? Very unlikely.41

On the Palestinian side, the failing health of the leader who allows no 
successor to emerge, the traditional factional rivalry, and the desperate 
circumstances in which Gazans live, make it very possible that the whole 
machinery of the Palestinian Authority will implode. If that happens, Israel 
and the U.S. may well try to resuscitate it, since the PA serves to control its 
own people and also to receive international donor funds that relieve Israel of 
many of the financial costs of occupation. Will such attempts at resuscitation 
succeed? Possible, but not probable. Will there be a period of chaos and deep 
uncertainty that invites further repression? Almost certainly.

For the first time, public opinion polls in Palestine and Israel show that 
less than half of either community believe the two-state solution is still 
viable. The number of people on both sides who favor a non-violent solution 
to the conflict is about double the number who favor violence. Yet the array 
of tools we have examined – education, law, service, resistance, market 
forces – have not yet been sufficient to lever the course of events onto a new 
and better track. Why not? And what should we be doing in the face of this 
failure?

As I hope this book has made clear, the fate of Israel and Palestine will be 
determined by the interactions among the Israelis, the Palestinians, and the 

only a few are willing to acknowledge that Palestinians are human beings 
who have equal rights. Palestinians, to date, have no successful formula 
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for expressing their political will, despite their educational attainments and 
entrepreneurial spirit. But, I would argue, it is the behavior of the United 
States, legitimating and supporting Israel’s most aggressive and expansionist 
plans, which turns an asymmetric conflict into a catastrophic cycle of 
oppression, resistance, and violence.

Despite the fact that Americans like to think that their culture supports the 
underdog, in this case, we have not only sided with, but actually done much to 
create the wildly disproportionate military, economic, and diplomatic power 
enjoyed by Israel. It is beyond the scope of this book to tease out how much 
of America’s one-sidedness is created by the Israel lobby, how much by the 
fact that, in the context of the cold war, we have never sided with national 
liberation struggles unless they presented themselves as anti-Communist,44 

and how much is due to corporate interests in military hardware and security 
protocols. Suffice it to say that America’s conduct in Israel and Palestine 
has profoundly changed the course of history and has done so with, at best, 
reckless disregard for human rights and international law.

If this analysis is correct, then it seems to me the path forward, at least for 
Americans, is pretty clear. The work for Americans is here at home.

When I wrote the first edition of this book, I used the Black American 
experience as a point of entry for American readers to understand the conflict 
between Palestine and Israel. I emphasized the similarities between the civil 
rights struggle and Zionism as historic examples, exploring the choices made 
by small minorities in both mistreated communities to exit and to build a new 

much like the old boss and the story did not end well.
Today the comparison has shifted to focus on the similarities between 

the African American and Palestinian experience. Both illustrate the ways 
in which, unless we dedicate ourselves to making it otherwise, already 
oppressed communities will bear the brunt of the upheavals caused by 
globalization and climate change. There is a lot of political exhortation that 
reminds us that all struggles for human rights (and against racism, classism, 
misogyny, anti-Semitism, Islamophobia, homophobia, ageism, ableism, 
etc.) are variations of the same struggle. In the case of the Palestinian and 
the African American communities the similarity is not only moral but also 
practical – both communities deserve so much more than to be the test 
labs for new technologies and new tactics of repression. Perhaps this very 
concrete starting point is where Americans need to begin, remembering the 

are guilty, but all are responsible.”46
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President John F. Kennedy liked to quote a Chinese proverb: “A journey 
of thousand miles begins with a single step.” My hope is that reading this 
book has become that first step and that now, knowing what can no longer 
be ignored, you will wish to take further steps to building an just and lasting 
peace for all the people between the river and the sea.

NOTES
1  Danny Glover. (2014, August 18). Stand with Keith Ellison and Barbara Lee to End the 

Blockade of Gaza, Huffington Post, retrieved from http://www.huffingtonpost.com/danny-
glover/stand-with-keith-ellison-_b_5689392.html6

2  “Not Enough Water in the West Bank?” Visualizing Palestine, retrieved from  
http://visualizingpalestine.org/visuals/west-bank-water. “Thirst,” Visualizing Occupation: 

 Distribution of Water, retrieved from http://972mag.com/visualizing-occupation-
distribution-of-water/49925/

3  Israeli Committee against House Demolitions (ICAHD), retrieved from http://icahd.org/
4  B’Tselem – The Israeli Information Center for Human Rights in the Occupied Territories. 

