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Through his far-ranging travels, Blumenthal illuminates 

the present by uncovering the ghosts of the past—the histories 

of Palestinian neighborhoods and villages now gone and 

forgotten; how that history has set the stage for the current 

crisis of Israeli society; and how the Holocaust has been 

turned into justifi cation for occupation.
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“Brash, gritty, personal and close to the ground, this is a report from an Israel and a Palestine we 

seldom see in the mainstream media. The sharp-edged scenes and portraits in this disturbing 

book shows why the chances for lasting peace in the region have gone from bad to worse.” 

 —A DA M H O CH S CH I L D

“Armed with a critic’s eye and a sharp pen, Blumenthal sets out to document what he regards as the 

fulfi llment of Yeshayahu Leibowitz’s darkest prophecy regarding the Israeli occupation. Exposure 

to the impressions from his journey through the Land of Israel-Palestine might be outrageous, 

unsettling, often heart wrenching. But those who fear for the image of this land would be well 

advised to respond to the challenge. . . .”       — A K I VA  E L D A R

“Goliath lifts the carefully maintained veil concealing the reality of Israel as it actually is today, 

a reality that is elided in most reportage from the region. . . . Blumenthal’s book is packed with 

remarkable vignettes illustrating the dangerous path Israel is currently following.”  — R A S H I D  K H A L I D I 

“It is about time someone wrote this book. Anyone who thinks he knows what is happening in Israel 

and its occupied territories will think again after reading this great work.”                  — C H A R L E S  G L A S S

“The only worthwhile, honest discussion of Israel can come from someone who possesses two 

attributes: fearlessness and expertise. Max Blumenthal wields both in abundance, and the result 

is an eye-opening and stunningly insightful book about the dramatic plight of a country central 

to America’s political fortunes.”             — G L E N N G R E E N WA L D

“Max Blumenthal lays bare in rich and riveting detail the full, shocking scope and virulence 

of a cancer, both institutional and popular, which, unchecked, will surely do more to destroy 

Israel from within than its enemies—essentially of its own racist and colonialist making 

too—from without.”   — D AV I D  H I R S T

I
n Goliath, New York Times bestselling author Max 

Blumenthal takes us on a journey through the badlands 

a nd high roads of Israel-Pa lest ine, pa int ing a 

startling portrait of Israeli society under the siege of 

increasingly authoritarian politics as the occupation of the 

Palestinians deepens.

 Beginning with the national elections carried out during 

Israel’s war on Gaza in 2008-2009, which brought into 

power the country’s most right-wing government to date, 

Blumenthal tells the story of Israel in the wake of the collapse 

of the Oslo peace process.

 As Blumenthal reveals, Israel has become a country 

where right-wing leaders like Avigdor Lieberman 

and Bibi Netanyahu are sacrifi cing democracy on the altar 

of their power politics; where the loyal opposition largely and 

passively stands aside and watches the organized assault on 

civil liberties; where state-funded Orthodox rabbis publish 

books that provide instructions on how and when to kill 

Gentiles; where half of Jewish youth declare their refusal to sit 

in a classroom with an Arab; and where mob violence targets 

Palestinians and African asylum seekers scapegoated by 

leading government offi cials as “demographic threats.”

 Immersing himself like few other journalists inside 

the world of hardline political leaders and movements, 

Blumenthal interviews the demagogues and divas in their 

homes, in the Knesset, and in the watering holes where their 

young acolytes hang out, and speaks with those political 

leaders behind the organized assault on civil liberties. 

As his journey deepens, he painstakingly reports on the 

occupied Palestinians challenging schemes of demographic 

separation through unarmed protest. He talks at length to 

the leaders and youth of Palestinian society inside Israel, 

now targeted by security service dragnets and legislation 

suppressing their speech, and provides in-depth reporting on 

the small band of Jewish Israeli dissidents who have shaken 

off a conformist mindset that permeates the media, schools, 

and the military. 
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“The people don’t like to be conquered, sir, and so they will not 
be. Free men cannot start a war, but once it is started, they can 
fi ght on in defeat. Herd men, followers of a leader, cannot do 
that, and so it is always the herd men who win battles and the 
free men who win wars. You will fi nd that is so.”

—mayor orden, from the moon is down, 
by john steinbeck

“Israel is a normal country that is not normal.”
—israeli supreme court justice 

elyakim rubinstein
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xv

preface: covering “goliath”

In pursuing this reporting project, I have relied on the same journalistic methods 
that I employed in writing my last book, Republican Gomorrah: Inside the Movement 
That Shattered the Party. Just as before, when I journeyed into the American far 
right and documented its takeover of the Republican Party, I immersed myself in 
the atmosphere of my subject and cultivated intimate access to those who defi ned 
its unique sensibility. This time, my subject is the State of Israel during a period 
of deepening political and societal crisis. Most Americans know far less about this 
situation than they do about the political polarization in their own country, but it 
is an issue on which they have opinions—and an issue of paramount signifi cance 
to US national security and relevance to their own professed values of democracy, 
equality, and decency. And it is Americans’ tax dollars and political support that are 
crucial in sustaining the present state of aff airs. I want to show what they are paying 
for, the facts as they really are today, in unadorned and unsanitized form, without 
sentimentality or nostalgia.

I began working on this book in May , almost as soon as I completed the 
book tour of Republican Gomorrah, and I have conducted uninterrupted research 
for four years, through early . When I began, Israelis had just elected the most 
right-wing government in their history in an election conducted during Operation 
Cast Lead, a three-week-long military assault on the Gaza Strip that left  much of the 
besieged coastal enclave in ruins. A transitional period that began with the collapse 
of the Camp David negotiations in  was accelerating, with extreme nationalist 
elements consolidating control over the key institutions of Israeli society, from the 
Knesset to the courts to the educational system and the army. Through my reporting, 
I attempted to illuminate the impact of this momentous transition on the people 
themselves—both Jews and Palestinians—charting its progression through the  
Israeli national elections, and against the historical backdrop of the cataclysmic 
events of  that haunt the Holy Land to this day.

Thanks to my US passport and Jewish heritage, I have been able to report from 
the frontiers of Israel-Palestine with relative ease, receiving favorable treatment from 
ethnic profi ling experts at Ben Gurion International Airport, passing eff ortlessly 
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xvi Preface: Covering “Goliath”

through checkpoints, and cruising from the West Bank to Tel Aviv on highways made 
off  limits to most Palestinians. I spent months living in Ajami, a rapidly gentrifying 
Palestinian ghetto just south of Tel Aviv; in central Jerusalem, an increasingly frenetic 
hotbed of Jewish religious nationalism; and in Ramallah, the occupied, seemingly 
prosperous capital of a Palestinian state that may never be. I have interviewed leaders 
of Israeli political parties and leaders of Palestinian protests. And I have done my 
best to explore everywhere in between and speak with as many people as I could. 

The stories that make up this book unfolded all around me, in the cities and 
towns throughout Israel-Palestine, in the streets outside my rented fl ats, and inside 
their walls through the lives of my roommates, friends, and journalistic colleagues. 
These are the stories of people living under a regime of separation, grappling with 
the consequences of ethnic division in a land with no defi ned borders. 

Readers may not agree with all of my conclusions, but I hope they will carefully 
consider the facts that appear on these pages. They are, aft er all, the facts on the 
ground.

—Max Blumenthal
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

1

To the Slaughter 

By the end of , the . million residents of the Gaza Strip had been left  to fend 
for themselves. Gaza was surrounded on all sides by Israeli sniper towers, electri-
fi ed fences, concrete walls, and a naval blockade that prevented fi shermen from 

trawling waters more than  kilometers from shore. Weaponized drones hovered 
overhead night and day, humming an incessant single note dirge that served as a con-
stant reminder of Israeli control. Heeding Israeli government pledges to push Gaza’s 
economy “to the brink of collapse,” army bureaucrats in Tel Aviv developed complex 
mathematical formulas to regulate the caloric intake of each person trapped inside 
the coastal strip. Gazans were forbidden from exporting products and prevented 
from importing cardamom, potato chips, seeds and nuts, cement, fruit preserves, 
ginger, fi shing nets, notebooks, musical instruments, size A paper, and toys. 

 “It’s like an appointment with a dietician,” Dov Weissglass, an Israeli government 
aide, joked during a meeting of top military and intelligence offi  cials. “The Palestin-
ians will get a lot thinner but won’t die.” 

With the blockade tightening, a student at the Islamic University of Gaza named 
Yousef Aljamal watched helplessly as his younger sister was denied a permit to leave 
Gaza for a basic surgery on her gall bladder. Denied entry on the grounds that she 
was a “security threat,” she died days later. 

 “During the time of the siege,” Aljamal wrote in his diary, “Gaza was turned into 
an open air prison, walls were built to prevent the shine of the sun, tanks were on the 
borders prepared to shell, and soldiers observed the hungry and sick people inside 
but still prevented them from getting their food and medicine, much in the same way 
they prevented them from getting their freedom.” 

For a few hundred Gazan police cadets, December , , held the promise of 
a short relief from the suff ocating climate of the siege. That morning in Gaza City, 
the cadets assembled to celebrate their graduation from Hamas’s new police acade-
mies. They stood as a symbol of the order that fi nally presided over Gaza aft er years 
of gangland-style corruption and repression by the Fatah-controlled Palestinian 
Authority (PA). Aft er winning what the US Congressional Research Service called 
a “free and fair election,” then fending off  a US-backed Fatah coup attempt, Hamas, 
the Islamist political party, sought to consolidate its control over Gaza, faithfully 
observing a ceasefi re with Israel. In November, Hamas’s armed wing, the Al Qassam 
Brigades, al-Quds Brigades (from the Palestinian Islamic Jihad), and the Popular 
Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP) fi red dozens of rockets at Israeli military 
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 goliath

bases and towns in the western Negev Desert in retaliation for an Israeli army opera-
tion that killed six Hamas members in Gaza. The Israeli raid occurred on November 
, violating the ceasefi re one day before the US election, when the Western media 
was almost entirely focused on the outcome of the presidential election. The Hamas 
rocket attacks caused consternation but did not kill any Israelis. 

A brass band assembled as the police cadets prepared to march before their com-
mander, Major General Tawfi q Jaber. Many of the cadets’ parents hurriedly made 
their way to the ceremony from across Gaza. Just as the band struck up a martial tune, 
an Israeli F- roared across the sky, launching a laser-guided missile into the center 
of the ceremonial procession. When the choking plumes of thick smoke cleared, a 
scene of terrible carnage came into view. At least forty police offi  cers, including Gen-
eral Jaber, lay dead on the concrete. Survivors squirmed around helplessly, writhing 
in pain, their uniforms stained with the fl esh and blood of their comrades. 

Sixty more Israeli F-s were now in the air, on their way to target police stations 
and civilian installations across the Gaza Strip. Within a matter of minutes, Israeli 
forces killed  Palestinians, including scores of children while they were leaving 
school. The initial volley of precision-guided weapons was aimed at civilian targets, 
from universities to factories to family homes. Earlier in the year, Israeli Minister of 
Defense Matan Vilnai warned the people of Gaza that they “will bring upon them-
selves a bigger Holocaust because we will use all our might to defend ourselves.” 

In Bethlehem, just over the Israeli separation wall in the occupied West Bank, a 
twenty-seven-year-old Texas transplant named George Hale lit his customary morn-
ing cigarette and hustled through the brisk mountain air to his job at Ma’an News 
Agency, a Palestinian wire service. Two days earlier the city center had been lit up 
with Christmas decorations. Thousands of local Christian worshippers and interna-
tional pilgrims had descended upon the Church of Nativity, fully restored from the 
destruction wreaked by Israeli troops that had besieged it during the Second Inti-
fada. Now the streets were nearly empty. Hale wandered into the modest offi  ce, hung 
over from drinking late with a few of his ex-pat coworkers. He sank into his chair, 
expecting to spend another day curating reports about ordinary Israeli violence and 
intra-Palestinian spats. Suddenly, his e-mail in-box began to fi ll with panicked mes-
sages from Ma’an’s Gaza bureau. The fi rst e-mail read, “Israel attacking. Hundreds 
dead.” Hale blurted out in disbelief, “Hundreds? Bullshit!” 

With Hale’s outburst, the offi  ce fl ew into chaos. Editors grabbed their phones and 
dialed up Ma’an’s Gaza contacts, seeking details about the horror taking place. It was 
worse than they had heard: Israel was pounding the Gaza Strip with the full capacity 
of its navy and air force. A land invasion was likely on the way. “Hardly anyone out-
side Palestine read our website,” Hale said. “Then, on the fi rst day, our traffi  c lit up 
like we’d never seen before. It almost crashed our server. All of a sudden, the whole 
world was watching, which basically meant all eyes were on Gaza.”

As reports of atrocities in Gaza spread throughout the Fatah-controlled Palestin-
ian Authority in the West Bank, Palestinians rushed to organize protests, demanding 
an end to the rivalry between Fatah and Hamas. Mahmoud Abbas had taken to the 
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local media to howl about the “massacre and act of criminal aggression” by the Israe-
lis. But the conduct of his security forces, which had been trained by the US General 
Keith Dayton and coordinated with the Israeli army, belied his militant histrionics. 
As crowds of Palestinians gathered in downtown Nablus, Hebron, and in Ramal-
lah’s Manara Square, the epicenter of Mahmoud Abbas’s mini-fi efdom, Palestinian 
Authority forces swarmed the protesters, arresting them in droves, attacking some 
with pepper spray, and even killing one demonstrator. Elsewhere in the West Bank, 
Israeli troops dispersed stone-throwing youths with rubber bullets and teargas. Calls 
for the Palestine Liberation Organization (the umbrella group known as the PLO) 
to break diplomatic ties with Israel were virtually absent from the Palestinian news 
agency, Wafa, the offi  cial media organ of the PA, which instead projected an image 
of widespread protests to Arabic language audiences. In fact, Israel’s Defense Minis-
try had given Abbas advance notice of the assault on Gaza, beseeching him to take 
control of the coastal strip aft er it vanquished Hamas. Though Abbas refused, he kept 
the governors of Gaza in the dark about the coming onslaught.

With the West Bank quieted by a blanket of internal repression, and the Gaza 
Strip transformed into a theater of human despair, Israeli society was witnessing 
some remarkable developments. 
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The Peace Camp

The day aft er Israeli forces slaughtered the Hamas police cadets, Haim Oron was 
awakened at : a.m. by the sound of knocking at his door. The chairman of the 
Meretz Party threw open the door, allowing a gust of cold Negev Desert air to 

sweep into his home in Kibbutz Lahav. A stranger standing in the doorway handed 
him a secure mobile telephone. On the line was Oron’s good friend, Prime Minister 
Ehud Olmert. Olmert relayed a brief but consequential message: The Israeli military 
had initiated a major attack on the Gaza Strip. Aft er the prime minister described the 
fi rst day of operations, he said goodnight. 

As the chairman of Meretz—the party founded in  to push for a two-state 
solution and liberal social policies—Oron was one of the Israeli peace camp’s most 
visible fi gures. The day that the assault on Gaza began, he issued a public statement 
announcing his full support for the attack, just as he had done at the onset of Israel’s 
assault on Southern Lebanon in . The Meretz press release read, “The time has 
come to act without compromises and without political compromises to defend the 
residents of the Gaza perimeter and [Southern Israeli city] Sderot.”

Having endorsed Israel’s brutal and bungled bombardment of Southern Lebanon 
in  before withdrawing his support, Oron knew full well that a military oper-
ation could spiral out of control. But even with two sons serving as offi  cers in the 
Israeli Air Force, Oron lined up once again with the army. “I am living with the con-
stant tension of clashing truths,” he later explained to the Israeli newspaper Ha’aretz. 

Major icons of the Israeli peace camp echoed Oron’s support for the escalating 
bombing campaign. Chief among them was Oron’s friend, the liberal Zionist literary 
lion Amos Oz. Less than one week into Operation Cast Lead, however, at the eightieth 
birthday celebration for Meretz Party founder and peace camp icon Shulamit Aloni, 
Oz criticized the assault as “disproportionate.” Then, two months later, he reversed 
himself again, calling the operation “understandable and acceptable.” A. B. Yehoshua, 
the prize-winning Israeli author invariably described as a “peacenik” and “dovish” in 
the international media, immediately chided Oz, insisting that the operation “needed 
to be done.” And David Grossman, the celebrated Israeli author oft en portrayed in the 
West as “Israel’s anguished conscience,” called for a ceasefi re in the New York Times, 
but on purely strategic grounds—he said not a word about civilian casualties.

Just two days aft er announcing his backing for Operation Cast Lead, and with 
national elections approaching, Oron changed his mind. “Even though we supported 
initiating the operation aft er Hamas broke the cease fi re, now we are saying enough,” 
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he said, incorrectly blaming Hamas for initiating the hostilities. But by the time Oron 
changed his mind, it was too late. Disgusted left -wing voters defected from Meretz to 
Hadash, the non-Zionist, Jewish-Arab communist party. Other left -of-center voters 
began organizing a tactical vote for the Kadima Party, a supposedly centrist umbrella 
faction that brought together defectors from the once hegemonic but now rapidly 
crumbling Labor Party and right-of-center elements from the Likud Party that had 
supported Ariel Sharon’s Gaza withdrawal in  against the will of Likud’s rightist 
leader, Benjamin Netanyahu. Liberal Zionists hoped that by supporting Kadima and 
its candidate, the telegenic, Western-friendly Foreign Minister Tzipi Livni, they could 
head off  a victory by the bellicose Netanyahu, who sought to rally his base within the 
ideological Jewish settlements of the West Bank. 