Restriction of Movement: Checkpoints, Physical Obstructions and Forbidden Roads, 
retrieved from http://www.btselem.org/freedom_of_movement/checkpoints_and_
forbidden_roads

5  Mahmood Mamdani. (2004). Good Muslim, Bad Muslim: America, The Cold War and the 
Roots of Terror. New York: Pantheon Books.

6  Sa’ed Atshan. (2013). Prolonged Humanitarianism: The Social Life of Aid in the 
Occupied Palestinian Territories, Doctoral Dissertation, Harvard University Department 
of Anthropology.

7  Lori Allen. (2003). The Rise and Fall of Human Rights: Cynicism and Politics in Occupied 
Palestine. Stanford: Stanford University Press.

 Jeremy Wildeman and Sandy Marshall. (2014, May 21). By Mis-diagnosing 
Israel-Palestine, donor aid harms Palestinians, Open Democracy, retrieved from  
https://www.opendemocracy.net/arab-awakening/jeremy-wildeman-sandy-marshall/by-
misdiagnosing-israelpalestine-donor-aid-harms-pales

8  Zoe Wicomb. (2000). You Can’t Get Lost in Capetown. New York: City University of 
New York Feminist Press.

9  George Santayana. (1905). Reason in Common Sense: The Life of Reason. (Dover 
Publications, Volume 1), p. 284.

10  Saleh Abdel Jawad. (2009). The Credibility and Limits of Refugee Oral Testimonies, The 
Nakba: 60 years of Dispossession, 60 years of Resistance. Paper presented at a SOAS 
conference, London, February 21–22, 2009.

11  Isabel Kershner. (2014, August 31). Israel Claims Nearly 1,000 Acres of West Bank Land 
Near Bethlehem, New York Times, retrieved from http://www.nytimes.com/2014/09/01/
world/middleeast/israel-claims-nearly-1000-acres-of-west-bank-land-near-bethlehem.html?_ 
r=0

12  Israel publishes tender for 283 settlement homes. (2014, September 5) The Times of 
Israel, retrieved from http://www.timesofisrael.com/israel-publishes-tender-for-283-
settlement-homes/



CHAPTER 11

  European nation states are not the only ones to try to balance multi-cultural inclusiveness 
with nationalist zeal. In the Arab world, Morocco is notable for its attempt to redefine 

+972, retrieved from 

14 Imagined Communities. London: Verso 
Books.

Back Stories: U.S. News Production and Palestinian Politics. 
Stanford: Stanford University Press.

16 Russell Tribunal On Palestine, New York, 

  Palestinian Civil Society Call for BDS, retrieved from http://www.bdsmovement.net/call
18 Jerusalem Post, retrieved 

from http://www.jpost.com/Features/In-Thespotlight/The-necessity-of-hope
19  https://kinfolk.com/confronting-history-james-baldwin/

New York Times, retrieved from https://www.nytimes.com/ 

tear gas canisters as plant pots, Daily Mail, retrieved from http://www.dailymail.co.uk/
 

POTS.html

Dating Arab Men NPR Morning Edition, retrieved from http://www.npr.org/templates/

involvement. She details the cooperation between Israeli checkpoint soldiers and a group, 
Yad La’achim 

+972, retrieved 

BBC News Online, retrieved 

Ha’aretz, retrieved 

  Ibid.
+972, 

  Ibid
Palestine in Israeli School Books: Ideology and Propaganda 

in Education. London: I. B. Tauris.

Freedom Summer with Palestinians, Ha’aretz, retrieved from http://www.haaretz.com/ 



CONCLUSION

The New York Times, 

  http://www.encounterprograms.org/
Ha’aretz, 

  For a full history of the Palestinian boycott movement see “Timeline,” BDS Movement for 
Freedom, Justice, Equality, retrieved from http://www.bdsmovement.net/timeline

  For information on the general Palestinian boycott movement see https://bdsmovement.net/ 
what-is-bds. For information on the academic and cultural boycott see  

economic boycott, see https://bdsmovement.net/call
  http://www.a4vpe.org/pages/home_en.php

London 
Review of Books, 
hypocrisy-on-a-monumental-scale

  Comment to author at a Leadership for Change Workshop, Boston College.

The Origins of Totalitarianism. (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 

ordinary-radicals
New York 

Times
democracy-apartheid-palestinian.html

for Complete Takeover of Historic Palestine, Palestine Square, retrieved from  

for-complete-takeover-of-historic-palestine/
41

Ha’aretz, retrieved from  
https://www.haaretz.com/us-news/.premium-american-jews-say-current-storm-with-

low, +972

The Israel Lobby and U.S. Foreign Policy. 
New York: Farrar, Strauss, and Giroux.

44 Counterpunch, retrieved 

Shock Doctrine: The Rise of Disaster Capitalism. New York: 
War Against the People: Israel, the Palestinians and Global 

Pacification. London: Pluto Press.
46



PART 4

SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIAL



© KONINKLIJKE BRILL NV, LEIDEN, 2019 | DOI:10.1163/9789004394148_012

APPENDIX A: TIME LINE

Year/Era Israel/Palestine Events World Events

— Caliphate rules much of Middle 
East, North Africa, and the Iberian 
Peninsula.

— Founding of the Ottoman Empire.

—

—

— Siege of Vienna. The high-water 
mark for Ottoman penetration 
of Europe. The siege failed, and 
after two more European victories 
against the Ottomans in the Battle of 

the Ottoman hold on Europe was 
definitively ended.

—
England as part of the process 
of preparing for the return of the 
Messiah.

Palestine occupied by Ottoman Turks.

control of Syria and Palestine from the 
Ottomans.
°

against Egyptian domination.
°

and Palestine restored until end of 
WWI.

reform laws (Tanzimat laws) create 
basis for land ownership in Palestine 
under Ottoman and all subsequent 
regimes.

colony in Palestine founded at Petah 
Tikvah.

Rise of European nationalism (France, 
Germany, Italy, etc.).

(ACS) established by a group of white 
Americans interested in transporting 
free black Americans to Liberia, 
marking the beginning of the Back-to-
Africa movement. Zionism, similarly, 
is a minority movement with an 
opportunistic destination (Liberia was 
the only land in West Africa under 

the British Empire as a better fit for 
the Zionist project than lands such as 
Argentina or Uganda).

Colonization Association in Argentina.

(cont.)
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Congress in Basel, Switzerland, 
convened by Herzl. Two major 
achievements of the meeting: (1) 
creation of the Zionist Organization 

the Basel Plan, which declared “the 
aim of Zionism is to create for the 

secured by law.”

captain Alfred Dreyfus tried and 
convicted of espionage/treason 
in France (pardoned in 1899). 
Antisemitic political scandal covered 
closely by journalist Theodor Herzl, 
then a Paris correspondent for 
Viennese newspaper Die Neue Freie 
Presse.

PRE-WWI 

and develop land in Palestine for 

of the Zionist Organization, founded 

in their dealings with Ottoman 
functionaries. Retitled the Palestine 

its focus towards working with the 
British Mandate to make good on the 
promises of the Balfour Declaration. 

Agency—legally separate from but 
effectively associated with the Zionist 

Imperial Conference. British 
Prime Minister Henry Campbell-
Bannerman convenes conference 
to systematize the nomenclature of 
the British Empire. Included in the 
deliberations—which took place 
before WWI, during the Ottoman 
period—is a definition of Western 
interest in the Middle East that 
includes the need to insert a foreign 
body into the Arab world to exhaust 
its powers in never-ending wars.

1914: Black rights leader Marcus 
Garvey establishes the United Negro 
Improvement Association (UNIA), 
whose central mission was to instill 
pride in black people based on their 
common African roots. Garvey 
was a proponent of the Pan-African 
ideology that was popular amongst 

the time were violently oppressive 
towards black Americans.

WWI 1914–1916: Hussein-McMahon 
Correspondence. Exchange of 
diplomatic memos in which the 
British encouraged a nationalist 
Arab revolt against the Ottoman 
Empire and promised Arab political 
independence in return for their 
opening a second front against the 
Ottomans.

1916: Sykes-Picot Agreement. 
Anglo-French agreement to divide up 
Turkish Empire, allocating Lebanon, 

Turks—deeply indebted to France 
and hostile to Russia, with whom they 
share a long common border—side 
with Austria-Hungary and Germany.

(cont.)



APPENDIX A

Year/Era Israel/Palestine Events World Events

Balfour Declaration. Pledge 
by the British government to create a 

Palestine (see Sykes-Picot, above). 
The Balfour Declaration was issued 
prior to the end of WWI, in the 

to defect from the Kaiser’s realm. 
The language was precise in calling 
Palestine “a”
not “the”
of creating a pretext for expelling 

PRE-WWII Jaffa Riots. Triggered by 

These riots are the first in which 

Wailing Wall Riots. Palestinian 
opposition, primarily to the British 

settlements), expressed in widespread 
riots, including the Hebron Massacre 

Zionists.

against the British in Palestine, in 
large part because of policies favoring 

°
from April to October, when 
Palestinians refused to staff 

°
Commission Report recommends 
partition of Palestine into one 

over the objections of both the 

This is the first partition plan.

independence,” final British 

Arab states to gain independence 
during this time period.

from Great Britain, renegotiated in 

Germany.