For more than a week, as the Israeli army escalated its operation against the “can-
cer” in Gaza, only small bands of Israeli radical left ists took to the squares of Tel 
Aviv and Jerusalem to protest the attacks. Meretz and Peace Now, the liberal Zionist 
group that had organized major demonstrations in favor of the peace process and 
the evacuation of Israeli settlements, waited a full two weeks before sending their 
members into the streets. 

On the seventh day of the assault, the Israeli army’s Givati Brigade invaded the 
densely populated Zeitoun neighborhood in Gaza City, attempting to transform the 
homes of local residents into a base of operations and cut the city off  from the rest of 
the strip. At dawn on January , Givati troops burst into the home of a man named 
Ateya al-Samouni with their faces blackened for night combat, and tossed a percus-
sion grenade into the center of his salon. When Samouni approached the soldiers 
with his arms up, waving an Israeli driver’s license and his ID, declaring that he was 
the owner and was unarmed, they shot him and left  him to bleed to death while 
they opened fi re on twenty members of his family, badly wounding a four-year-old 
child. Next, the soldiers corralled about one hundred more people—all members 
of the Samouni family and mostly women and children—into a nearby storehouse, 
forbidding them from fl eeing to Gaza City. The soldiers even sent back an ambulance 
the family had summoned for its wounded. Aft er verifying that the Samounis were 
unarmed civilians, a soldier barked at them, “You are bad Arabs!”

The following day, when a few older Samouni men attempted to gather fi re-
wood and water for those trapped in the house, the army attacked them with heavy 
ammunition. As soon as survivors of the barrage rushed back to the storehouse for 
safety, Givati Brigade Commander Ilan Malka ordered airstrikes. Inside the house, 
the trapped family listened with horror as an American-made Apache helicopter 
hovered overhead then launched a fusillade of missiles into the house, reducing it to 
rubble. Nineteen members of the Samouni clan died immediately, and several others 
lay bleeding heavily. 

For days, the Israeli army prevented ambulances from reaching the dead and 
wounded. When a group of Samouni men attempted to evacuate hurt family mem-
bers who were on the verge of death, Israeli soldiers fi red on them. “Go back unto 
death!” a soldier shouted at them in classical Arabic. “Fine,” Salah Samouni responded 
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defi antly, determined to carry as many as possible to safety. “Then we will die on the 
road.” Aft er four days of agony, rescue crews fi nally reached the Samouni family, dis-
covering two children buried beneath the rubble and dead bodies but miraculously 
still breathing. 

“My father, mother, wife, and six-month-old son were killed. I had been married 
for a year and a half. My entire life was destroyed,” Helmi Samouni told the journalist 
Jared Malsin, who visited the family in the aft ermath of the massacre. 

“Aft er everything that happened,” Salah Samouni told Malsin, “we still want to 
know why. We are civilians. There was no resistance in this area. . . . Give a reason.” 

When Palestinian rescue crews fi nally cleared the rubble of the Samouni homes, 
they found a total of forty-eight corpses. Family members returning to the few 
houses left  standing discovered another unpleasant reminder of Israel’s incursion: 
The Givati soldiers had scrawled racist graffi  ti all over their walls. Some of the mes-
sages left  for the Samounis read, “ARabs need  die,” “Arabs are pieces of shit,” and “ 
is DOWN , TO GO.” Aft er defacing the homes of Gaza, the young men of the 
Givati brigade returned to their homes only minutes away inside Israel and in the 
settlements of the West Bank. They were not only soldiers but citizens of the “Jewish 
and democratic state.” As voters, their mood would defi ne the tone of the national 
elections underway in Israel.
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Blood for Votes

With Israeli society’s nationalistic impulses summoned to the fore in December 
 and January , leading politicians struggled to outdo one another 
in a competition for the most convincing exaltation of violence against the 

Arab evildoers. Subtle suggestions by Livni’s opponents that her gender made her 
unfi t to lead a macho, militaristic country nestled in the heart of a “tough neighbor-
hood” prompted Kadima to produce an ad featuring a blurry-faced male candidate 
with many impressive achievements who surprisingly morphed into Livni at the end. 
Who could believe a woman could accomplish such wonders? During press confer-
ences, Livni overcompensated for her gender liability. “Hamas now understands if 
you fi re on Israel’s citizens, it responds by going wild—and this is a good thing,” she 
proclaimed. 

Meanwhile, Netanyahu stumped through the fever swamps of “Judea and Samaria,” 
the biblically inspired Israeli term for the occupied West Bank, warning radical set-
tlers of the catastrophic consequences of a Livni victory. Giving the Palestinians a 
state of their own, as Livni claimed she would do, “will simply implant a new Hamas 
terror base here, stacked by Iran with Iranian missiles that would fi re on Tel Aviv,” 
Netanyahu told a crowd of settlers. His campaign ads amounted to a collection of his 
most apocalyptic warnings about the looming specter of Arab terror, presenting him 
as a prophet of doom whom his rivals copied but only aft er it was too late. Netanya-
hu’s knack for leveraging the fear and trauma of the Jewish public into votes earned 
him a new nickname among the Israeli press corps: “Scaremonger-in-Chief.”

Ehud Barak, the defense minister, leader of the dying left -of-center Labor Party, 
and the most decorated military veteran in Israel’s history, boasted on a special 
election broadcast intended for Russian citizens of Israel, “As you people say, [Arab 
terrorists] should be whacked when they’re on the toilet.” With the crude populist 
appeal, Barak deliberately channeled Russian strongman Vladimir Putin’s famous 
boast that he would shoot Muslim terrorists, even when they were going to the bath-
room. Lily Galili, a veteran Israeli journalist who had covered Israel’s Russian sector 
for more than a decade, reported at the time that Barak was mounting an aggressive 
campaign to “Putinize” his image—a makeover that spoke volumes about the state 
of the Israeli electorate. In his role as defense minister, Barak fueled his political 
ambitions by attempting to run up the body count in Gaza. As Galili wrote, “Barak 
hopes that the fi ghting in Gaza will change the tide and restore him as a player in 
Russian speakers’ eyes.” 
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Barak’s makeover was a conscious attempt to outfl ank the man who stood to 
gain the most from the belligerent atmosphere that had overtaken Israeli society. He 
was Avigdor Lieberman, a gruff  former bouncer and airport baggage handler from 
Moldova who founded the far-right Yisrael Beiteinu Party in  as a vehicle for 
Israel’s secular Russian population. Each election cycle, Lieberman’s party escalated 
its campaign against Israel’s Arab citizens. And each election cycle, it gained at least 
two new Knesset seats.

Earlier in the year, Lieberman previewed some talking points for his upcom-
ing bid for prime minister. At a press conference announcing his departure from 
the Kadima-led governing coalition in protest of Prime Minister Ehud Olmert’s 
resumption of negotiations with the Palestinian Authority, Lieberman singled out 
two Palestinian-Israeli members of the Knesset, Mohammed Barakeh and Ahmed 
Tibi. “The present negotiations with the Palestinians will not lead anywhere,” Lieb-
erman thundered. “Whoever thinks that the reason for the dispute is land and set-
tlements is deluding himself and others. . . . Our problem is not Judea and Samaria 
[the West Bank], but the extreme fundamentalist leadership that is in the Knesset. . . . 
Our problem is Ahmad Tibi and Barakeh—they are more dangerous than [Hamas 
president] Khaled Meshal and [Hezbollah spiritual leader Hassan] Nasrallah. They 
work from the inside; they operate methodically to destroy the State of Israel as a 
Jewish State.”

As soon as the election campaign began, Yisrael Beiteinu blanketed Israeli air-
waves with ads, hammering on the theme of Arab treachery, reminding Israeli voters 
that Lieberman—and only Lieberman—would purge the country of its “fi ft h col-
umn.” One ad featured mug shots of current and former Arab members of Knesset 
fl ashing on the screen, one aft er another. Aft er a baritone narrator read out suppos-
edly anti-Israeli statements by each politician, images of Palestinian-Israeli students 
demonstrating against the attack on Gaza at an Israeli university appeared. “We won’t 
forget that when the military operation in Gaza had just begun, there were those 
among us who supported Hamas,” the narrator intoned. The ad closed with Lieber-
man’s two campaign slogans: “No loyalty, no citizenship” and “Lieberman: I believe 
him.” Livni, for her part, sought to channel Lieberman’s transferist appeal into her 
own candidacy, declaring in a campaign speech that Arab citizens of Israel should 
seek their “national aspirations” in a future Palestinian state.

9781568586342-text.indd   109781568586342-text.indd   10 8/3/13   11:49 PM8/3/13   11:49 PM





4

The Hill of Shame

Parash Hill is a scenic overlook near Sderot, which is one of the underserviced 
development towns originally constructed in Southern Israel to accommodate 
some of the hundreds of thousands of Jews who arrived to Israel from Arab 

nations during the s, oft en as impoverished victims of government-led cam-
paigns on expulsion. Parash Hill off ers sweeping views of the Gaza Strip, and beyond 
it is the Mediterranean Sea. Here, hundreds of Israelis gathered at the vista to revel 
in the violence. For them, the hill off ered mezzanine seats for the bombing; they 
cheered or stared with silent satisfaction while the hometown team exacted blood 
vengeance on the Enemy. “Of course I’m happy,” a twenty-six-year-old Orthodox Jew 
told a reporter from the UK’s Sunday Times as he watched Israeli jets bombard the 
strip. “It would be better if innocent civilians weren’t hurt, but the ones who cooper-
ate with Hamas—that’s their problem.” 

A secular, middle-aged woman pointed to Gaza and calmly explained to Ulla 
Terkelsen, a Danish TV reporter, “They should just wipe the whole thing off  the 
map.” With a dramatic wave of her hand, she added, “Yeah, I’m a little bit fascist.” 
A twenty-seven-year-old student surveyed the scene of picnicking Israelis and 
lamented, “People in Israel are addicted to violence.”

Resentment had been simmering among Israelis since the homemade rockets 
began falling on Southern Israel following the Gaza withdrawal in . The humil-
iating defeat Israeli forces suff ered at the hands of Hezbollah in Southern Lebanon 
in  only added to the sense of frustration and anger. By the , Israelis were 
ready for a redemptive war that would reestablish their national morale. 

During the fi rst week of the assault on Gaza, support for the bombing among 
Israeli Jews was nearly unanimous, with  percent of respondents expressing 
their approval. When ground forces entered Gaza several days later, the percentage 
dropped to  percent, though not because Israelis were outraged by the suff ering of 
Gaza’s besieged population. As Ronen Shoval, a right-wing student activist, explained 
in an editorial for the mainstream Israeli daily paper Yedioth Ahronoth, Israelis saw 
soldiers as “their children”—the loss of a single one was occasion for a national out-
pouring of grief. According to Shoval, Israel expressed its moral imperatives not by 
concerning itself with the lives of the Palestinians, which were immaterial, but by 
using as much force as it needed to guard the Jewish “children” from harm. An Israeli 
soldier identifying himself as Lt. Col. Amir articulated the mentality on Israeli TV 
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during the attack on Gaza, declaring, “We are very violent. We are not shying away 
from any method of preventing casualties among our troops.” 

Members of Jewish Israeli society who opposed the assault on Gaza in purely 
moral terms were few and far between, but they made their presence felt by protest-
ing in front of the Defense Ministry in Tel Aviv and in public squares around the city. 
Rebecca Vilkomerson, a Jewish-American social justice activist, was living in Israel 
at the time with her Israeli husband. When she joined the Tel Aviv demonstrations, 
she found that she and the left ist protesters were oft en outnumbered by nationalist 
mobs that gathered to jeer and attack them. “We had to travel in large groups to the 
demonstrations just to be safe,” Vilkomerson recalled. “Then when we got there, we 
were put behind police barriers to keep the right-wing mobs away. Normal looking 
people, businessmen in suits, would see and all of a sudden literally try to hurl them-
selves over the barrier to attack. They would spit at us, throw rotten eggs at us; there 
was this sense of nationalism, like, ‘How dare you criticize our war?’” 

During the three-week-long military off ensive, Israeli police detained  protesters, 
holding almost all Arab protesters—including minors—until the end of their crim-
inal proceedings while quickly releasing most Jews, though not before subjecting 
some to interrogations by the Shin Bet General Security Service or seeking guaran-
tees that they would not protest again. With police designating the protests in the 
most ironic terms possible—as “a disruption of the peace”—state prosecutors called 
for “deterring the protesters with force and detaining them until the end of the pro-
ceedings in order to convey a message to the public that such behavior is unforgiv-
able.” The repression of anti-war protests was systemic and calculated at an offi  cial 
level, while nationalist counterdemonstrators were given free reign. 

At Haifa University, where  percent of the student body was Arab—the high-
est percentage at any Israeli university—school administrators summoned mounted 
riot police onto campus to disperse peaceful demonstrations. At the same time, the 
administration took out advertisements in local media and issued announcements 
supporting the off ensive. “As a show of solidarity with IDF soldiers fi ghting in Gaza 
and residents of the south,” one such announcement read, “the University of Haifa 
has made its central tower into a national fl ag . . . the university is not an ivory tower 
and is inseparably connected to the community. With this symbolic act, it expresses 
its great appreciation for the residents of the south and its support for the IDF’s 
soldiers.”

The Israeli General Press Offi  ce—the offi  cial government bureau in charge of han-
dling the foreign press—and the military forbade the international press from enter-
ing Gaza, forcing them to observe the war with the Israeli revelers on Parash Hill. 
Frustrated with the heavy-handed attempts at censorship and information control 
by the Israeli authorities, a few reporters renamed the lookout point “The Hill of 
Shame.” As they milled around the hilltop, interviewing slick Israeli government 
fl acks, tales of unspeakable horror fl ooded out of Gaza. All of them would be con-
fi rmed in the days ahead. 
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Unarmed civilians were torn to pieces with fl echette darts sprayed from tank 
shells; several other children covered in burns from white phosphorous chem-
ical weapon rounds were taken to hospitals; a few were found dead with bizarre 
wounds aft er being hit with experimental Dense Inert Metal Explosive (DIME) 
bombs designed to dissolve into the body and rapidly erode internal soft  tissue. A 
group of women were shot to death while waving a white fl ag; another family was 
destroyed by a missile while eating lunch; and Israeli soldiers killed Ibrahim Awajah, 
an eight-year-old child. His mother, Wafaa, told the documentary fi lmmaker Jen 
Marlowe that soldiers used his corpse for target practice. Numerous crimes like these 
were documented across the Gaza Strip.

“The orders were clear,” a tank commander named Ohad told the Israeli fi lm-
maker Nurit Kedar. “If a car came within two hundred meters of me, I could simply 
shoot—shoot a shell at it. . . . We needed to cleanse the neighborhoods, the buildings, 
the area of the neighborhood. It sounds really terrible to say ‘cleanse,’ but those were 
the orders. I don’t want to make a mistake with the words. . . . I don’t remember if 
it was the squadron or the battalion commander, but with a laser he simply marked 
for the line of homes that were to be shelled, and he said clearly, ‘Every house gets 
a shell.’” 

Ohad added, “I feel good. I’m proud about what I did.”
Ha’aretz’s Gideon Levy, one of perhaps two or three major Israeli columnists who 

expressed opposition to Operation Cast Lead, noted that the horrors emanating from 
Gaza were reported in passing, cumulatively, and without detail, on the back pages of 
the daily newspapers Yedioth Ahronoth and Maariv. “All of these reports came aft er 
numerous articles on the postponement of bar mitzvah parties in Sderot, a hon-
eymoon that went on despite the war, pizza deliveries to Israel Defense Forces sol-
diers, and folk dancing in a bomb shelter in Kibbutz Yad Mordechai,” Levy refl ected. 
Indeed, if the mainstream Israeli media focused at all on the toll of the assault on 
Gaza, it did so primarily to highlight the inconveniences experienced by the Jewish 
public.

Toward the end of the operation, Israelis were fi nally confronted with a harrowingly 
intimate description of the straightforward slaughter their army was carrying out. 
It was delivered during a prime time news broadcast by Izeldeen Abuelaish, a fertil-
ity doctor and widower raising eight children on his own in Gaza’s Jabaliyah refu-
gee camp. The Harvard-trained Abuelaish had spent years working as a researcher 
at a hospital in Southern Israel, earning a staff  position by helping Jewish Israelis 
have children. Each day during the assault on Gaza, Abuelaish—a fl uent Hebrew 
speaker—delivered a dispatch to Israel’s Channel , one of the country’s major 
broadcast outlets. 

On January , Abuelaish appeared on Israeli TV, sobbing uncontrollably as he 
struggled to describe to Israeli viewers how an Israeli tank crew had just lobbed a 
shell into his living room, decapitating two of his daughters and leaving two more 
of his children shredded to pieces. “My daughters! Oh God! Oh Allah!” the doctor 
screamed. “I want to save them but they are dead, they are dead. They were hit in the 
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head. What have we done to them, oh God? My daughters, they killed them!” The vis-
ibly shaken Channel  anchor Shlomi Eldar interrupted Abuelaish to order ambu-
lances to the scene of his home before quietly removing himself from the studio.

A day later, Abuelaish received a large delegation of reporters at Israel’s Sheba 
Medical Center, where his surviving daughters lay in an intensive care unit. “They 
participated in peace camps everywhere,” he told the reporters of his dead children. 
“Were they armed when they were killed? They were not armed with weapons, but 
rather, with love; love for others. They planned to travel to Canada; I got a job in 
Canada, and they wanted to come with me.”