(cont.)
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°

Commission proposal in favor of a 
unified country with proportional 

supervised by the British.

°
the defeat and disarmament of 
Palestinian forces by a heavily 
armed Yishuv.

WWII, U.N. Resolution 181. Called 
for end of the British Mandate in 
Palestine, the creation of the state 

Mandate Palestine, the creation of a 

and the creation of a UN administered 
international zone around the holy 

Al-
Nakba/Israeli War of Independence
° Began with Zionist militia 

violence (Haganah, IZL, Lehi), 

refugees.

° Upon British withdrawal from 
Palestine, Israel unilaterally 
declared itself into existence on 

Truman made America the 
first country to recognize 
Israel. Russia followed shortly 
after, giving Israel two strong 
allies in America and Russia.

° Shortly thereafter, six Arab armies 

Syrian, Iraqi, and combined Arab 
league forces) unsuccessfully 
invaded Israel, but were unable 
to secure the land the U.N. had 
designated for a Palestinian state. 

formalizes commitment by Nazis to 

Question” (i.e., genocide).

independence from France.

1946: Syria achieves independence 
from France.

1946–1989: Cold War allows Israel 
and the Arab States to play off the 
West vs. the Soviet Union.

independence from Great Britain.

Arab front-line states in response 
to Arab humiliation of 1948: 
assassinations of prime minister of 
Egypt, prime minister of Lebanon, 

and Egyptian regimes by military 
coups.

(cont.)
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° The newly formed Israeli Defense 
Forces create an additional 

Resolution 181 Palestine into the 
Israeli state.

1948: Israel declares a State of 
Emergency aimed at controlling 
Palestinians (which persists to this 
day). Such an arrangement subjects 
Palestinians to the brutality of 
military law. 

Cairo, Damascus, Beirut, Tunisia, 
Morocco, etc.) to Israel—partly with 
Israeli incentives, collusion and dirty 
tricks (e.g. Mossad agent Yehuda 

to Israel).

“Green Line” now generally accepted 
in all official Israel-Palestinian and 
multi-lateral negotiations as the 
appropriate borders for a two state 

portion of what would be Palestine, 
and Egypt the Gaza/Sinai area.

anywhere in the world to move to 
Israel with the support of the state. 
This is a critical part of the Basic 
Laws that Israel began to develop in 

the case that Israel is the state of the 

Bandung Conference. Founding 
conference of the Non-Aligned 
Movement with which African 
and Asian states sought to position 
themselves apart from the Cold War.

(cont.)
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in response to the Palestinian plight: 
the UN Conciliation Commission 
on Palestine (UNCCP) and the UN 
Relief Works Agency (UNRWA). The 
UNCCP’s advocacy was ineffective 
due to Israeli intransigence and 
exists today only as a repository 
for Palestinian land records. The 
UNRWA is tasked with humanitarian 
work in Palestinian refugee camps, 
leaving no agency in the UN that is 
responsible for Palestinian advocacy.

rebuffed by Israel, per Ben Gurion’s 
diaries.

French invasion of Suez Canal 

in response to Eisenhower’s demands 
that they do so.
° The United States disapproved 

of the Suez Canal invasion so 
as to not look hypocritical in 
their denunciation of the Soviet 
invasion of Hungary (a similarly 
powerful country invading foreign 
lands), which was happening 
around the same time.

Baghdad Pact. An 
attempt by Middle East nations 
(Iran, Iraq, Pakistan, Turkey) to 
create a regional mutual defense 
treaty modeled on NATO. Direct 
British participation and indirect 
U.S. involvement. Regime changes 
destabilized the efforts—Iraq, for 

Aswan Dam project, which helped 
protect Egypt’s cotton-filled farmlands 
from Nile floodwater. U.S. withdrew 
from funding partly due to American 
cotton growers’ fears of competition 
with Egypt.

Shukri al-Kuwati (Syria) agree to 
join their national aspirations in 
the formation of the United Arab 

effort, though the idea of a pan-Arab 
development (secular, rhetorically 
socialist, and opposed to Israel) 
persists in the form of “Nasserism.”

1964: Palestine Liberation 
Organization (PLO) founded at 
Arab League summit in Cairo under 
Nasser’s tutelage in the hope of 
keeping the Palestinian cause within 
the Pan-Arab movement.
° PLO initially eschewed violence, 

unlike the Fateh group, founded 

° 1969: PLO and Fatah merged 
under Fatah leader Yasir Arafat, 
marking the de facto end of the 
secular pan-Arab response to 
Zionism.

—

(cont.)
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The Six Day War
° Israel occupies the remainder of 

the projected Palestinian state, 

the West Bank and the Golan 
Heights, collectively known as 
the Occupied Territories. East 

(illegally) to Israel and is no 
longer acknowledged by them to 
be part of the OPT.

° In recent years Israel has taken to 
calling the OPT “disputed areas.”

Khartoum Resolution. 
Establishes a pan-Arab boycott and 
non-recognition of Israel until it 
gives back the land occupied by the 
Six Day War. This signifies Arab 
acceptance of the two-state solution, 
which was reiterated in 1988, again 

U.N. Security Council 
Resolution 242. Censures Israeli 
occupation and calls for withdrawal 
from the occupied territories and the 
creation of a Palestinian state on the 
1949 armistice green line—allocating 

historic Palestine.

1968: The Battle of Karameh. PLO 
under Yasir Arafat defeat Israelis in 
one battle.

achieved mythic status in Palestinian 
lore and inspired thousands of 
Palestinians to join the PLO.

Black September. Fearful 
that the PLO would overthrow his 

ordered the killing of an estimated 

Munich Olympics. Palestinians 
capture Israeli wrestling team who 
are, ultimately, killed in a cross-fire 
during a German rescue attempt.

(cont.)
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1973: The Yom Kippur War. Fought 
between Israel and most of the 
Arab states the 1948 war. The 
Nixon administration announces the 
Kissinger Doctrine, the decision to 
commit the U.S. to arming Israel to 
the level that would always enable 
it to withstand simultaneous attacks 
from all of its surrounding frontline 
states.

March 30, 1976: Land Day. An 
Israel-wide demonstration by its 
Palestinian citizens against land 
expropriations. Land Day marks 
the first appearance of Palestinian 
citizens of Israel as powerful political 
actors. 6 Palestinian citizens were 
killed, approximately 100 wounded, 
and hundreds arrested. Anniversaries 
of Land Day are commemorated by 
the Palestinian community in both 
Israel and the Occupied Palestinian 
Territories. For example, the March 
of Return of 2018 began as a weekly 
Friday event in Gaza on March 30, 
2018 and continues to this day.

1978: Camp David Accords. Israel 
(Begin)/Egypt (Sadat) agree to a 
bilateral peace treaty going into effect 
in 1979, and the establishment of a 
Palestinian Authority to have some 
say in the governance of the West 
Bank and Gaza. This neutralization 
of Egypt was key in the facilitation of 
further Israeli aggression.

1973: Arab OPEC oil embargo 
imposed on the U.S. as a response to 
the Kissinger Doctrine.

1975: UN General Assembly 
Resolution 3379. Equates Zionism 
with racism.

1975: Israel-South Africa Agreement. 
Outlines the two nations’ cooperation 
on nuclear issues and is a sign of the 
close relationship between Israel and 
Apartheid South Africa.

1975–1990: Lebanese Civil War

1979: Egypt expelled from the 
Arab League after Sadat signed 
the bilateral peace treaty at the 
Camp David Accords. Sadat was 
assassinated by members of Islamic 
Jihad in 1981.

1979: Overthrow of the Shah in Iran. 
The new Islamic government is 
adamantly opposed to Israel and the 
United States. Israel was previously 
on good terms with Iran under the 
Shah, as they sought to forge strong 
alliances with the Muslim states of 
Turkey and Iran in order to keep their 
front line Arab neighbors at bay.

1980s 1982: Expulsion of the PLO from 
Lebanon to Tunisia, as Lebanese 
Christian militias (supported by 
Israeli forces) slaughtered upwards of 
2,750 Palestinians during the Sabra 
and Shatila massacres in September.

1980–1988: Iran/Iraq War. Tempted 
by the overthrow of the Shah, Iraq 
invades Iran in 1980. The two 
countries fight until 1988 in a war 
that preoccupied Arab diplomats, 
effectively distracting them from 
issues concerning Palestinian rights.

(cont.)
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First Intifada. Palestinian 
non-violent resistance to Israeli 
occupation. B’Tselem

killed.

1988: Hamas, the Palestinian branch 
of the Muslim Brotherhood, is 
founded during the First Intifada.