As Abuelaish spoke, an Israeli woman named Levana Stern charged through the 
press gaggle and lunged wildly in his direction. “My son is in the paratroopers! Who 
knows what you had inside your home, nobody is talking about that!” she shrieked, 
pointing accusingly at Abuelaish. “Nobody is talking. Who knows what kind of weap-
ons were in your house! So what if he’s a doctor? The soldiers knew exactly. They 
had weapons inside the home; you should be ashamed. I have three soldiers, why are 
they fi ring at them?” Stern turned to the members of media and shouted, “All of you 
should be ashamed!”

Abuelaish held his head in dismay. “They don’t want to see the other side,” he mur-
mured to himself. “They only want to see one side. They don’t want to see the others.”
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Hooligans 

With the attack on Gaza approaching its peak, the election drew to a close. 
Lieberman had staged a dramatic surge into third place, bringing him within 
a hair’s breadth of Livni and Netanyahu—and moving him decisively ahead 

of Barak, the standard bearer of the Labor Party. Lieberman’s message resonated 
well beyond his Russian Israeli base, especially among Israeli youth. When older 
Yisrael Beiteinu activists gathered at their party’s national convention in Nazareth 
Illit—a Jewish city overlooking the historic Arab city of Nazareth that had served as 
a staging point for anti-Arab riots during the Second Intifada—they were greeted by 
crowds of cheering high school students who were chanting, “Death to Arabs” and 
“No Loyalty, No Citizenship.”

“This country has needed a dictatorship for a long time already. But I’m not 
talking about an extreme dictatorship. We need someone who can put things in order. 
Lieberman is the only one who speaks the truth,” an eighteen-year-old student, Edan 
Ivanov, told Ha’aretz reporter Yotam Feldman. “We’ve had enough here with the ‘left -
ist democracy’—and I put that term in quotes, don’t get me wrong. People have put 
the dictator label on Lieberman because of the things he says. But the truth is that 
in Israel there can’t be a full democracy when there are Arabs here who oppose it.”

“Someone who doesn’t declare his loyalty to the state, who has no patriotism, 
should have his citizenship taken away,” said an eleventh-grader named Nicole Par-
nasa. “Anyone who’s against the operation in Gaza, for example—that’s a kind of dis-
loyalty. Anyone who burns the fl ag, that’s disloyalty. The military operation was for the 
sake of the country, aft er we kept quiet for eight years, so now they don’t support it?”

Leading up to the attack on Gaza and the national elections, Israeli youth had 
assaulted Arabs in the Israeli mixed city of Acre, badly beaten two Arab youths on the 
eve of Holocaust Remembrance Day, and formed a club-wielding mob to chase more 
Arab youths down the boardwalk in the northern city of Tiberias. As they prepared 
for the army, Israel’s most revered institution, where many would follow orders to 
commit far more lethal acts of violence against Arabs, the youth of Israel—or some of 
them at least—engaged in vigilante attacks as a form of play acting. Supporting Lieb-
erman, one high school senior named Sergei Leibliyanich said, was a natural exten-
sion of the phenomenon: “It gives motivation against the Arabs. You want to enlist 
in the army so you can stick it to them. The preparation gives you the motivation to 
stick it to the Arabs, and we want to elect someone who’ll do that. I like Lieberman’s 
thinking about the Arabs. Bibi [Benjamin Netanyahu] doesn’t want to go as far.”
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In mock elections conducted at ten high schools across Israel during the attack 
on Gaza, Yisrael Beiteinu triumphed over all other parties. Meretz fi nished last, and 
not a single vote was cast for an Arab party, a refl ection of Israel’s offi  cially segre-
gated education system. At Tel Aviv University—a reputed bastion of liberalism—a 
sample poll showed Yisrael Beiteinu doubling its support, while other polls revealed 
the party as the third most popular among the general population of Israeli college 
students. “Loyalty is the most burning issue for the youth. They’re about to go in the 
army, and therefore national honor is important to them,” explained Alex Miller, 
the twenty-eight-year-old Yisrael Beiteinu youth outreach coordinator who was the 
youngest person ever to serve in the Knesset.

When Miller appeared before a crowd of wildly supportive students at a Tel Aviv 
high school, he promised to punish anti-war protesters by stripping them of their cit-
izenship rights. A veteran civics teacher named Moshe Slansky watched with anguish 
as the students hung on Miller’s every word. Finally, Slansky seized the microphone 
from Miller. “If anyone repeats the undemocratic things said here by Miller on 
my exams, I will deduct points from his grade,” Slansky admonished his audience. 
According to the Ha’aretz reporter Feldman, the teacher was met with a hail of boos. 
“Aft er they booed, I realized I didn’t have a chance there,” Slansky moaned.

On January , the date of national decision, Yisrael Beiteinu’s list won third 
place, increasing its number of Knesset seats to fi ft een and ensuring Lieberman a 
decisive role in the governing coalition. The biggest winner, the right-wing Likud 
Party, gained fi ft een Knesset seats from its previous total, virtually ensuring that Net-
anyahu would be Israel’s next prime minister. Meretz and Labor—the two standard 
bearers of the old Ashkenazi establishment—saw their worst returns in history, with 
Meretz reduced to a piddling three Knesset seats and Labor losing six seats, putting 
it in fourth place. For the next four weeks, indecision reigned, as Kadima and Labor 
seemed unlikely to join both Netanyahu and Lieberman in a coalition government. 

Meanwhile, the operation in Gaza entered its fi nal week, with Israeli soldiers ini-
tiating a comprehensive slash and burn operation, destroying  percent of all arable 
farmland in the coastal strip, bombing the strip’s largest fl our mill, leveling seven 
concrete factories, shelling a major cheese factory, and shooting up a chicken farm, 
killing thirty-one thousand chickens. “For a few days we were shooting at chicken 
coops,” an Israeli tank gunner named Yegev told the fi lmmaker Kedar. “I thought it 
was idiotic. Yeah, yeah, at chickens. Deterrent fi re, they called it. Every hour we had 
to shoot a few rounds from a machine gun at the chicken coops. To deter people or 
to deter chickens? I don’t know!”

Tzipi Livni, the foreign minister and prime ministerial hopeful, claimed personal 
responsibility for the indiscriminate violence in Gaza, remarking, “Israel demonstrated 
real hooliganism during the course of the recent operation, which I demanded.” 

By the end of Israel’s assault, around  women and children had been killed; the 
total death toll was ,—mostly civilians and noncombatant members of Hamas, 
which put up minimal resistance to the Israeli invasion. Israel suff ered  casualties, 
including four from fratricidal accidents.
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Pawns in the Game

One month aft er the end of Operation Cast Lead, Kadima leader Livni declared 
her intention to lead the opposition, but not aft er she made eff orts to form a 
governing coalition that would have included Yisrael Beiteinu. The Labor Party, 

led by Ehud Barak, vowed “never to sit with Yisrael Beiteinu in the same govern-
ment.” Days later, Barak pushed Labor to join the coalition, aft er receiving guarantees 
from his longtime friend and former army buddy, Benjamin Netanyahu—the Likud 
leader placed in charge of forming the new government. 

Netanyahu invited Yisrael Beiteinu to join the coalition despite—or perhaps 
because of—Lieberman’s declaration that he would join “only if practical steps are 
taken for Israel to ‘fi nish the job’ of annihilating Hamas. .  .  . In addition,” Lieber-
man continued, “we demand a new citizenship law that will ensure what we said 
repeatedly during the campaign: ‘No loyalty, no citizenship.’” If there was any public 
outrage in Israeli society about Labor and Likud’s accession to Lieberman’s brazenly 
anti-democratic demands, it was muted and marginal.

With Barak and Lieberman by his side and Kadima in the opposition, Netanyahu 
formed what Livni accurately described as “the most right-wing government in Isra-
el’s history.” Sixty-eight of the eighty-one Knesset members serving in the coalition 
were members of extreme right-wing parties. Out of the  seats in the Knesset, at 
least  were fi lled by right-wing ideologues. Oren Yift achel, a human rights activist 
and professor of public policy at Ben Gurion University, wrote that the “main trend” 
of the election results was “the return of openly declared Jewish colonialist goals and 
the intensification of apartheid-like measures as popular political agendas.” 

Indeed, while Israel had always discriminated against its Palestinian minority as 
a matter of national policy, the ascent of Lieberman and a rightist-dominated Likud 
faction signaled a collective vote in favor of stripping away whatever remained of 
the country’s democratic patina, from its human rights NGO’s to the social sciences 
departments of its universities to the Supreme Court, all in order to consolidate a 
system of open apartheid. The parliament’s political makeup was not an aberra-
tion, but rather the refl ection of an authoritarian trend that had gained momentum 
with each electoral contest since the collapse of the so-called peace process in . 
The hunger for an iron-fi sted strongman who could “fi nish the job” was refl ected in 
opinion polls, exposing the attitudes of a deeply traumatized, heavily indoctrinated 
society with little patience left  for the complications of democracy.
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Daniel Bar-Tal, a world-renowned political psychologist from Tel Aviv Univer-
sity, conducted a groundbreaking survey of Jewish Israeli attitudes aft er Operation 
Cast Lead. Summarizing Bar-Tal’s fi ndings, journalist Akiva Eldar wrote, “Israeli Jews’ 
consciousness is characterized by a sense of victimization, a siege mentality, blind 
patriotism, belligerence, self-righteousness, dehumanization of the Palestinians, and 
insensitivity to their suff ering. The fi ghting in Gaza dashed the little hope Bar-Tal 
had left —that this public would exchange the drums of war for the cooing of doves.” 

“There was almost unanimous support of the war [on Gaza] and very few mem-
bers of this society . . . expressed any type of misgivings about the way that this was 
handled when so many were killed,” Bar-Tal told me in an interview about his study. 
“There is no doubt these attitudes were the product of indoctrination. The narra-
tive of the war was all constructed and well prepared, and information was heavily 
controlled.”

Bar-Tal’s study reinforced the fi ndings of a  poll by the Center for the Strug-
gle Against Racism, an Israeli NGO, which revealed that  percent of Israeli Jews 
would refuse to live in the same building as an Arab. Nearly half of those polled 
would not even allow an Arab into their home, while  percent agreed with the 
statement, “Arabs are a security and demographic threat to the state.” Meanwhile, 
 percent expressed support for encouraging Palestinian citizens of Israel to leave.

The racist trend was driven as much by Israel’s policy of demographic separa-
tion as it was by a national identity crisis emerging from the ethnically stratifi ed, 
confl ict-driven atmosphere that increasingly defi ned Israel’s immigrant society. 
Those occupying the lowest social strata—working-class Russians and the Jews of 
Arab descent known as Mizrahim—were encouraged to demonstrate their Israeli-
ness before the wealthy and politically dominant Ashkenazi elite by acting out against 
Arabs in exaggerated displays of violence and racism. Their attitudes mirrored the 
crude bigotry that poor whites living under the boot of an agrarian oligarchic class 
displayed toward poor blacks in the Jim Crow South. And like in the American 
South, polls of Israeli Jewish opinions demonstrated that racism rose in inverse pro-
portion to levels of wealth and secularism. As Bob Dylan wrote of impoverished 
white racists, denizens of the Israeli Jewish underclass were only pawns in the game.

In post-Oslo Israel, the exclusively Mizrahi Shas Party had emerged as one of 
the country’s most ferocious vehicles of anti-Arab racism. The longtime head of 
Shas, Aryeh Deri, a Tammany Hall–style wheeler and dealer, had served as the key 
representative of Mizrahi Jews throughout the Oslo era, providing crucial support 
to the Labor-led peace process. But in , Deri was sentenced to prison aft er being 
convicted of taking , in bribes, turning leadership of the party over to Eli 
Yishai, a crude racist and xenophobe who exploited his role as Israel’s interior min-
ister to fund the construction of cheap settlement housing in East Jerusalem and the 
West Bank for his constituents. His hardline politics compounded longstanding fric-
tions between the Palestinians and Mizrahim while eroding the domestic stability 
of the Israeli general public. Only Ovadiah Yosef exceeded Yishai in his extremism, 
the Shas Party spiritual leader and Israeli chief Rabbi, who peppered his weekly 
radio sermons with genocidal rants. “It is forbidden to be merciful to [Arabs],” Yosef 
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proclaimed in a typical screed. “You must send missiles to them and annihilate them. 
They are evil and damnable.”

Like the Mizrahim, the Russian population of Israel witnessed a changing of 
its political guard at the onset of the new government. Natan Sharansky, a former 
Soviet dissident who spent ten years in a Soviet gulag for his Zionist ideals, arrived 
in Israel as an internationally renowned hero. The centrist, nearly apolitical platform 
of Sharansky’s Yisrael Ba’Aliyah Party promised to address problems specifi c to the 
Russian-Israeli public, whose members faced daily discrimination, professional mar-
ginalization, and mockery for not speaking Hebrew well enough. But Sharansky’s 
particularist politics carried little national appeal. Avigdor Lieberman, a clever 
political operator who helped Sharansky establish his platform, exploited the void 
Sharansky created, hammering on secular lower-class resentment of Israel’s Arab 
minority and non-Zionist, ultra-Orthodox population. He immediately surpassed 
Sharansky, mobilizing ethnic tension and class envy to establish a national party 
with a Russian base that would soon challenge Likud as the face of Israel’s right wing.

The Ashkenazi elite of Israel’s central coast heaped scorn on Lieberman, brand-
ing him fairly accurately as a proto-fascist thug—David Grossman called him “a 
political pyromaniac.” But the liberal scorn only emboldened Lieberman. During 
each election, he watched with glee as his party gained seats while the old left -wing 
Zionist establishment slid further into irrelevancy. Lieberman and his growing band 
of hard-right henchmen gave expression to the authentically authoritarian attitudes 
that radiated from the heart of Jewish Israeli society, while Meretz and Labor seemed 
mired in the faded illusions of the peace process. Once a lowly baggage handler at 
Ben Gurion Airport, Lieberman’s moment had fi nally arrived. 
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This Man Is Clean 

On a sunny day in , a hulking, bear-like man with a close-cropped, salt-
and-pepper beard that outlined a pudgy face and beady, darting eyes lumbered 
through the quiet residential streets of Nokdim, a Jewish settlement in the occu-

pied West Bank. The man was hunting for a twelve-year-old boy who had punched 
his young son. When he found the boy huddling in terror inside a trailer, he lift ed 
him off  his feet and slammed his wiry frame into a wall, leaving him with a pain-
ful head wound. The fearsome man then grabbed the injured kid by the collar and 
dragged him back to his parents’ home in the nearby settlement of Tekoah, warning 
him that if he ever returned to Nokdim, he would clobber him again. 

The man was Avigdor Lieberman, the nightclub bouncer from Moldova who had 
just won a seat in the Knesset. Lieberman was promptly placed on trial for assaulting 
a minor. But thanks to the help of a well-connected legal fi xer with access to the 
highest levels of the Israeli government, Dov Weissglass, Lieberman got off  with a 
fi ne and no jail time. Thus he continued his political ascent, exciting his growing 
base of supporters with bombastic rhetoric that rivaled the most sinister of James 
Bond villains. 

Lieberman’s appeal stemmed not from his speaking style, which was blunt and 
truculent, or his capacity for charming crowds, which was nonexistent. Though he 
claimed to be a playwright with scripts in production in Hollywood, and compared 
his enemies to the fascistic rhinoceroses from the famous Eugene Ionesco play—a 
supremely ironic insult—he was anything but erudite. He was not religious, either. 
Unlike David Ben Gurion and countless secular Israeli political fi gures who infused 
their rhetoric with a strain of theocratic messianism, Lieberman did not even feign 
interest in the Torah or the “, year old dream.” For him, serving in the army was 
enough to “earn” the rights and benefi ts that came with citizenship in the Jewish 
state—he was content to allow the army to defi ne who was a Jew. Lieberman’s politics 
melded authoritarian populism with a distinctly anti-clerical strain, appealing to 
anyone who loathed the presence of Muslims, radical left ists, and the ultra-Orthodox. 
And there was no shortage of citizens in Israel who held this sentiment. 

“In a world of polished, Westernized Israeli politicians such as Prime Minister 
Ehud Olmert and Netanyahu, the forty-eight-year-old Lieberman stands out. Any 
American notions of political correctness are absent from his vocabulary,” wrote 
Lily Galili, the reporter who had covered Lieberman and his Yisrael Beiteinu Party 
for more than a decade.
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 Lieberman’s rejection of the cultural and political norms that defi ned the leader-
ship of the traditional Ashkenazi elites of Labor and Likud earned the adulation of 
voters exhausted by years of confl ict and fruitless negotiations, particularly the new 
post-Soviet class of Russian immigrants who arrived in Israel with at best a tenuous 
connection to the Jewish religion, little understanding of the country’s history and 
no warning that over a million indigenous Palestinians also lived as citizens in their 
new country. 

When Lieberman returned to his home in Nokdim, passing through a check-
point the soldiers informally referred to as “Checkpoint Yvette”—aft er the nickname 
bestowed on him by his adoring Russian supporters—he pulled up in a shiny black 
Mercedes Benz SUV, clad in a dark, impeccably tailored, broad-shouldered suit, 
oft en chomping on an expensive cigar. Lieberman’s business dealings were part of 
his gangster image. He owned two foreign import-export companies, Mountain View 
and Mayfl ower, which served as slush funds for a coterie of wealthy businessmen 
from Russia, Cyprus, and the Virgin Islands seeking to buy access and favors inside 
Israel. One particularly infamous Jewish-Russian oligarch, Michael Cherney, told 
police investigators he initiated daily communications with Lieberman as soon as 
Lieberman was appointed to serve under Netanyahu. Accused of paying Lieberman 
nearly , through a Cypriot fi rm he owned, Cherney was widely suspected of 
ties to criminal gangs in Russia. In leaked diplomatic cables, US offi  cials described 
Cherney as “a notorious crime fi gure” and a “Russian mobster.”

Cherney took Israeli citizenship in  aft er fearing that he had become the 
subject of a criminal investigation in Russia. Cherney had been a central fi gure 
in Russia’s “aluminum war” during the s, during which scores of people were 
killed, from top government offi  cials to reporters to company executives, in a battle 
for control of the country’s lucrative non-ferro US metal market. But even in Israel, 
where authorities resisted the extradition of criminal citizens more staunchly than 
most countries in the world, Cherney could not elude the air of suspicion that 
surrounded him. In , Israel’s then–interior minister Avram Poraz informed 
the oligarch, “According to information that has been received by the police of 
Israel, you are responsible for murder and attempted murder, which was under-
taken upon your orders or by your commission in a period of the war for the 
aluminum market.” 

Cherney vehemently denied mob links. “The State of Israel raises charges of 
suspicion that I am involved in the murder of dozens of people,” he moaned. “I 
was charged with everything except the crucifi xion of Christ.” Meanwhile, posters 
appeared throughout Israel mocking Lieberman as “the Russian mafi a’s poodle.” 
Unbowed by the derision, Lieberman rose to his friend’s defense. “This man is clean,” 
he said of Cherney. “And I believe his decency and honesty more than the decency of 
all heads of investigative authorities put together.” 

Another prolifi c fi nancial angel of Lieberman’s was the Austrian businessman 
Martin Schlaff , who, with his close ties to the Stasi, became one of Europe’s richest 
men by supplying the German Democratic Republic with goods embargoed by the 
West, oft en with the help of a KGB agent named Vladimir Putin, who worked out 
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of his Dresden offi  ce. In , Schlaff  allegedly paid a  million bribe to the sons 
of Ariel Sharon in order to gain permission to build a casino in the occupied Pales-
tinian city of Jericho, a scheme that apparently also involved substantial payments 
to the easily plied Palestinian Authority. A day aft er Israeli police raided Schlaff ’s 
apartment, discovering evidence of the pay-off , Sharon fell into a comatose state 
from which he would never emerge, saving him from the scandal.

Aft er the raid, Schlaff  stepped up his payments to Lieberman, who had reentered 
politics and whose party, Yisrael Beiteinu, stood to gain a new base of support in the 
wake of Sharon’s departure from the scene. At the time, Lieberman was receiving sev-
eral million dollars a year, thanks to mysterious foreign payments funneled through 
a company run by his twenty-one-year-old daughter. A subsequent police investi-
gation of Lieberman’s alleged money laundering and fraudulent schemes seemed to 
place his career in jeopardy. However, he continued to gather new constituents and 
Knesset seats at a steady clip. By , aft er seven years in and out of the Knesset, 
Lieberman’s Yisrael Beiteinu Party was a force to be reckoned with, gathering  seats 
(out of a total of ) and critical leverage over Prime Minister Ehud Olmert’s falter-
ing government, which was forced to create a phony cabinet position for Lieberman 
called “Minister of Strategic Threats.”

“What need is there for a new ministry run by a man who has no experience 
in security aff airs, unless you count his rumored links to the Russian mafi a, and is 
not distinguished by his penetrating strategic thought?” wrote Azmi Bishara, the 
Palestinian-Israeli politician whom Lieberman constantly antagonized and threat-
ened. “This is a ministry for incitement, mobilization, and conspiracy mongering. It 
is a ministry made to win popularity in the Israeli street by beating the war drums 
against ‘the enemy.’”

While Lieberman inveighed against Arabs and Muslims from his new post—he 
called Bishara a Nazi collaborator who deserved to be executed—he simultaneously 
recruited a coterie of unknown but colorful right-wing apparatchiks, mostly from the 
Russian sector, to do his bidding in the Knesset. Among them was Esterina Tartman, 
the Yisrael Beiteinu party chair who called the appointment of an Arab to a cabinet 
post “a lethal blow to Zionism.” Lieberman was forced to withdraw Tartman’s nomi-
nation for tourism minister when it was revealed she had faked her master’s degree in 
economics from Hebrew University and received , in disability payments for 
claiming that a car accident left  her with permanent physical disability that limited 
her to work four hours a day and severely impaired her concentration—an injury 
that might have excused her erratic behavior in the Knesset. 

Another top Yisrael Beiteinu recruit poached by Lieberman from the ranks of 
Likud, Anastasia Michaeli, based her reputation on her career as a Russian model 
crowned Miss St. Petersburg in . Aft er marrying a former Israeli boxing cham-
pion, she converted to Judaism and moved to Israel where she became a TV celebrity 
among the country’s Russian immigrants. Her signature show, The Pleasures of Life, 
was a Russian version of America’s Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous, fl aunting a 
gaudy Eastern European fantasy of extreme wealth that virtually none of her viewers 
could aff ord or would ever experience.
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Michaeli’s decadent image was exceeded only by her crude racism. In , while 
serving on a panel to select Israel’s representative for the Eurovision song contest, 
Michaeli objected to a Mizrahi contestant because he “looks Arab.” “I am looking at 
this competition from a Zionist point of view,” she was quoted as saying at the time. 
During a debate in the Knesset, she interrupted Ghaleb Majadele, an Arab member 
of the Labor Party, shouting, “You take steps against the country!” When Majadele 
demanded that a Yisrael Beiteinu colleague on the Knesset committee “shut her up,” 
Michaeli stood and threw a glass of water on his face, then stormed out of the cham-
ber. “Mr. Chairman, this sums it up,” Majadele said with a smile. “It’s a shame she’s in 
your party. I’m sure you won’t tolerate this kind of wild, impudent, fascist behavior. 
But I’ll tell you, I’m not even shaken up. It was expected.”

Michaeli’s outbursts infuriated Israel’s mostly Ashkenazi liberal class, who viewed 
her as the symbol of everything that alienated them about the new generation of Rus-
sian immigrants. She not only seemed to revile Arabs, but also homosexuals, expos-
ing an embarrassingly retrograde current that increasingly dominated elements of 
the country’s cultural and political mainstream. But while those the eminent Israeli 
Supreme Court chief justice described as the Enlightened Public—the secular, lib-
eral, coastal middle class—moaned about the fl ood of Russians that had washed 
up on the shores of their civilized fortress, they were reluctant to acknowledge the 
degree to which the great Russian infl ux had fulfi lled a top strategic imperative of 
the state’s ethnocratic nature. Indeed, to off set the growth of the Palestinian and 
ultra-Orthodox populations inside Israel, the state had expended enormous stores of 
resources corralling post–Soviet Russia’s Jewish community into the Zionist project, 
using them as human fodder to fi ll the ranks of the army and the major settlement 
blocs. 

From democraphic assets to objects of derision among an element mourning 
its rapid loss of control over the aff airs of the state, the Russians of Israel forged 
ahead, determined to secure the privileges promised to them by the Jewish state. 
With the rise of Perestroika in the s, Israel’s Jewish Agency was able to entice 
one million Soviet Jews to immigrate to Israel with the promise of handsome social 
and economic benefi ts. It was the largest single infl ux of Jewish immigrants to Israel 
in the country’s history, enlarging the Jewish majority by  percent—a temporary 
triumph in Israel’s war against the perceived Arab demographic threat. However, 
more than , of the new immigrants were not kosher according to rabbin-
ical halakhic law, which mandated that a child have a matrilineal Jewish heritage 
in order to be considered an authentic Jew. Indeed, though they quickly adopted a 
hardline Zionist viewpoint, very few of the Russian immigrants had any connection 
to Jewish religion and culture. Anastasia Michaeli channeled this sensibility when 
she declared, “Judaism is at the basis of why we have this country to begin with. It’s 
not just a religion.”

While Lieberman appealed to narrow Russian Israeli concerns with calls for legal-
izing civil marriage, his belligerent politics and strongman style resonated strongly 
with his rapidly expanding base. A  poll taken by the Israel Democracy Insti-
tute found that  percent of immigrants from the Soviet Union supported forcibly 
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transferring the Palestinian population out of Israeli-controlled territory. Though 
Lieberman drew his support almost exclusively from the Russian-Israeli sector, there 
was no shortage of support for transfer among the broader Israeli public. Indeed, 
according to the poll, a narrow majority of Jewish Israelis supported transfer. An 
Israeli poll taken in  found authoritarian attitudes to be widespread among 
Jewish Israeli youth, with only  percent listing democracy as a “subject of national 
preference.”

The Russian siege mentality evolved under Stalin and fl ourished until the end of 
the Soviet system, as one leader aft er another cultivated a state of constant emergency 
against a continually morphing great Enemy (under Stalin, Lieberman’s father was 
taken captive by German troops before being imprisoned in a gulag for seven years). 
In Israel, the authoritarian trend intensifi ed with the death of the Oslo era, providing 
a prime political climate for a strong-arm fi gure like Lieberman. As Israeli-American 
journalist Liel Liebovitz wrote, “It takes a very small leap of imagination to see how 
perfectly this [post-Soviet] mentality translates into Hebrew: In Israel, aspiring pol-
iticians born in the former Soviet Union found that talk of trenches and enemies 
made for stellar political currency.” 

Like Vladimir Putin, Lieberman believed he was called by history to restore the 
honor and morale of a traumatized, economically ravaged population. Both men 
demanded total compliance to the system of crony capitalism and social repression 
they sought to impose, exploiting every regulatory and bureaucratic mechanism 
at their disposal to neuter civil society, especially the pesky human rights NGOs 
that produced embarrassing English-language human rights reports every now and 
again. Most signifi cant, perhaps, was the terrifying street-level atmosphere Putin 
and Lieberman cultivated in their respective societies. While Putin oversaw Nashi, 
a proto-fascistic and occasionally violent youth group that provided his authori-
tarian regime with the veneer of grassroots appeal, Lieberman’s base included free-
lance gangs of aimless Russian immigrant youth who amused themselves by preying 
on African refugees and Arabs across the drab development towns and blue collar 
neighborhoods of Israel (Netanyahu’s Likud kept close ties to the right-wing Im 
Tirtzu youth group, which menaced Arab students on college campuses and lobbied 
for McCarthyite investigations of “post-Zionist professors” and which is profi led later 
in this book). 

As the home of the world’s largest population of racist skinheads, Russia exported 
its neo-Nazi plague to the Jewish state. Starting in , mobs of Russian teens who 
received automatic citizenship under Israel’s Law of Return began spray-painting 
swastikas on synagogue walls and attacking Holocaust survivors, reportedly scream-
ing, “Heil Hitler!” during several attacks. “There are groups in many towns,” said 
Zalman Gilichenski, a Russian immigrant teacher who ran a hotline for victims 
of neo-Nazi attacks in Israel. “They distribute cassettes and written material. They 
began with graffi  ti and then graduated to beatings.”

But Lieberman’s open advocacy of state-sponsored ethnic cleansing set him apart 
from Putin, rendering him more extreme than even right-wing European populists 
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like Jean-Marie Le Pen or Jorg Haider. As Ha’aretz’s Akiva Eldar wrote, “Haider is 
far from being a righteous man, but even in his most fascist days, he never called 
on Austria to rid itself of citizens who’d been living in the country for generations.” 

According to the details of “Plan Lieberman”—Lieberman’s blueprint for ending 
the confl ict—Israel would unilaterally establish permanent borders along demo-
graphic lines, bringing the major settlement blocs into “Israel proper” while leaving 
remote settlements out. Lieberman said he was willing to evacuate his own house in 
Nokdim to bring the plan to fruition, a vow that distinguished him from the Greater 
Israel types who comprised Likud and the religious nationalist parties.

The desire to consolidate demographic separation led Lieberman to propose leav-
ing the Arab population cluster known as the “Little Triangle” in the Galilee outside 
of Israel’s borders. In turn, at least twenty-fi ve thousand Arabs would be stripped of 
their citizenship and transferred into the hands of the Palestinian Authority. Then, 
Lieberman would unilaterally establish a demilitarized, cantonized Palestinian entity 
in densely populated parts of the West Bank, permanently relieving Israel of the 
demographic burden of two million non-Jews under its control. While Plan Lieb-
erman was widely derided and dismissed by Lieberman’s opponents as a “Soviet” 
document refl ecting an exogenous, totalitarian ideology, it was in fact a crudely 
articulated blueprint of the mainstream Israeli vision for a future “settlement” with 
the Palestinians. Indeed, Lieberman’s plan was well in line with previous US peace 
process proposals advanced in secret by Labor and Kadima. As Azmi Bishara wrote, 
Lieberman “shares with the [Zionist] left  a concern with ‘the demographic issue’ and 
the need to get rid of the Palestinians in the framework of an agreement in which 
they give up all their historic demands with the exception of a political entity, which 
just happens to be an Israeli demand as well.” 

As the longtime leader of Israel’s “centrist” opposition party, Kadima, Tzipi Livni 
bridged the divide between Lieberman and the Zionist left . And unlike the Moldo-
van hard man, she was friendly enough to Western liberal sensibilities to advance 
his most controversial ambitions with the consent of international diplomats and to 
some degree, even the Palestinian Authority. During the so-called Annapolis track 
of peace process negotiations that lasted from  to late , Livni—who was 
then foreign minister—attempted to transform the negotiations into a forum for 
salvaging the Jewish demographic majority through transfer. Livni demanded that 
the Palestinian Authority allow Israel to transfer a series of impoverished Arab towns 
in northern Israel located near the Green Line—and all their non-Jewish residents—
into its hands. The residents of these cities and neighborhoods would then have to 
choose between accepting citizenship in an impoverished, occupied territory ruled 
by a Western-imposed autocracy, or giving up their land and property in order to 
relocate to “Israel proper.” Though they were technically citizens in the Middle East’s 
“only democracy,” Israel’s Palestinian residents would have no say over which coun-
try they had a right to live in. 

In a  meeting with then–secretary of state Condoleezza Rice, Livni empha-
sized Israel’s rejection of the Palestinian refugees’ right to return to their confi scated 
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land and property inside Israel on the grounds that the refugees threatened Isra-
el’s Jewish character. Rice, an African-American raised in the Jim Crow American 
South by a pro–civil rights Baptist preacher, shuddered at the implications of Livni’s 
statement. “I must admit that though I understood the argument intellectually,” Rice 
refl ected, “it struck me as a harsh defense of the ethnic purity of the Israeli state 
when Tzipi said it. It was one of those conversations that shocked my sensibilities 
as an American. Aft er all, the very concept of ‘American’ rejects ethnic or religious 
defi nitions of citizenship. Moreover, there were Arab citizens of Israel. Where did 
they fi t in?” 

But Rice’s personal obligation to the legacy of racial justice was superseded by 
her loyalty to her boss, President George W. Bush. She was committed fi rst and fore-
most to his messianic “war on terror,” which she had compared in a speech to the 
American Civil War and the emancipation of the country’s slaves. Like Bush, Rice 
was prone to confl ating Israel’s predicament with America’s—both were employing 
military shock and awe to induce the “birth pangs of a new Middle East,” as she said. 
“I took a deep breath and tried to understand, and slowly I came to see what she 
meant,” Rice refl ected aft er considering Livni’s demand. Silencing her initial doubts, 
she proceeded to insert language into White House position papers, insisting the 
refugees return to the future Palestinian state in the West Bank or Gaza. “That would 
allow the democratic State of Israel to be ‘Jewish,’” Rice wrote.

In cooperation with Livni, Rice then proposed to the Palestinian Authority’s nego-
tiating team that the refugees be airlift ed en masse to Chile and Argentina, where 
they would begin a new life in permanent exile. “Bad things happen to people all 
around the world all the time,” she told the Palestinians. “You need to look forward.”

Lieberman learned of Livni’s attempts to transfer the “demographic threat” into 
the hands of the Palestinian Authority as most Israelis did: through Al Jazeera’s 
report on the so-called Palestine Papers. Leaked by a disgruntled Palestinian nego-
tiator named Ziad Clot, the papers represented thousands of classifi ed documents 
containing minute-by-minute accounts of the meetings between Israel and the Pal-
estinian Authority. (“Far from enabling a negotiated and fair end to the confl ict, 
the pursuit of the Oslo process deepened Israeli segregationist policies and justi-
fi ed the tightening of the security control imposed on the Palestinian population, as 
well as its geographical fragmentation,” Clot later wrote). Lieberman was positively 
delighted by the revelations. 

He promptly ordered Yisrael Beiteinu’s chairman, Robert Ilatov, to invite Livni to 
the party’s weekly faction meeting to present her plan for transfer. “Livni’s proposal 
is consistent with the program of Yisrael Beiteinu so we will be happy to hear the full 
details from her,” Ilatov stated in a tongue-in-cheek press release craft ed to humili-
ate and embarrass the image-obsessed, Western-oriented Livni. Gilad Erdan, a close 
Netanyahu ally from Likud, piled on, announcing with unconcealed delight from the 
Knesset podium, “Thanks to Al Jazeera, we know that Livni’s views are not far from 
those of Yisrael Beiteinu.” 

Lieberman’s mockery tainted the moderate image Livni sought to project to Jew-
ish American liberals, while on the domestic front, Livni was increasingly seen as 
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feckless, insincere, and at the helm of a party that seemed like a randomly assembled 
collection of characters. 

With roots in Likud, she struggled to fi nd a coherent base anywhere else in Israeli 
politics. The dissolution of her party was almost inevitable, though her career seemed 
likely to linger on as marginalized Israeli liberals struggled for a viable alternative 
to the right-wingers who dominated the government. In the meantime, though she 
was insulated against the stain of direct collaboration with Lieberman, Livni’s myr-
iad challenges left  her paralyzed in the face of the right’s onslaught in the Knesset, 
prompting her to look the other way as one anti-democratic proposal aft er another 
came up for fl oor debates.