Israeli occupation of 
Southern Lebanon
°

support Phalangist massacre in 
Sabra and Shatila, Palestinian 
refugee camps in Beirut

° Occupation becomes a quagmire 
for Israel. 

1989: The fall of the Berlin Wall 
and the subsequent rapid unraveling 
of the Soviet Empire, deprive 
Palestinians of their most powerful 
foreign sponsor. Americans no longer 
accept Russians as political refugees, 

into Israel (nearly one million from 

helped bolster the “white” Israeli 
population and entered Israel with a 
fuller set of rights than Palestinians 
born there.

Madrid Conference. 
Initiated by Bush ‘41 and continues 
in a series of secret Israeli and 
Palestinian meetings.
Seeds the Oslo Accords (Rabin, 
Arafat, Clinton) 
required Palestinians to end violence 
and (implicitly) and required Israelis 
to cease settlement expansion. 
Neither side complied, with Israeli 
settlements doubling in size between 

° Negotiations included “multi-
track” meetings to address 
questions of water, environment, 
arms control, refugees and 
economic development.

° Madrid marks the first face-to-
face meetings of Israel and front-
line Arab states: Syria, Lebanon 

First Gulf War. 
PLO, headed by chairman Yasser 
Arafat, sides with Iraq and is 
therefore excluded from the Madrid 
conference, where Palestinian 
interests are represented by the 

independent Palestinians (e.g. Hannan 
Ashrawi).

1994: Jordanian-Israeli Peace 
Treaty
Arab country (behind Egypt) to sign a 
peace accord with Israel

(cont.)
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° The biggest harvest, for Israel, 
was the breaking of the Arab 
diplomatic blockade begun in 

Qatar, Tunisia, Morocco and 
Mauritania.

° For Palestine, PLO leaders (like 
Yasir Arafat) were allowed to 
leave Tunisia and return to their 
community in Palestine.

1994: Palestinian Authority (foreseen 

comes into being with administrative 
authority in some parts of the West 
Bank and Gaza.

1994: Cave of the Patriarchs 
Massacre. Dr. Baruch Goldstein (an 
American-born Israeli doctor) enters 
the Ibrahimi mosque in West Bank 

he was beaten to death. The response 
of Hebron settlers – turning his grave 
into a major shrine, is particularly 
hurtful to Palestinian trust in the 
“peace process.”

1996: Tunnel Riots. Palestinians in 

the Western Wall Tunnel, believing 
that Israeli tunnel expansion impairs 
the integrity of the al-Aqsa Mosque in 
the Haraam al Sharif.

1998: Wye River Accord. 
Unimplemented peace agreement 
between Israel and Palestine, signed 
by Netanyahu and Arafat under 
Clinton’s tutelage.

Second Intifada. More 
militarized than the first, in part 
because the Palestinian Authority has 
received arms under the Oslo process.
°

Palestinians killed, 998 Israelis 
killed.

Lebanon, signaling their defeat in 
a war of attrition between the two 
countries.

World Trade Center 

(cont.)
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Camp David Summit. Clinton, 
Barak, and Arafat meet but fail to 
produce an agreement.

the Separation Barrier. If completed 
as planned, it would be twice the 
length of the Green Line and only 

border with Palestine.

Taba Meetings. Barak modified 
his proposal but was met with no 
counter-offer from Arafat.
° Israelis score a major public 

relations victory in claiming that 
Arafat rejected Barak’s “generous 
proposal.”

° Accounts of the Camp David 
Summit and Taba meetings by 
Aaron David Miller (assistant 
to Clinton’s chief negotiator, 
Dennis Ross) show that the 
American position was based on 
Israeli “security needs” rather 
than Palestinian “rights” or 
international law.

Geneva Initiative. Draft of a 
peace treaty written by both Israelis 
and Palestinians.
° Led to the creation of Israeli and 

Palestinian NGOs (Heskem and 
the Palestine Peace Coalition, 
respectively) that work towards 
solving the conflict.

rules that the Separation Wall is 
illegal.

Arafat.

Mahmoud Abbas as Palestinian 
Authority President.

Beirut Summit. Initiated by 
Arab States, calling for a return to 
Green line borders, two state solution 
with the creation and recognition of 
a Palestinian state, normalization of 
Arab-Israeli relations. This offer is 
known as the Arab Peace Initiative. 
It has been reiterated at every 
subsequent Arab League summit. 

Road Map for Peace. Proposed 
by the “quartet” (US, EU, UN, 
Russia) and called for the Palestinian 
Authority to leash Palestinian militias 
and for Israel to cease increasing 
settlements. Never implemented.