With Lieberman’s party serving as the linchpin of this right-wing coalition gov-
ernment, and with Likud’s old guard overwhelmed by younger zealots, Prime Minis-
ter Benjamin Netanyahu came down fi rmly on the side of the party’s hardline future. 
By leaning on his right-wing base as nationalistic sentiment deepened throughout 
Israeli society, the slick-talking, basso profundo ideologue hoped to consolidate him-
self as the King of Israel, the country’s fi rst genuinely right-wing prime minister. 
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The Salesman

Well before Israel’s Russian sector developed its own affi  nity politics, Avigdor 
Lieberman rose through the ranks of Likud under the stewardship of Benja-
min Netanyahu. When Netanyahu was appointed Likud chairman in , he 

tapped Lieberman as party manager, using him as his liaison to the Russian public. 
Even as the head of Yisrael Beiteinu, Lieberman remained open to merging his party 
with Likud in a dominant electoral coalition that would keep the center-left  in per-
manent isolation. But even before the  elections approached, Netanyahu envi-
sioned the dawn of a one-party state, with himself at the helm. With the humiliation 
of diplomatic concessions etched in his memory, from his patron Yitzhak Shamir 
backing down to President George H. W. Bush to his own retreat under pressure 
from President Bill Clinton, Netanyahu saw his new term as a mandate to restore 
himself the guarantor of Greater Israel.

Raised in suburban Philadelphia and educated in business management at MIT 
in Cambridge, Massachusetts, Netanyahu pitched himself to Israelis as the man best 
able to explain Israel’s supposedly unique situation to the world, and especially to 
its chief benefactor in Washington. During the Gulf War of , when Netanyahu 
served as deputy foreign minister, he emerged as a familiar face on CNN, the fi rst 
twenty-four-hour American news channel. Following a successful Likud-inspired 
campaign the previous year to oust CNN’s chief Jerusalem correspondents, branding 
them as “self-hating Jews” with the help of Jewish American establishment groups, 
Netanyahu was able to single-handedly turn CNN into what one PLO offi  cial called 
“a propagandist for the Israelis.” 

For his extended televised diatribes branding the PLO as a front organization 
for Saddam Hussein, the Washington Times recommended Netanyahu for an Emmy 
Award, the honor bestowed on American daytime TV actors. Well before Netanyahu 
was an internationally recognized fi gure, veteran Middle East analyst Leon Hadar 
labeled him, “The Joe Isuzu of the Middle East Wars,” referring to the fi ctional 
pitchman who amused American audiences with outrageously false claims about 
Isuzu cars—“Hi, I’m Joe Isuzu, and I used my new Isuzu pickup truck to carry a 
two-thousand-pound cheeseburger.” With a straight face and a tone of total con-
viction, Netanyahu marketed a lemon to American consumers, and arguably faced 
fewer challenges than most used car salesmen. 

By emphasizing the essential role of government public relations years before has-
bara—the Hebrew term for the societal obligation to “explain” Israel’s predicament to 
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the world—became a national focus, and leveraging his success in the frenetic Amer-
ican media environment, Netanyahu improved his position himself on the domestic 
stage. He campaigned as much more than a politician: he was an American-accented 
marketing agent, so slick he could sell a dirty diaper to a garbage can—the Joe Isuzu 
of the Jewish state. He was the self-proclaimed master of hasbara, the explainer 
extraordinaire who could obliterate inconvenient truths about occupation and war 
crimes with emotionally potent talking points. As Netanyahu told a conference of 
Likud activists, “It doesn’t matter if justice is on your side. You have to depict your 
position as just.”

Netanyahu believed that if Israel was ever portrayed abroad as a strong-armed 
oppressor, it was because of a national failure to generate clever hasbara, not because 
of the state-practiced apartheid toward Palestinians. “Contrary to conventional wis-
dom, the issue here is not just what kinds of pictures will fl icker across the television 
screen . . . ” Netanyahu wrote in his  manifesto, A Durable Peace. “I have found 
over the years . . . that occasionally one word can be worth a thousand pictures, rather 
than vice versa. For example, the word occupation [italics in original], or the expres-
sion homeless people. Or Arab land. Or land for peace. In countless newspaper pieces, 
journal articles, and books, the Arabs have devoted untold intellectual resources to 
framing the argument in such a way that it frames Israel. Israel will have to devote 
an even greater intellectual eff ort to extricating itself from the trap into which it has 
so readily entered.” 

When he entered the prime minister’s offi  ce in , Netanyahu immediately 
set himself to what he did best: spinning the herd of clueless American reporters 
and columnists who parachuted into Jerusalem and Tel Aviv each week. In August 
, following the bloody Israeli raid on the Gaza Freedom Flotilla, the conservative 
American columnist George Will fl ew to Israel to meet with the prime minister. Will 
returned with an error-laden ode to Netanyahu, rehashing a tall tale that the prime 
minister fi rst told at the annual American Israel Public Aff airs Council’s annual con-
ference in Washington. “Nevertheless, a display case in Netanyahu’s offi  ce could teach 
the Obama administration something about this leader,” the awestruck Will wrote. 
“It contains a small signet stone that was part of a ring found near the Western Wall. 
It is about , years old— years younger than Jerusalem’s role as the Jewish 
people’s capital. The ring was the seal of a Jewish offi  cial, whose name is inscribed on 
it: Netanyahu.”

What was Netanyahu’s connection to the ring, and by extension, to the ancient 
land of Israel? There was none. Netanyahu’s grandfather, Nathan Milikovsky, had 
merely changed his name to Netanyahu aft er he emigrated from Lithuania to Pales-
tine. Thus Netanyahu had a much closer relation to the former Alaskan governor and 
vice presidential hopeful Sarah Palin, whose Lithuanian maternal grandfather was 
rumored to be a Jew, than to any late Bronze Age “Jewish offi  cial” from the Middle 
East. Intended to assert his legitimacy to rule over the Land of Israel, Netanyahu’s 
magical ring tale rested on the same logical fallacy as my own dubious assertion to 
a historical mandate to rule over Mexico because my grandfather, Hymie Blumen-
thal, had changed his name to Hymie Quetzalcoatl. Despite his reliance on childlike 
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myths that recalled the plot of the J. R. R. Tolkien The Lord of the Rings fantasy 
trilogy, or perhaps because of it, Netanyahu was able to inject his hasbara into the 
mainstream American media without the slightest diffi  culty.

As his term as prime minister wore on, Netanyahu extended more access to 
easily duped American reporters than to Israeli journalists who might be inclined 
toward skepticism. Instead of interacting candidly with the Israeli press, the prime 
minister’s offi  ce briefed Israeli reporters with American reports that portrayed him 
in positive terms. Netanayahu achieved perhaps his greatest media coup in May 
, when Time magazine managing editor Richard Stengel arrived at his doorstep 
eager to relay a heavy dose of Bibi-think to the American public. The result of the 
interview, carefully managed by Netanyahu and his American-born advisers, was a 
fawning profi le in which Stengel compared the prime minister to Moses, imagined 
him arguing with God, and dubbed him, “King Bibi.” “He’s conquered Israel. But 
will Netanyahu now make peace—or war?” the cover read. Sixteen years prior, Time 
published a nearly identical cover, juxtaposing a triumphant Netanyahu with the 
question, “Can He Make Peace?” 

Having convinced one of the American media’s most infl uential fi gures to market 
him as a potential peacemaker, even as he rattled off  violent threats against Iran and 
authorized thousands of new settlement units in the West Bank, Netanyahu and his 
inner circle celebrated the sensational public relations score. At a press conference 
in Prague with his Czech counterpart, the prime minister reveled in his coronation 
by Time as King of the Jews. “We are [engaging] in a hasbara eff ort and every oppor-
tunity to explain Israel’s position is something that I welcome,” Netanyahu declared. 

The PR victory would not have been possible without the help of Netanyahu’s 
American fi xer, the Florida-born Ron Dermer. The son of a wealthy trial lawyer and 
brother of the former mayor of Miami Beach, a Democrat who helped elect Repub-
lican George W. Bush, Dermer enjoyed more proximity to Netanyahu than perhaps 
any other adviser. His principal role was to fi nesse the network of neoconservative 
think tanks, Israel lobbying organizations, and assorted Beltway infl uentials, lever-
aging them against an Obama administration that Netanyahu viewed with outright 
hostility. Dermer’s apparent success in stymieing pressure from the White House 
confi rmed a remark Netanyahu made to a family of bereaved settlers in : “I 
know what America is,” he said. “America is a thing you can move very easily, move 
it in the right direction. They won’t get in the way.”

The selection of Michael Oren, an American-born neoconservative and intel-
lectual, as Israel’s ambassador to the United States, was consistent with Netanyahu’s 
obsession with shaping the American media’s meta-narrative. Having reportedly 
named the New York Times one of Israel’s “main enemies,” then angrily denied even 
making such a statement, Netanyahu dispatched Oren as both his emissary to the 
thoughtful precincts of the political class and attack dog, siccing him and Dermer on 
the newspaper aft er a series of critical editorials and articles accusing him of inter-
fering in the American political process in an eff ort to damage President Obama. In 
the tumultuous Netanyahu era, Oren was kept constantly busy. 
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When the ambassador learned that  Minutes, the popular American news pro-
gram, was planning a segment on the plight of Palestinian Christians living under 
occupation, he placed a panicked phone call to CBS News chief Jeff  Fager, demanding 
that Fager pull the segment before it aired. Instead of acceding to Oren’s demand, 
however, CBS correspondent Bob Simon grilled the ambassador about the phone 
call during the broadcast. Unaccustomed to hard questioning by American reporters, 
Oren was fl ustered, issuing a contorted, barely coherent response. “When I heard that 
you were going to do a story about Christians in the Holy Land,” he stuttered, “and 
my assum . . . and . . . and had, I believe, information about the nature of it . . . and 
it’s been confi rmed by this interview today.”

When confronting questions of occupation, or of anything related to the Pales-
tinians, Netanyahu and his American-accented PR cadre seemed to recognize that 
they were not likely to win much international sympathy. Thus Netanyahu rehashed 
the public relations strategy he introduced during the early s, when he openly 
urged the United States to invade Iraq and remove Saddam Hussein from power, 
warning that the consequence of inaction was a nuclear holocaust. This time, the 
Hitlerian enemy was the Islamic Republic of Iran, which had initiated a nuclear 
program with murky goals, and which provided sponsorship to Hezbollah and to 
a decreasing degree, to Hamas in the Gaza Strip. Shift ing away from the traditional 
Israeli emphasis on shared values of democracy and liberalism, Netanyahu sought 
to recalibrate the Israeli’s “special relationship” through the framework of the Islam-
ophobic clash of civilizations narrative, in which the freedom-loving West waged 
an existential global fi ght against what Netanyahu called “the insatiable crocodile of 
militant Islam.” In the battle for the heart of American opinion, Netanyahu assidu-
ously cultivated Israel’s image as a Fort Apache on the frontlines against the Muslim 
menace—and the United States as a larger Fort Apache that could learn from the 
Israeli model. 

As Netanyahu ramped up the pressure for an American military strike on Ira-
nian nuclear facilities, interviewers scarcely asked him questions about Palestinians, 
settlement expansion, or other disturbing issues. Speaking at the  AIPAC policy 
conference in Washington before an audience of thousands of Jewish American sup-
porters of Israel and the national press corps, Netanyahu did not use the word “Pal-
estine” or “Palestinians” once. Instead, he delivered a surreal rant about the Iranian 
“nuclear duck,” demanding that “the world start calling a duck a duck.” As his stem-
winder drew to a close, Netanyahu grew increasingly apocalyptic, suggesting that an 
American refusal to bomb Iran’s nuclear facilities—or to authorize a unilateral Israeli 
strike—would repeat the Allied Forces’ failure to attack Auschwitz during World War 
Two. Finally, the prime minister raised the Jewish holiday of Purim by reminding 
the crowd that “some twenty-fi ve hundred years ago, a Persian anti-Semite tried to 
annihilate the Jewish people.” 

Aluf Benn, the editor-in-chief of Ha’aretz, worried that by invoking the Holocaust 
in such a spectacular fashion, Netanyahu had essentially committed himself to mil-
itary action against Iran in some form in the near future. But Benn underestimated 
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the prime minister’s cynical gamesmanship. In the year following Netanyahu’s 
address, while his hysterical rhetoric persisted, the Obama administration made it 
clear to him that it had no intention of attacking Iran and would continue to pursue 
sanctions and its diplomatic track. Netanyahu’s nuclear show went on, allowing him 
to achieve another strategic goal. Behind the curtain Israel gained a free hand to act 
against the Palestinians as it pleased, sustaining the siege of Gaza. Slowly but surely, 
Netanyahu was realizing the fruits of a long-term plan for setting fi nal borders on 
the exclusive terms of Greater Israel. 

Like every Israeli prime minister before him, Netayahu’s strategy depended on 
increasing the number of Jews living on Israeli-controlled territory and reducing 
the number of Palestinians. In November , while he served as a junior minister 
in Shamir’s government, Netanyahu spoke at Bar Ilan University, the academic mecca 
of religious nationalism in Israel. “Israel should have taken advantage of the suppres-
sion of the demonstrations in China [Tiananmen Square], when the world’s attention 
was focused on what was happening in that country, to carry out mass expulsions 
among the Arabs of the Territories,” Netanyahu told his audience. “However, to my 
regret, they did not support that policy that I proposed, and which I still propose 
should be implemented.”

By all accounts, Netanyahu has remained a transferist—a term that has gained 
currency within Israel to describe a politician in favor of expelling Palestinians one 
way or another. By the time he reentered the prime minister’s offi  ce in , he 
seemed aware of the unfeasibility of mass expulsions, both politically and morally. 
It was only under the cover of two wars that Israel was able to force more than one 
million Palestinians outside the frontiers it controlled. Unless an attack on Iran trig-
gered a prolonged regional confl ict, such an opportunity was unlikely to arise again, 
at least, not in the foreseeable future. Though the Palestinians presented an existen-
tial challenge to Israel’s demographic imperatives, Netanyahu believed that through 
careful but audacious planning, persistent low-intensity military operations, and 
aggressive public relations or hasbara, he could secure his vision of Greater Israel.

To consolidate Israel’s control over the West Bank, Netanyahu sought massive 
land annexations in Area C, the vast portion of land placed under Israeli control 
by the Oslo Accords. He would then extend the corridors of major settlement blocs 
deep into Palestinian territory, strategically severing the Palestinian population clus-
ters from one another while permanently encircling East Jerusalem, where mas-
sive settlement activity was already forcing Palestinians from their homes in droves. 
Toward the Gaza Strip, where Netanyahu had vowed to “crush the rule of Hamas,” 
the Israeli military would “mow the lawn,” an expression used to describe periodic 
assaults on the enclave’s civilian and military infrastructure, hoping to whittle away 
at Hamas’s deterrence capacity while battering the besieged population into sub-
mission. In the Negev Desert and the Galilee, the Israeli government ramped up its 
strategy of “Judaization,” planting new, exclusively Jewish communities around, and 
sometimes in place of, ghettoized Arab towns.  Judaization also formed the basis of 
Israel’s approach to the mixed cities in the interior, creating unbearable pressure on 
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Arab city dwellers to move. On Netanyahu’s watch, evidence of a clear and compre-
hensive plan to control all space—and the lives of all people—between the river and 
the sea was clearer than ever.

In the Likud-dominated Knesset, the plan took the form of legislation aimed 
at strengthening the “Jewish” character of the state at the expense of its purported 
democratic charter. Immediately aft er the new Knesset was sworn into offi  ce, bills 
aimed at limiting the speech rights of Palestinian citizens of Israel, imposing harsh 
penalties on human rights activists and separating Palestinian families became the 
order of the day. The anti-democratic legislative agenda proceeded with cooperation 
from Kadima, the loyal opposition party, and general acquiescence from a margin-
alized Labor Party. With Avigdor Lieberman by his side and a party full of far-right 
upstarts, Netanyahu would preside over the rapid deterioration of Israel’s democratic 
veneer, prompting him to redouble his eff orts against the international public rela-
tions threat he now called “delegitimization.”

In his fi rst book, A Durable Peace, Netanyahu hinted at the goals he would seek to 
fulfi ll if he ever managed to gain the title of “King Bibi.” Mocking the culture of social 
justice he had witnessed among American Jews, Netanyahu rejected what he called 
“the relentless Jewish desire to see an end to struggle.” To him and an increasing 
number of Israelis, the status quo of low intensity warfare was perfectly acceptable, 
while a one-way peace in which Israel enjoyed relative tranquility as it periodically 
decimated Palestinian urban centers was ideal. And the Israeli public that put him 
into offi  ce seemed to agree. Thus Netanyahu called on Israelis to steel themselves for 
“an ongoing national exertion and the possibility of periodic bouts of international 
confrontation.” This single line neatly summarized the colonial logic animating his 
approach to the Palestinians and rationalizing it to the outside world.

In May , months aft er Netanyahu, Lieberman, and the most right-wing gov-
ernment in Israel’s history came to power, I landed at Ben Gurion International Air-
port, arriving for the fi rst of many prolonged stays in the Holy Land.
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Number 1

In July , the Israeli Haganah militia’s armor columns rumbled into the twin 
cities of Lydda and Ramle, leaving in their wake a trail of captured and destroyed 
Palestinian villages near the coast, and bearing down on hundreds of thousands 

of refugees who had fl ed for the cities in Palestine’s interior. Many refugees had 
sought shelter in Lydda and Ramle. Through Operation Danny, General Yigal Allon 
of the Haganah’s elite Palmach strike force and General Yitzhak Rabin sought to 
dislodge them while placing the strategically located city in Israeli hands. Once 
Rabin and Allon initiated their assault on the city, they beseeched the Haganah 
commander-in-chief and prime minister David Ben Gurion for instructions. The 
commanders were particularly concerned with the tens of thousands of Palestinian 
Arabs huddled in the cities. What should we do with them? Rabin asked. With a wave 
of his hand, Ben Gurion gestured to expel the besieged refugee population. “Drive 
them out!” he exclaimed, according to an account by Rabin.