Iraq War. Initiated by the U.S. 
and the “coalition of the willing” 
(countries that supported the U.S. 
invasion). After 9/11, the U.S. went 
into a period of intense Islamophobia 
and made it clear that it could not 
function as an even-handed mediator 
in the Israel-Palestine conflict.

that Israel’s Separation Barrier is a 
violation of international law.

bi-partisan analysis of US interests in 
Iraq) links the resolution of I/P issues 
to regional peace efforts, and to US 
ability to withdraw safely from Iraq.

Annapolis Peace Conference. 

(U.S.), Prime Minister Olmert 
(Israel), and President Abbas 
(Palestine). Yields no new results.

(cont.)
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Year/Era Israel/Palestine Events World Events

2005: Unilateral withdrawal of Israeli 
settlers from Gaza. However, Israelis 
continue to control Gazan access to 
food, water, medical supplies, personal 
movement outside of Gaza, etc.

2006: Election of Hamas to majority 
position in the Palestinian Authority 
Parliament.

2006: Election of Kadima 
government in Israel.

2006: Israeli Foreign Minister 
Tzipi Livni acknowledges that 
the separation wall is going to 
be the unilaterally Israeli defined 
international border.

Dec. 2008–January 2009: Operation 
Cast Lead. An Israeli massacre in 
response to rocket fire from Gaza. 
Over 1,400 Palestinians killed by 
Israel. Among Israeli casualties are 3 
civilians and 10 soldiers (4 of whom 
were killed by friendly fire. Prior 
withdrawal of Israeli settlers in 2005 
allows Israel to carpet bomb Gaza.
° Operation Cast Lead becomes the 

subject of the Goldstone Report.

2010s 2011: Palestinians seek to 
internationalize the quest for a state 
by going to the U.N. and seeking full 
member status. They are upgraded 
from an observer entity to an observer 
state (i.e., non-voting) within the U.N. 
System.

2012: Operation Pillar of Defense. 
Massacre carried out by Israel in an 
attempt to subdue Palestinian resistance 
in Gaza. 174 Palestinians killed, of 
whom 107 were civilians. Four Israelis 
killed: 2 soldiers and 2 civilians.

June 2014: Operation Brother’s 
Keeper. Military operation carried out 
by the IDF after the kidnapping of 
three Israeli teenagers. 5 Palestinians 
killed and hundreds arrested.

2013: Shuttle diplomacy conducted 
by President Obama’s Secretary of 
State, John Kerry, yields no new 
results.

2016: U.S. foreign aid gives Israel 
$3.8 billion dollars and provides $2.5 
million dollars to the Palestinian 
Authority

(cont.)
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Operation Protective 
Edge. Israeli massacre in Gaza. On 

killed.

Palestinian and Israeli polls show that 

constituents now feel that the two-
state solution is no longer viable. 
Among those on both sides who hold 
this belief, about twice as many favor 
a non-violent political solution over a 
military solution.

Netanyahu welcomes Hungarian 
prime minister Viktor Orbán as 
a “true friend of Israel,” despite 
Orbán’s praise of Nazi collaborators 
and antisemitic past.

March of 
Return. Palestinians in Gaza protest 
on behalf of the refugees’ right of 

status). 1 Israeli soldier has been 
killed. On the Palestinian side, 168 
people have been killed along with 
thousands injured.
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APPENDIX B: STUDY QUESTIONS

Preface
1. When did you first hear about the Palestine-Israel conflict? Who brought 

it to your attention? What was the context?
Consider some incidence in which you did volunteer work, joined a social 
movement, went to a demonstration, or wrote a letter to the editor. How 
did you come to be engaged with the issue that was the focus of your 
efforts? What mix of personal and public factors motivated you?
Did any teacher or class help you to focus your attention on matters of 
public concern? If so, what did that teacher do that captured your attention?

Chapter 1: Introduction: Tell Our Story
1. 

Americans portrayed in mainstream media? How are they identified? 
Close your eyes. Try to notice the pictures that come into your mind when 

In this chapter, I make the argument that the great powers have always 
been self-serving in their interventions abroad. Think about some major 
American interventions abroad. Does that analysis seem to apply to the 
actions of our government?

4. Think of a struggle in American society – perhaps between whites and 
African Americans, or between men and women, between those who 

the NRA, etc. Pick one such conflict. Who are the major parties? What 
position do they articulate? How do they articulate it – what images and 
metaphors do they use? How much time do they spend articulating their 
own position? How much effort do they make to disparage those who 
disagree with them?