And so they did, sending nearly fi ft y-fi ve thousand indigenous inhabitants on 
a forced march eastward to Ramallah in which hundreds died of exhaustion—
the so-called “Lydda Death March.” One young doctor trapped during an Israeli- 
imposed curfew in the Lydda hospital was overcome with horror at the carnage he 
had witnessed: His own sister died before his eyes, but he was unable to bury her 
because of the curfew. He was forced to dig a grave with his bare hands in the yard 
of her home. The young doctor was named George Habash, and would go on to 
found the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine, a left ist political faction that 
led the armed struggle against Israel for several decades, including through several 
notorious hijackings of international airliners. 

 Riding into Lydda in an armored car he dubbed “The Terrible Tiger,” at the helm 
of the th Commando Battalion, was a little-known career soldier named Moshe 
Dayan. Aft er Dayan’s blitz into the city, an embedded reporter from the New York 
Herald Tribune surveyed the damage: “the corpses of Arab men, women, and even 
children strewn about in the wake of the ruthlessly brilliant charge.” “Practically 
everything in their way died,” a Chicago Sun-Times reporter wrote of the Israeli 
forces, describing Operation Dani as a “Blitzkreig.” More than  Palestinian Arabs 
instructed to take shelter in the Dahmash mosque near Ramle were slaughtered 
by forces under Rabin and Allon’s direct command, then left  to rot in the July heat. 
About twenty to fi ft y more Palestinian men sent into the mosque by Israeli forces to 
extract the corpses and bury them were shot dead in the graves they had just dug. 
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Some soldiers robbed fl eeing Palestinians of their gold jewelry. Others, according 
to Amos Kenan, a famous Israeli writer and bon vivant who participated in the con-
quest of Lydda, took further liberties. “At night,” Kenan casually recalled in a  
article for the Nation, “those of us who couldn’t restrain ourselves would go into the 
prison compounds to fuck Arab women.” A few soldiers caught up in the orgy of 
violence succumbed to psychological trauma. As Rabin later recalled, “Prolonged 
propaganda activities were required aft er the action . . . to explain why we were 
obliged to undertake such a harsh and cruel action.”

By the end of Operation Dani, Israeli forces had captured more than thirty Pales-
tinian communities, including the cities of Lydda and Ramle. Most of the captured 
villages were bulldozed to the ground or destroyed with high explosives, expanding 
the territorial basis for the Jewish state that was soon to be founded. Having expelled 
all but a few hundred of Lydda Ramle’s Palestinian residents, the Israelis cleared an 
open path for transportation between Tel Aviv and newly captured areas of West 
Jerusalem. Almost as importantly, they had taken control of Al-Lydda Airport, a 
major airfi eld formerly administered by the British colonial authorities. “We had a 
great time,” Kenan wrote of the days he spent at the newly captured airport. “Aft er 
morning parade and breakfast, we would chew the fat until lunchtime.” As with the 
city of Lydda, the conquerors Hebraicized the name of the airport, renaming it Lod 
Airport.

Today, Lod Airport is named for the man whose stern wave of the hand brought 
it under Israeli control—it is Ben Gurion International Airport. Ben Gurion Inter-
national is a cavernous, modern, glass-and-steel edifi ce that seems from an exte-
rior glance like any other airport in a major Western capital. Once inside, however, 
the terminal’s unique qualities come into immediate focus. As soon as they land or 
seek to depart from Israel, passengers are subjected to a rigorous process of ethnic 
categorization and psychoanalysis designed to vet the suitability of their presence 
inside Israeli-controlled frontiers. Masquerading as security measures, the vetting 
procedures are refl ections of the discriminatory policies that govern the relationship 
between Israeli Jews, Palestinians, and the outside world. With an atmosphere crack-
ling with the neurotic mood of ethnic suspicion and its hyper-securitized, high-tech 
gleam, Ben Gurion International is a microcosm of the modern Jewish state.

Aft er landing at the airport in May , I strolled past the exhibit of vintage 
Jewish National Fund posters—“Conquering the Wilderness,” one of them read—
and the newly posted signs urging Israelis to be “good ambassadors” when they 
traveled outside the country. In the weeks before my trip, several prominent left -
wing international political fi gures had been denied entry to areas controlled by 
Israel. They included the Spanish clown Ivan Prado, who arrived at Ben Gurion 
International two months before me with the intention of organizing a clown festi-
val in the occupied Palestinian city of Ramallah. Prado was detained for six hours 
and deported because the Shin Bet (Israel’s general security service) claimed he had 
“links to Palestinian terror organizations.” And there was Professor Noam Chomsky, 
the iconic left -wing intellectual, who was detained and interrogated at Israel’s border 
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for fi ve hours by the Shin Bet on his way to speak at Bir Zeit University in the West 
Bank and fi nally deported to Jordan. Though Chomsky had been a withering critic 
of Israeli policy for decades, Israeli offi  cials were unable to explain why they barred 
his entry. 

Before traveling to Israel in May , I met in New York City with Jared Malsin, 
then a twenty-seven-year-old Jewish-American correspondent for Ma’an News, who 
was back in the city aft er a long stint reporting from the occupied West Bank. He is 
clean cut, bespectacled, soft  spoken, and reserved, hardly the kind of person a secu-
rity offi  cer might identify as a threat. However, when he returned to Israel from a 
trip to Prague with his girlfriend, Malsin told me Shin Bet offi  cers had immediately 
escorted him to a holding cell. In the small room, an unidentifi ed female Shin Bet 
offi  cer interrogated Malsin about articles he had published on Israeli army abuses 
of civilians in the West Bank. Aft er seizing Malsin’s cellphone and belongings, the 
offi  cer coldly informed him, “In this offi  ce, you have no rights.” For eight days, Malsin 
was held in virtual solitary confi nement with one pair of clothes, no opportunity to 
shower, no toothbrush, and for most of the time, no reading material. “I could have 
tried to hold out while my lawyer appealed my case, but without any books or any 
way to write anything down, I felt like I was slowly beginning to go crazy,” he said. 
Aft er over a week in detention, and separated from his girlfriend, whom he was 
unable to communicate with, Malsin decided to accept his deportation. 

Chronicles of harsh interrogations and the arbitrary deportation of journal-
ists, international human rights activists, and dissidents at Ben Gurion Airport are 
legion. But their treatment pales in comparison to the abuse meted out by Shin 
Bet offi  cers to Palestinians, Palestinian citizens of Israel, and Arabs in general. Any 
Arab fl ying out of Ben Gurion must arrive at least fi ve hours in advance for what 
one friend described as the “mandatory proctology exam” at the hands of security 
offi  cers. “This phenomenon is so widespread that it is hard to fi nd any Arab citizen 
who travels abroad by air and who has not experienced a discriminatory security 
check at least once,” the Arab Association for Human Rights and the Centre Against 
Racism concluded in . 

EL AL Airlines, the national airline of Israel, coordinates closely with the coun-
try’s intelligence services. The airline has been accused of allowing Mossad offi  cers 
to pose as EL AL staff ers to collect information on non-Jewish passengers in foreign 
airports. In , EL AL was forced to pay , to two Arab citizens of Israel who 
were humiliated by a female security offi  cer who stood over them for an entire fl ight, 
ordering them not to speak or use the bathroom without her escort—and aft er they 
had passed every airport security check. Another Arab citizen of Israel, the journalist 
Yara Mashour, said she was forced to switch airlines aft er EL AL agents refused to 
relent in an interrogation process that seemed aimed more at denigration than inves-
tigation. “I felt like they were raping me in many senses,” Mashour said aft erward. 
Another Arab journalist from Israel, Ali Waked, who wrote for the major Israeli daily 
Yedioth Ahronoth, was banned from fl ying to Egypt in  with Israel’s then–foreign 
minister Silvan Shalom without any explanation. 
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No Arabs are exempt from discrimination at Ben Gurion International, not even 
the six-month-old Arab baby who was separated from her parents and strip-searched 
by airport security agents. The discrimination against Arabs at Ben Gurion Airport 
is so systematic the Israeli authorities make little attempt to conceal it; in , the 
Shin Bet and Israeli Ministry of Transportation ordered a local airline to block any 
Arabs from fl ying until a temporary glitch in X-ray machines was repaired. Jewish 
passengers, meanwhile, were not even subjected to extra searches. 

In August , former Clinton cabinet secretary of Health and Human Ser-
vices Donna Shalala traveled to Israel on a delegation organized by American Jewish 
Committee. Shalala, who was serving at the time as the president of the University 
of Miami, met with top Israeli offi  cials, including Shimon Peres, during her visit to 
coordinate strategies to battle Palestinian solidarity activism on American college 
campuses. However, when Shalala arrived at Ben Gurion, a security offi  cer noticed 
her Arab-sounding last name—Shalala was born to Lebanese immigrant parents—
and took her to the “Arab room” for a two and a half hour interrogation procedure 
that nearly caused her to miss her fl ight. 

Israeli security services claim to operate under a complex behavior detection sys-
tem that focuses on “micro-expressions” evincing nervousness or malicious intent. 
A keen observer who has traveled through Ben Gurion on multiple occasions might 
conclude, however, that the Shin Bet’s screening system is based on a model of racial 
profi ling. Even before entering the airport, drivers must pass through a checkpoint 
where an armed security offi  cer peers into the vehicle, looking for Arabs and other 
“threats.” On almost every occasion in which I have taken an airport shuttle from 
Jerusalem, an Arab or a dark-skinned non-Jew was taken off  the bus for questioning. 
Inside the terminal, the moment a passenger enters the security queue, an offi  cer 
approaches to initiate an “interview.” The offi  cers, who are usually young, well man-
nered, and educated Israelis trained in the practice of “psychotechnics,” immediately 
conduct an “accent check” to determine the fl yer’s ethnicity and nationality. 

The accent check occurs during an “interview,” which invariably begins with 
questions about the fl yer’s ethnic and religious origins. At the conclusion of the 
interview, the security offi  cer classifi es the passenger with a number between one 
and six. One is reserved for Jewish Israelis and most international Jews, who are 
allowed to forgo an intensive and invasive hand check of their luggage before they 
check in. Three and four are reserved for non-Jews, especially Arabs and foreign 
people of color, who are oft en escorted to what is commonly known as “the Arab 
room” for demeaning and time-consuming interrogations. Those who receive a 
six—the greatest “security threat”—are either Arabs or “hostile” left ist solidarity 
activists, usually those who had the misfortune to wind up on a Shin Bet black-
list. While Palestinians are detained for an extended period and sometimes blocked 
from fl ying, activists are generally deported and banned from Israel for a period of 
ten years. Palestinians who pass through security procedures receive a special sticker 
on their passport reading, “Did you pack a bomb by mistake?” 

In , the Israel Airports Administration created what it called a “unit entrusted 
with liaising with the population of members of minorities in Israel.” The new unit 
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began issuing a special “Ethnic Minorities Form” to Arab families planning to fl y 
from Ben Gurion. The form requires Arabs to list the names and all passport num-
bers of their family members, as well as the names of whoever authorized their trip, 
thus assuming that Arabs do not travel abroad for leisure or business trips. “I would 
be thankful for any assistance you can extend at the airport,” the form reads, sug-
gesting that Arabs should express gratitude for being discriminated against. Dimi 
Reider, the Israeli journalist who revealed the new forms, commented, “More than 
anything else, this is a clear and stark example of normalization of apartheid: when 
both parties accept an ethnically discriminative practice as a given, and just seek to 
make it a little more palatable.”

In July , hundreds of international solidarity activists organized a protest 
of discriminatory practices at Ben Gurion informally known as the “fl ytilla.” They 
planned to land at the airport on fl ights from around the world in a coordinated 
fashion, then unapologetically inform airport security agents of their intention to 
volunteer for human rights and aid organizations in refugee camps in the West Bank 
(even the slightest hint that a tourist plans to travel into occupied territory can lead 
to immediate deportation). On July , when the demonstrators converged at Ben 
Gurion, chanting “Free Palestine!” upon arrival, they were set upon by mobs of angry 
Jewish Israeli travelers. Men charged at the demonstrators, who consisted mostly of 
middle-aged European women, shouting, “Sons of bitches!” and “Garbage!” Israeli 
police waiting at the scene for the protest to forcibly herd the demonstrators away 
into holding cells, instead saved them from a possible mob assault.

When Larry Derfner, an Israeli journalist who had arrived to cover the incident, 
was mistaken for a protester, an old woman began screaming at him, “Get out of 
here!” prompting police to throw him into a van and attempt to haul him to prison 
until he displayed his government-approved press credentials. “Watching my enraged 
countrymen at Ben-Gurion, I imagined the daily headlines having been distilled into 
a kind of political methadrine and mainlined into their veins . . . in their insistence 
that protesters like these be silenced because their words are acts of violence, acts of 
war, of terrorism, they represent the majority,” Derfner wrote aft erward. “They are an 
authentic expression of the national will.”

Justifying the mass arrest of peaceful demonstrators seeking to volunteer in the 
West Bank, Benjamin Netanyahu declared, “Every country has the right to prevent 
the entry of provocateurs and troublemakers into its territory. That is how all coun-
tries behave, and that is how Israel will act. We must prevent the disruption of normal 
life for Israeli citizens.”

Before any trip to Israel-Palestine, I receive a dizzying array of advice from jour-
nalist and activist friends on how to pass through Israeli security with minimal 
harassment. A Jewish-American writer for a Palestinian diaspora publication told 
me she always wore blue-and-white clothing—the colors of the Israeli fl ag—and a 
gold Star of David necklace, and fl irted openly with security offi  cers of the opposite 
sex. A left -wing Israeli activist advised me to behave in an irritable, churlish fashion, 
blurting out terse responses to questions from security offi  cers to avoid creating 
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the perception that I was overcompensating for any “anti-Israel” intentions. Other 
journalist friends warned me to erase any and all Arab contacts from my phone, and 
to delete any material I had published about the Israel-Palestine confl ict from my 
computer hard drive. They reminded me about Lily Sussman, the twenty-one-year-
old Jewish American college student detained in December  by the Shin Bet 
at Israel’s border with Egypt because she was carrying suspicious items, such as an 
Arabic phrasebook. Aft er two hours of intense interrogation, a baby-faced Shin Bet 
offi  cer appeared to inform Sussman, “I’m sorry, but we had to blow up your laptop.” 
He then handed her a MacBook riddled with bullet holes. Luckily for Sussman, the 
bullets missed her hard drive.

Aft er deciding that I was too lazy to purge my computer and cellphone of Arab 
contacts, I concluded that I had nothing to hide and that the Israeli intelligence 
services could not possibly be foolish enough to treat me as a security threat. I then 
reminded myself that I was an Ashkenazi Jew who would be automatically aff orded 
special rights according to the designs of Zionism. 

My Jewish privilege would be borne out during many trips in and out of Ben 
Gurion Airport. Whenever a security offi  cer greeted me with the requisite opening 
question, “Are you Jeweesh?” I have learned to casually respond, “Of course.” If I 
were ever asked if I had any Israeli family, I would tell them about all my imaginary 
cousins in Tel Aviv or about my imaginary Israeli girlfriend. “Are you thinking of 
marrying your girlfriend,” a young female security offi  cer asked me once. “I sure am!” 
I said with a bashful smile, bringing a satisfi ed grin to the face of the offi  cer. Because 
the maintenance of a Jewish demographic majority is Israel’s national priority, the 
production of Jewish babies is a key national priority. With my promise to inject 
top-grade Ashkenazi Jewish sperm into the ovum of a young Jewish Israeli woman, 
I was marked with a level-one security classifi cation.

Each time I reach the kiosk at passport control on my way into Israel-Palestine, 
I do my best to appear calm, and even a little bit bored, while the offi  cer examines 
my documents. With bated breath I wait for the loud thump of the metal visa stamp 
when it meets the pages of my passport. Only with that noise will I know that I have 
gained admission through the fortifi ed frontiers controlled by Israel. As a sense of 
relief washes across my body, a single thought enters my mind that is constantly 
reaffi  rmed throughout my time inside Israel-Palestine: I am a lucky Jew.
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Settling in the Hearts

When I arrived in Israel-Palestine in July  for an extended reporting trip, I 
stayed in Jaff a, an impoverished traditionally Arab city that formed Tel Aviv’s 
southern ghetto and the next frontier of its yuppie high-tech class. I rented 

a room in a dilapidated two-story house on the border of Ajami that from the out-
side vaguely resembled a Wild West saloon. The house stood on “Doctor Paul Erlich 
Street,” a two-lane boulevard of crumbling homes named aft er a fi n de siecle Aus-
trian Jewish medical pioneer who never set foot in Palestine. Prior to , before 
the state’s Naming Committee Hebraicized street names across Israel, the road was 
named for Doctor Fouad Dajani, an early leader of the Palestinian national move-
ment who dedicated his life to maintaining a fi rst-class hospital he founded in Jaff a. 

During the – campaign of expulsions and ethnic cleansing that Pales-
tinians refer to as the Nakba, or “the catastrophe,” Dajani’s former hospital, which I 
would pass by every day on my way into Tel Aviv, was seized by the State of Israel. 
Aft er being expropriated, the hospital was promptly renamed “Zahalon Geriatric 
Center” in honor of Jacob Zahalon, a rabbi and physician from seventeenth-century 
Italy who was about as familiar to Arab residents of Jaff a as an ice skating rink. 

Situated in the center of Israel’s coastline, and sprawled out against the Medi-
terranean Sea, Jaff a is one of the oldest continually inhabited places in the world. 
Before the fateful years of  and ’, the city was known as “The Bride of the Sea,” 
a cosmopolitan hub boasting over a dozen newspapers and magazines, a bustling 
port, renowned schools and hospitals, and a roaring citrus export industry. Arabs 
from Lebanon, Iraq, and Egypt fl ocked to Jaff a to toil in the port, build wooden crates 
for oranges, and join crews on fi shing trawlers. The Palestinian entrepreneurs who 
oversaw the port’s operations took pride in their position of economic preeminence 
in the Arab world. 

Jaff a’s orchards and port also served as incubators of Jewish-Arab cooperation 
and coexistence. The Palestine Citrus Board, overseen by the British colonial author-
ities in the s and early ’s, mandated a mutually benefi cial arrangement in 
which Arabs worked for Jewish orchard owners and vice versa. A local cooperative 
called Pardes relied on both Jewish and Arab labor to ship Jaff a’s oranges to Western 
Europe. “We lived among the Arabs, or within the Arabs, they lived around,” Gideon 
Makoff , the Israeli general secretary of the Pardes cooperative, remarked in Eyal Siv-
an’s  documentary, Jaff a: The Orange’s Clockwork. A Pardes promotional docu-
ment emphasized the importance of economic cooperation between Arabs and Jews: 

9781568586342-text.indd   439781568586342-text.indd   43 8/3/13   11:49 PM8/3/13   11:49 PM



 goliath

“This is the fi rst time a committee has been formed in Jaff a to organize fruit shipping. 
Its work has been fruitful and we may hope that all orange producers regardless of 
race, religion, will unite to form a body dedicated to organizing all mutual interests.”

But the cooperative spirit of Pardes rankled the emerging Labor Zionist establish-
ment, which preached a strict doctrine of Avodah Ivrit, or Hebrew labor, and Kibush 
Ha’avodah, or the strict enforcement of Jewish-only labor. As the vanguard of the 
Zionist movement, the Labor movement hewed closely to socialist ideology and a 
statist doctrine as the best means of establishing the infrastructure for a Jewish state 
in Palestine. Unlike other socialists around the world, the Labor Zionists fused ethnic 
exclusivism with their vision of worker solidarity. Like the state they sought to found, 
their socialism was for Jews only.

“We were considered the right wing, in a distinction the [Zionist] left  cared to 
make. But we weren’t for total separation, we didn’t think we couldn’t live together,” 
Makoff  of the Pardes Cooperative told Sivan. Throughout Palestine, the Labor Zion-
ists organized boycotts of Jewish businesses that employed Arabs, and attacked mer-
chants who sold Arab goods. 

In a speech before the Mapai secretariat, the left -wing Israeli politician David 
Hacohen recalled his discomfort as he defended the prestate Zionist “conquest of 
labor” against criticism from a group of socialist comrades from around the world. 
“I had to fi ght my friends on the issue of Jewish socialism, to defend the fact that I 
would not accept Arabs in my trade union, the Histadrut,” Hacohen remarked, “to 
defend preaching to housewives that they not buy at Arab stores; to defend the fact 
that we stood guard at orchards to prevent Arab workers from getting jobs there. . . . 
To pour kerosene on Arab tomatoes; to attack Jewish housewives in the markets and 
smash the Arab eggs they had bought. . . . And despite the fact that we did it—maybe 
we had no choice—I wasn’t happy about it.”

In , David Ben Gurion, then the leader of the Histadrut labor union that 
organized the boycotts, declared, “The destruction of Jaff a, the city, and the port will 
happen, and it will be for the best. This city, which grew fat on Jewish immigration 
and settlement, is asking for destruction when it swings a hatchet over the heads of its 
builders and benefactors. When Jaff a falls into hell, I will not be among the mourners.” 

On May , , two days before Israel declared its “independence” from Great 
Britain, Ben Gurion’s wish came true. Zionist militias attacked Jaff a in full force, with 
up to , troops invading the city in waves, raining artillery shells down on the 
civilian population. By the end of the siege, many of the over , Arab Jaff ans 
forced from their homes had been literally driven into the sea—forced to fl ee by boat 
to Gaza and Lebanon with whatever they could carry, and never to return. Others 
marched off  to Ramle-Lydda, only to be chased off  to Nablus and other West Bank 
cities by the advancing Haganah forces. 

Among the refugees driven from Jaff a was Ghassan Kanafani, who would become 
the famed Palestinian poet and author who was blown up by a car bomb in Beirut 
by the Israeli Mossad in , allegedly in retaliation to the Japanese Red Army’s 
terrorist attack on Lod Airport. Kanafani recalled the harrowing journey his family 
took into Lebanon, and the pangs of sorrow they felt at the fi rst sight of oranges, 
the symbol of the lives they had been forced to leave behind. “As the women walked 
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back with the oranges, the sound of their sobs reached us,” he wrote. “Only then did 
oranges seem to me something dear, that each of these big, clean fruits was some-
thing to be cherished. Your father alighted from beside the driver, took an orange, 
gazed at it silently, then began to weep like a helpless child.”

Once Israel conquered Jaff a, its new government ordered the bulldozing of  per-
cent of the city’s Arab section. Under the auspices of the new Absentee Property Law, 
the state placed all remaining Arab property in the hands of the Custodian of Absentee 
Property, which promptly redistributed it into Jewish hands under a law passed in 
 called the Land Acquisition Law. The legislation cruised through the Knesset 
despite vehement opposition by Palestinian citizens of Israel and a few Jewish Israelis. 

Among the dissidents was Israeli writer Moshe Keren, who denounced the law as 
“wholesale robbery with a legal coating.” Simon Shereshevsky, who cofounded the 
binationalist Ihud Party with Judah Magnes, condemned the discriminatory logic 
behind the law. “They are agricultural people, like you, citizens like you,” he pro-
claimed before his fellow Israelis. “There exists only one diff erence between them and 
you: they are Arabs and you are a Jew.” But Shereshevsky’s pleadings fell on deaf ears.

According to the details of both laws, the State of Israel was authorized to expro-
priate the property of anyone who fl ed their home or land at any time between the 
dates of November ,  and September , . Given that these were the dates 
between which the UN ratifi ed the plan to partition Israel and Palestine and when 
the hostilities ended, the laws clearly singled out Palestinians without explicitly men-
tioning them. Between  and ,  percent of new Jewish communities were 
established on “absentee” Palestinian land. As former Israeli prime minister Men-
achem Begin’s adviser on Arab aff airs said, “If we needed this land, we confi scated it 
from the Arabs. We had to create a Jewish state in this country, and we did.” 

Some of the most valuable “absentee property” lay in Jaff a’s vast and profi table 
orange groves. Immediately aft er the Israeli conquest of Jaff a, the fi elds were sur-
rounded with barbed wire and signs that read “State Property: Entrance Forbidden.” 
They were among the two hundred thousand dunams of active farmland seized from 
their Arab owners by the new State of Israel. In Jaff a, a few former Palestinian orange 
grove owners returned to the land they had once owned to toil as fi eld hands in the hot 
sun for their new Jewish owners. By , the expropriated orange groves accounted 
for  percent of Israel’s export earnings, while olive produce from seized Arab land 
served as the third-largest source of the country’s exports in . With sustained 
marketing campaigns, the Jaff an orange became one of the most widely identifi ed 
symbols of Israel in the West—and one of the few that carried no military association.

From  to , the remaining Palestinian residents of Jaff a were confi ned 
to the ghetto of Ajami under emergency military regulations imposed by the state’s 
purportedly socialist leadership. Their freedom of movement was severely restricted 
by guard dogs and barbed wire for the fi rst two years of military rule. “Before Zion-
ism came to us, we didn’t even know what a ghetto was,” remarked Sami Shehadeh, 
director of the Popular Committee for the Defense of Jaff a’s Homes. 

Following the imposition of martial law, the new State of Israel sent its army to 
conduct ruthless hunts for “infi ltrators” inside Arab communities. Any refugee who 
managed to slip back into their old town or city to reunite with their family members 
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was violently rooted out. Carried out under the pretext of security precautions, the 
operations were in fact designed to preserve the fragile Jewish demographic majority.

In , Ben Gurion authorized a new law passed by the Knesset that legalized 
the mass deportation of refugees attempting to return home. Called the “Prevention 
of Infi ltration Law,” the bill designated anyone a criminal who had entered Israel aft er 
November , —the fateful date of partition—and who was not Jewish. Moshe 
Dayan, who was then the head of the Israeli army’s Southern Command, declared 
at the time, “I hope that there will perhaps be another opportunity in the future to 
transfer these Arabs from the Land of Israel, and as long as such a possibility exists, 
we must do nothing to foreclose the option.” 

By the s, Jaff a had degenerated into an impoverished suburb of Tel Aviv, plagued 
by substance abuse, crime, and the ongoing trauma of a Nakba that continued at 
a slow, inexorable pace. Aft er  the Tel Aviv municipality destroyed three thousand 
apartment units near Jaff a’s beach in  while failing to clear the rubble away, the 
beach became known as the “Mountain of Trash.” Tel Aviv’s authorities agreed to 
remove the heap of decaying waste in the s only when rubbish began to explode 
from the rotting piles at random, creating dangerous fi res. Around this time, the Tel 
Aviv municipality bulldozed the orange groves that had once served as the symbol 
of Jaff a, using the open fi elds to make way for new Jewish residential areas. No new 
residential areas were created for Arab inhabitants, however.

In , the Israeli producer-director Menahem Golan (he was born Menahem 
Globus in an act of patriotic fervor) chose Jaff a’s Ajami slums as the set for Delta 
Force, a classic piece of anti-communist kitsch, starring hardboiled action heroes 
Chuck Norris and Lee Marvin. The plot was set in civil war–era Beirut, where Nor-
ris and Marvin heroically mowed down teams of Arab terrorists played by Jewish 
Israeli actors. With Ajami chronically neglected, de-developed, and impoverished 
since it was conquered by Israel, it was virtually indistinguishable from the most 
war-torn areas of Lebanon. It was therefore an ideal site to shoot a fi lm like Delta 
Force. 

Aft er the catastrophe of , the four thousand remaining Arabs of Jaff a saw 
their homes placed in the hands of a state-run holding company called Amidar. In 
, Amidar began issuing demolition orders on  Jaff an houses, threatening to 
make more than fi ve thousand local Palestinians homeless. The holding company 
justifi ed the mass evictions on the basis that the residents had made renovations 
without attaining proper permission. But Sami Shehadeh explained to me, “The Tel 
Aviv municipality has made attaining a permit for making any kind of renovation 
virtually impossible. These houses are all crumbling and are in dangerous condition, 
but nothing can be done without risking eviction. So it’s clear that the municipality 
has an agenda, which is to make way for people from Tel Aviv to move in aft er the 
local Palestinian community is moved out.” 

Blocks away from my house, on Hatzadef Street, wealthy developers from Tel 
Aviv had taken advantage of the eviction orders to build gaudy, multimillion-dollar 
developments for wealthy Jews and international diplomats. “The whole neigh-
borhood is one big construction site,” Shehadeh complained. On the corner of the 
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street was a spacious three-level home that, according to Shehadeh, recently sold 
for around  million. Aft er the home’s original residents vacated the property, Ilan 
Pivko, a famed Israeli architect known as the “new hedonist representative,” com-
pletely gutted it, installing a luxurious interior while only slightly retouching the rus-
tic Arabesque façade, maintaining the prized property’s “authentic” character—but 
without its authentically Arab inhabitants. Across a narrow lane and overlooking the 
glimmering Mediterranean Sea was a new multi-million dollar home just put on the 
market by its former owner, the Danish ambassador to Israel. Behind a wall and thick 
hedges of elegantly landscaped desert foliage was a swimming pool that seemed to 
hover at the same level as the horizon of the sea. Ostentatious homes like these were 
sprouting up across Ajami’s coastline, driving the cost of living to impossibly high 
levels for longtime Palestinian residents.

Hatzadef led straight into Jaff a’s old city, a conglomerate of charming restaurants, 
craft  shops, and art studios. In , the area was transformed into an artist’s colony, 
enabling the state to expropriate Arab homes from their expelled original residents 
under the guise of bohemian cultural progress. In the center of the old city was a 
large metal sign guiding foreigners through the history of Jaff a—or at least the Zion-
ist version of it. According to the sign’s English timeline, Jaff a was “liberated” in . 

The old city was also home to Israel’s only S&M bondage club. Called “Dungeon,” 
the dingy restaurant-club occupied what was once a three-hundred-year-old Pales-
tinian mosque. Israelis from across the country fl ocked to Dungeon for its assorted 
theme parties, from chocolate fetish night, where participants bathed one another 
in chocolate milk, to medical fetish night, where male bondage enthusiasts enjoyed 
having the remainder of their circumcised foreskin sewn over the tip of their penis. 
“Outside everything is abnormal, and if you want to make people feel normal inside 
you need people that are a little bit weird,” Dungeon’s owner, Amos Levy, mused to 
a visiting journalist.

Just north of the old city lay Andromeda Hills, a colossal gated community of 
faux Arabesque, luxury condominiums rising high over the Mediterranean coast. 
In , the Jewish residents of Andromeda Hills began bombarding the Tel Aviv 
municipality with noise complaints, demanding an ending to the tolling of bells by 
St. George Church, an Orthodox church built in . They also called for a halt to 
the muezzin’s call to prayer that emanated from the Siksik and Jabaliya mosques, 
which were both built well before the establishment of the State of Israel. 

“The noise is simply intolerable,” said a lawyer for the Andromeda Hills residents. 
Suspicions among local Arabs that the noise complaints were part of an ulterior 
long-term agenda aimed at driving them away from Jaff a were reinforced when Yis-
rael Beiteinu’s ultranationalist exmodel Anastasia Michaeli introduced a bill in the 
Knesset proposing to illegalize the use of loudspeakers to broadcast the call of the 
muezzin from mosques. In December , Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu 
endorsed the bill, declaring that such a ban “is legitimate in Belgium; it’s legitimate 
in France. Why isn’t it legitimate here? We don’t need to be more liberal than Europe.”

While Jaff a’s pockets of Jewish wealth constantly expanded, young Palestinian 
couples struggled desperately to fi nd housing. When they have children and begin 
searching for a larger apartment, local real estate agents oft en redirect them to 
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housing in depressed, dilapidated sections of Lod or Bat Yam, a working class, mostly 
Russian city to Jaff a’s immediate south. Though it pointedly refused to authorize 
new housing for local Arabs, the Israeli government initiated a program to off er new 
apartments in Jaff a to reserve soldiers of the Israeli army at a  percent discount. 

With a lack of economic opportunity among the local Palestinian population, the 
black market is oft en the only option for earning a viable income. But with crime on 
the rise, police violence has become an epidemic in the area. The Oscar-nominated 
fi lm Ajami provided a vivid portrayal of the violence that punctuated daily life in 
Jaff a’s imperiled Arab ghetto. Just days before the  Academy Awards, the brother 
of Ajami’s Palestinian-Israeli codirector Scandar Copti was assaulted by Israeli police 
when he attempted to prevent them from arresting a group of children allegedly 
burying a dead dog—the police thought they were hiding drugs. Enraged by the 
incident, Copti refused to appear on Israel’s behalf at the awards ceremony, declaring, 
“I don’t represent Israel. I cannot represent a country that does not represent me.”

But it was not just common criminals the police were searching for; demographic 
threats were roaming the streets in plain view. There were many nights when I wit-
nessed Border Police offi  cers stalking the neighborhood for “infi ltrators,” or Pales-
tinians from the West Bank who had sneaked through the separation wall. On a few 
occasions, I witnessed the police administering a fl ying checkpoint on Yefet Street, a 
two-lane thoroughfare in the center of Jaff a, stopping olive-skinned drivers to demand 
their identifi cation cards. The ad hoc checkpoints in my neighborhood reminded me 
distinctly of the occupied West Bank, but without the obtuse militarization.

At the southern tip of Ajami was the gleaming headquarters of the Peres Center 
for Peace, a multimillion dollar outfi t dedicated to promoting Jewish-Arab coex-
istence and dialogue. The center is named for Shimon Peres, a politician regarded 
in the West as a dovish Nobel Peace Prize–winner, but known by Palestinians and 
Lebanese citizens for his role as the architect of countless brutal military operations 
like ’s Operation Grapes of Wrath, which culminated with artillery strikes that 
killed  Lebanese women and children while they huddled in a UN bomb shelter 
at Qana. His outfi t in Jaff a was a central cog in an eff ort to leverage the hundreds 
of millions of dollars that poured into Israel from Europe and the US aft er the Oslo 
Accords into institutionalizing the structure of the peace process. In recent years, 
the Peres Center focused its eff orts on organizing joint Palestinian-Israeli soccer 
matches in European cities, particularly where activist eff orts to divest from Israeli 
companies were gaining steam. 

In the view of Sami Shehadeh, a leading local activist and one of only a handful of 
Arab doctorate-level students at Tel Aviv University, the Peres Center’s eff orts were 
aimed at muting resistance to the state’s discriminatory policies. “Rich people from 
abroad are pumping money into these groups to promote coexistence. But the prob-
lem here is not coexistence,” Sami Shehadeh remarked to me. “The problem is equal 
coexistence. I mean, blacks and whites coexisted in the Jim Crow South, didn’t they?”