Chapter 2: Encountering the Story
1. Have you ever been on a trip to a poor country (e.g. the Dominican Republic, 

Haiti, many of the Caribbean Islands)? Did you see poor people while you 
were a tourist? What was done to make them more or less visible?
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In your own community, do you know where the poorest people live? 
Have you been to see their neighborhoods? Do you know any of them?
Does the architecture of your city make it harder to encounter people 
unlike yourself (in age, race, or class)? How do highways separate or 
link communities? How do schools help (or hinder) people in negotiating 
difference?

Chapter 3: Basic Ideas: Human Rights, Race, and Nation
1. Have you ever read the Universal Declaration of Human Rights? If you 

did so, did you find it convincing? Overly ambitious? Lacking in certain 
ways?
Are there any convincing arguments against human rights doctrine that 
you would consider? 
Assuming you think that every society should help its members become 
the best possible version of themselves, how important are social and 
economic rights?

4. Nobody says they want to be a racist. Yet people of color point to many 
instances of racist behavior. Assuming that you do not wish to be a racist, 
what list of behaviors would you avoid in order to achieve your aim? How 
might you get information to add to that list? 
Have you heard charges of racism that you found unconvincing? If so, 
what made you reject the claims? Do the distinctions among personal, 
cultural and structural racism help you to think this through? 

6. Much of American conversation about race identifies only white people 
and African Americans. How many other racial groups can you name? 
What do you know about them and where/how do you find it out?
What are your earliest associations with being an American? Who 
taught you about being an American? What content did they identify as 
quintessentially American?

8. When you were learning American history in school, how was the American 
revolution against the British described? Was the British colonization of 
America ever described as “a colonial settler project?”

9. Have you ever travelled abroad? If so, what did you discover about 
your own identity as an American that came from interacting on a daily 
basis with many people who are not American? 

Chapter 4: Zionism – the idea that changed everything
1. What are your images of the Holocaust, and where do they come from? 

Stories of relatives? School discussions? Movies or other art forms?
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How was material about the Holocaust taught in your schools? 

4. Were you taught about any of the other cases of mass killings like the 
Armenian genocide, the Cambodian killing fields, the Soviet Gulag, the 
Bosnian or Rwandan genocides?
How as World War II explained in your school. How much of this 
history of World War II concerned battles? How much was focused on 
the Holocaust? How much was focused on other subjects (e.g. anti-Nazi 
resistance in various countries), economic factors in the war, etc.?

Chapters 5–8: History Section
Think of any social movement that has touched your life: civil rights, the 
anti-war movement, environmentalism, feminism.
1. Who first began to name the problem. 

Who challenged them or denied the problem.
What tools or actions proved most useful in bringing about change?

4. What tools were most useful for mobilizing allies? 
What tools were most useful for convincing the indifferent?

6. What tools were most useful for dealing with opponents?

Chapter 9: Four Frames
1. How was American history taught in your elementary and high school? Was 

it a triumphalist narrative, telling the story of European settlers bringing 
civilization to a wilderness? How were the rights of Native Americans 
addressed? How was the doctrine of manifest destiny evaluated?
When did you first encounter “hyphenated histories” like black history, 
women’s history, Latino history? How much space did they have in the 
curriculum?
Were you taught critical reasoning skills in assessing historical data? 
Were you asked to list supporting and critical arguments for particular 
historical interpretations?

Chapter 10: Zionism Revisited
1. If you were to make the argument that Zionism is a toxic doctrine, 

how would you respond to the accusation that you are trying to destroy 
Israel?

victims of prejudice and discrimination? How is this experience narrated 
by African Americans? Latinos? American Indians/First Nations peoples?
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3. How do African American, Latino, Amerindian narratives strike a balance 
between their histories of victimization and their history of achievements?

4. What other tools, besides Zionism, might be available to ensure the 
safety of Jews?

5. In your estimation, what are the major challenges to social justice 
characteristic of the 21st century?

Chapter 11: Hope and History
1. For purposes of a church talk or even a dinner table conversation, how 

would you summarize the balance of power between the forces of injustice 
and efforts at reform and resistance? 

2. Is there any particular solution or process you would advocate for resolving 
the Israel/Palestine conflict? If so, what stories could you find that would 
make your position clear?

3. Which of the instruments of social change fits best into your life? 
4. If you have ever participated in a social service project or a social 

change initiative, what have you learned from those experiences? What 
things worked or did not work for you personally? What things worked or 
did not work to accomplish the goal of the project?
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