Designed by the renowned Italian architect Massimiliano Fuksas, the Peres Center 
was built atop the entrance to a historic Muslim graveyard, and over vehement local 
opposition. Set beside the crumbling graves and amid rows of dilapidated homes, 
the futuristic, parallelepiped building seemed completely alien to its environment, as 
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though it had been dropped in the heart of the crumbling Mediterranean ghetto by 
a spaceship from Planet Zargon. On the wall of a crumbling house across the street 
from the Peres Center, someone had spray-painted an arrow pointing north toward 
Tel Aviv. Below the arrow, the graffi  ti read, “Europe,  KM.”

When Ha’aretz published a negative review of the Peres Center’s design, criticiz-
ing the building as “foreign to its surroundings,” two readers wrote to the paper in 
protest. “This is a completely minor foreignness,” they countered, “as the entire area is 
radically changing and from a typical Arab, Mediterranean neighborhood; it is now 
becoming a well-tended neighborhood with a Western character and a well-designed 
beach, paved walkways, and new buildings that are slowly pushing out the ancient 
Arab ones.” Thus the concerned readers reassured their fellow Jewish Israelis that the 
ongoing colonial process was proceeding smoothly. The Palestinian outclass would 
be gradually swept away once again, and an exclusively Jewish, European-style utopia 
would soon prevail. 

“Israelis want to recreate a kind of European reality here,” Shehadeh remarked. 
“Their whole society is directed toward Europe. What they don’t understand is that 
we love the Arab world. It’s who we are. We are Palestinians, not Israeli Arabs with 
separate identities.” 

Shehadeh went on: “Do you know what my dream is? It’s to have lunch in Beirut 
and dinner in Damascus. My grandfather used to take a taxi to Beirut from Jaff a. 
Because I am a Palestinian in Israel, that is only a dream.”

While the process of gentrifi cation kept tensions at a constantly elevated state in Jaff a, 
a reverse migration of fundamentalist settlers to Israel’s coastal heart threatened to 
set the neighborhood of Ajami alight. In , the Israeli Supreme Court authorized 
a group of religious nationalist Jewish settlers from the West Bank to build a Jews-
only settlement in the heart of Ajami, on a plot of land originally promised by the 
state to the local Arab population to help ameliorate its housing crisis. The new 
settlement was a central cog in the radical right’s “building in the hearts” campaign, 
which aimed to create a bloc of settlements in the center of mixed Arab-Jewish cities 
that would be impossible to dislodge, and to use them as citadels for the incitement 
of ethnic confl ict. Rabbi Eliyahu Mali, a West Bank rabbi who planned to lead the 
Jaff a settlement’s yeshiva, said that if settlers “would send one-tenth of their residents 
to large cities . . . this one-tenth of people imbued with faith will establish a com-
munity, a yeshiva, and a center amid the Jewish populace, which will create a diff er-
ent reality than we know today.” In the event of a two-state “solution” requiring the 
evacuation of ideological settlements in the West Bank, many of the most hardline 
settlers planned to relocate to mixed cities like Jaff a and Acre. 

Following the rightists’ victory before the High Court, the ultranationalist settler 
Baruch Marzel began leading provocative anti-Arab marches through the center 
of Jaff a and other mixed cities on the central coast. Groups of young Jewish funda-
mentalists followed the trail Marzel had blazed, storming through Jaff a to carry out 
miniature pogroms. In May , a group of young men waving Israeli fl ags burst 
into the yard of Zeinab Rechayel, a local Palestinian woman, and began chanting, 
“This is our land!” “Yafo is just for Jews,” one of them told her, using the Hebrew 

9781568586342-text.indd   499781568586342-text.indd   49 8/3/13   11:49 PM8/3/13   11:49 PM



 goliath

translation of Jaff a. “Get out of Yafo!” he shouted. The following January, a similar 
group attacked the Al Nozha Mosque with rocks, chanting “Death to Arabs!” while 
police stood by passively, intervening only to prevent a fi ght between the settlers and 
men who had been praying inside.

In November , the Tel Aviv District Court rejected a petition fi led by Jaff a 
residents that challenged the construction of the Jews-only housing development 
planned in the heart of their city. The court ruled that B’Emuna, the right-wing con-
struction company that planned to build the development, and which had already 
constructed several ideological settlements in the West Bank, had the right to dis-
criminate as it saw fi t because it had outbid everyone else when the land in Jaff a 
was auctioned. “Our ideology is not to enter an Arab neighborhood,” said B’Emuna 
director Israel Zeira, aft er winning the decision, “but to go to Jaff a in order to bolster 
Jewish identity.”

On January , , following the attacks on local mosques, hundreds of Jaff ans 
gathered to stage a rare protest march through the heart of their city. It was in fact the 
fi rst time in recent memory that the Tel Aviv municipality had granted Jaff a’s Arab 
community a protest permit. The local merchants who earned their keep by serving 
hummus and sandwiches to Jewish Israelis on beach trips and late night post-party 
excursions were uneasy about organized displays of Arab indignation. They feared 
a return to the early days of the Second Intifada, when Jaff an demonstrations in sol-
idarity with the revolt by occupied Palestinians provoked a Jewish boycott of local 
restaurants, with Tel Aviv companies even refusing to deliver milk to shops in Jaff a, 
according to Shehadeh. “Most of us work in restaurants serving Jews from Tel Aviv,” 
Shehadeh said, “so they know they can control economically by boycotting when we 
fail to hold up their expectations.” But the anger had boiled over again, creating a 
rare consensus for protesting. 

It was a blustery, gray aft ernoon when demonstrators assembled next to the Peres 
Center. While the protest crowd grew, I spotted Nadia Hilou, a Palestinian Christian 
who had served in the Knesset as a member of the Labor Party until . Over 
lunch during the previous summer at Jaff a Café, a bookstore and restaurant that 
served as a gathering point for local activists, Hilou told me how she decided to join 
Labor to give Jaff a’s Arab community a stronger voice from inside the system. I asked 
her how she was able to remain a member of the party while its leader, Ehud Barak, 
directed the assault on the Gaza Strip. Hilou told me she voiced her opposition to 
the attack from the Knesset fl oor, but with a look of discomfort and irritation quickly 
changed the subject to local issues. Upon our second meeting at the protest, her atti-
tude seemed to have shift ed. When I asked her if she had spoken to Barak or anyone 
in Labor about the deteriorating situation in Jaff a, she waved her hand dismissively. 
“I don’t talk to any of those people,” she said emphatically. “I’m through with them.” 

Standing next to Hilou was Sheikh Sliman Satel, the imam of the Alnozha mosque 
that Jewish fundamentalists had recently attacked. “For years we had enjoyed good 
relations with the local Jewish community,” Satel told me. “But now I’m afraid about 
the future because these [settler] groups have the backing of the government. The 
government gives them the ability to come here and hurt people at will. If we did the 
same thing in Tel Aviv they would surely stop us.”
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At twilight, the march began. Hundreds of young Jaff ans proceeded slowly 
towards Yefet Street in the center of Ajami, chanting boisterously behind a line of 
Arab legislators and community leaders linking arms. Some of the demonstrators 
held Egyptian fl ags as a show of solidarity with the Egyptian revolutionaries who 
had just fi lled Cairo’s Tahrir Square demanding the overthrow of the dictatorship 
that had ruled their lives for decades. “The people want to overthrow the regime!” 
the youth of Jaff a chanted, reprising a slogan that had become common in Tahrir. 
About fi ft y Jewish radical left ists brought up the rear of the protest, banging drums 
and chanting in Hebrew, “Fascism will not pass!” The march ended at the Jews-only 
development that B’Emuna established as a beachhead for the campaign to Judaize 
Jaff a. Ahmad Tibi, an Arab member of Knesset, bellowed from the protest stage, “The 
settlers in the heart of Hebron are a cancerous growth, and this is the same for those 
in the Arab neighborhoods of Jaff a.”

Two months later, the Hebron-based settler Baruch Marzel led another series of 
“Jaff a For Jews” marches into the heart of the area. In October, right-wing youths 
slipped into the city’s Arab neighborhood under the cover of darkness to attack the 
old Muslim cemetery next to the Peres Center, spray-painting “Death to Arabs” on 
the gravestones. Soon aft erward the youths fi rebombed Abu el-Abed, an Arab-owned 
local restaurant where I oft en invited friends from Tel Aviv to eat Mediterranean 
branzini and drink San Miguel beer. Aft er the attack, Tel Aviv mayor Ron Huldai 
demanded draconian punishment. “I expect the hands of those who do such things 
to be cut off ,” he proclaimed. A week later, right-wing vandals attacked the memorial 
to Yitzhak Rabin in north Tel Aviv. Again, Huldai swore that the perpetrators would 
face medieval consequences: “We should cut off  the hands that allow themselves to 
harm what is sacred and important to the people of Israel.” Even while condemn-
ing racism, the rhetoric of Israeli leaders was suff used with violence and biblical 
vengeance.

Huldai was a high-ranking former fi ghter pilot who made his name as the 
headmaster of a prestigious Tel Aviv–area high school. During the  elections, 
Huldai held off  an insurgent challenge from Dov Khenin, a hardworking social jus-
tice activist from the communist Hadash Party. Khenin aimed to unite Tel Aviv’s 
most marginalized groups in a coalition with the city’s base of progressive, worldly 
twenty-something residents calling his campaign “A City For All.” Against all expec-
tations, Khenin succeeded in mobilizing droves of voters from North Tel Aviv’s 
liberal Ashkenazi elite, energized radical left ists and young progressives, and poor 
Mizrahim from the city’s hardscrabble Hatikvah Quarter who faced mass evictions in 
order to make way for the construction of luxury condos. But his coalition was not 
enough to stop the corporate juggernaut that was the Huldai campaign. In the end, 
Huldai won in a landslide with sizeable contributions from powerful real estate and 
commercial interests seeking a foothold in Hatikvah and Jaff a. 

Huldai’s Tel Aviv was the liberal cultural bubble that Israel promoted to the out-
side world, a mish-mash of quirky cafés, rollicking bars and nightclubs, and almost 
year-round beachfront fun. Its eclectic restaurant scene, where chef experiments 
resulted in wildly exotic fusion dishes, had garnered rave reviews in international 
culinary magazines. The skyscrapers rising up around Tel Aviv lent it the feeling of 
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any other thriving center of capital, but there was something about the city that was 
truly distinct from anywhere else. For all its trappings of cosmopolitanism, Tel Aviv 
was intentionally planned to be one of the most ethnically exclusive mega-cities in 
the world. It may have been situated in the heart of the Middle East, yet Tel Aviv had 
far fewer Arab residents than Chicago, the largest city in the American Midwest. 

And Huldai was determined to keep it that way, not only in a demographic sense 
by, for instance, supporting the construction of the separation wall that obstructed 
Palestinian workers from reaching Tel Aviv from the West Bank, but in a symbolic 
sense as well. When city council members introduced a motion to include the name 
of Tel Aviv–Jaff a in a small Arabic font beneath the offi  cial Hebrew language logo, 
Huldai vehemently rejected their proposal. 

“The city has an overwhelming Jewish majority, more than  percent compared 
with  percent Arabs,” Huldai declared. “There is no reason to add the caption. Nowhere 
in Israel or indeed the world has this been undertaken in similar circumstances.” 

During my time in Jaff a, I oft en would jog from the crumbling center of Ajami 
toward Tel Aviv. I ran at night, through thick, sweltering humidity, past the golden 
glow of old Jaff a and toward the offi  ce towers and condominium high rises that shad-
owed Neve Tzedek. As I grew closer, jogging along a boardwalk that was fi lled with 
young couples and teenage revelers, I passed by a park named for the wealthy Jewish 
fi nancier Charles Clore. Lining the rocky Mediterranean beachside, the area was a 
long stretch of grassy dunes that provided Arabs from Jaff a and Tel Aviv Israelis with 
an open space for barbeques and nighttime picnicking. Iconic turn of the century 
photos of Zionist “pioneers” drawing straws on the dunes outside Tel Aviv for plots 
of land suggested this place was a tabla rasa when they arrived from Europe. If only 
that were true, my jogs would have been so much more pleasant.

At the front of the park was the stone foundation of a once-grand Arab home. The 
only remaining remnant of the neighborhood of Manshiyya, it had been converted 
into a state-funded museum honoring the Irgun, the right-wing Zionist terror outfi t 
commanded by future Herut Party leader and prime minister Menachem Begin. 
The Irgun joined with the militant Stern Gang in committing the mass execution 
of Palestinians at Deir Yassin, one of several massacres committed by Zionist forces 
in , and also played a critical role in the expulsion of thousands of Palestinians 
from Jaff a. Beneath the dunes of Charles Clore Park were the ruins of Manshiyya—
homes, business, and the history of a people buried beneath well-tended grass lawns 
and a mountain of lies. The original inhabitants of Manshiyya and hundreds of other 
Palestinian neighborhoods were gone now, scattered like dried leaves in the wind. 
But their ghosts loomed over Israeli society, haunting those who replaced them and 
reminding them of the precarious nature of a colonial existence. Even as the offi  cial 
Zionist narrative still denied their historical presence, the new Israeli government 
was taking extraordinary actions to ensure their absence, struggling to keep them 
out of sight and out of mind. 
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In central Jerusalem, just east of Jaff a Road, was a small, insignifi cant plot of pave-
ment known as Davidka Square. At the center of the square was a stone memorial 
with a Hebrew inscription above an enlarged replica of a vintage mortar launcher. 

The inscription was a verse from the Book of Kings: “I will defend this city, to save 
it.” And the mortar was the Davidka, a weapon created by Israeli engineers during 
the  war solely for the purpose of driving masses of Palestinian Arabs from their 
villages in terror.

According to the Palestinian historian Walid Khalidi, the Davidka was a home-
made mortar launcher deployed in “crowded built-up civilian quarters where the 
noise and blast maddened women and children into a frenzy of fear and panic.” Its 
designers traded accuracy for a maximum fear factor, welding metal tubes to the 
mortars so that they emitted high-pitched shrieks as they tumbled to the ground. 
Though the Davidka’s -pound shells did negligible damage to infrastructure, they 
generated an explosive sound so frightening they were able to chase tens of thousands 
of Palestinians away from their cities and villages. The weapon was used to drive out 
the Palestinians of Haifa, Jaff a, Ayn Zeitun, Biddu, and Safed, where local residents 
had become convinced that Zionist forces possessed the atomic bomb. Primitive in 
design but devastating in its eff ect, the Davidka was the Excalibur of ethnic cleansing. 

By memorializing the weapon, Israel encourages its citizens to celebrate the mass 
expulsion of the Palestinian Arab outclass as a climactic moment in the history of 
the Jewish people—as a collective liberation. At the same time, the state has reacted 
with ham-fi sted violence and legal suppression to quash attempts by its Palestinian 
citizens to observe the events of  as a catastrophe. Indeed, public ceremonies 
marking the occasion of the Nakba are treated as an insult, at best, and at worst, as a 
grave threat to the state’s Jewish character.

Each year, on Independence Day, the Israeli organization known as Zochrot 
(“Memory”) organizes a public commemoration of the Nakba in order to educate 
Israelis about the Palestinian catastrophe and of the cost of maintaining an ethni-
cally exclusive Jewish state. On April , , the sixty-fourth birthday of the State 
of Israel, Zochrot activists gathered inside their central Tel Aviv offi  ces to organize 
their action, which would consist of laying placards on the sidewalk listing the names 
of Palestinian villages destroyed in  and ’. But before the activists could even 
leave the offi  ces, an Israeli police riot squad surrounded them and attempted to bar-
ricade them inside. 
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The police informed Zochrot director Eitan Bronstein that he and the other activ-
ists would be arrested if they attempted any interaction with the crowds in the streets 
enjoying the fi reworks and festivities celebrating Israel’s birth. “We will not allow you 
to enter the celebrations with your pictures or your fl iers,” a cop told Bronstein. “We 
will not allow this form of protest. It might disturb the peace so we won’t allow it.” 
Another police offi  cer told Bronstein his placards represented “inciting material.”

As heavy-handed as the police might have seemed, there was considerable reason 
to believe the Zochrot activists could have encountered harsh violence if they had 
been allowed to proceed with their action. Even while they stood behind metal gates 
erected by the police to isolate them from the Israeli revelers, passersby surrounded 
the activists and let loose with a torrent of abuse and invective. “You’re lucky the 
police are here. You should thank them,” said a bald, beefy man, threatening to attack 
the dozen or so Zochrot activists until police led him away.

Another hulking character identifying himself as a member of Unit  from the 
Israeli army’s Golani Brigade paratrooper corps barked at the activists, “The only 
thing you are is a bunch of traitors! Every day people here are fi ghting. . . . This is 
unbelievable. You are traitors, and if we had the chance we would shoot you one by 
one. One by one we would shoot you . . . ”

When a middle-aged woman approached Bronstein to ask what his demonstra-
tion was about, he explained, “Almost a million people were expelled before Israel 
was created.”

“They can go fuck themselves in the ass!” she snapped in Russian-accented Hebrew.
“Every palace made of gold has its toilet,” a man told the Zochrot activists. “We 

have a palace of gold, and you are its toilet.” 
Finally, one of the demonstrators broke out of the metal police barricade and 

stood amid the crowds on the street. Holding a small book in one hand, he began 
reading out the names of Palestinian neighborhoods and villages. “These are the 
towns that stood on the lands of the Tel Aviv–Jaff a before the Nakba,” he shouted. 
“You are currently preventing people from learning and commemorating the history 
of their city.” 

While a procession of settlers from Hebron marched down the center of the 
street, bellowing religious nationalist anthems, the police dragged the man away, 
arresting him along with two other demonstrators. 

The police repression on Nakba Day refl ected a longstanding institutional hos-
tility to virtually any expression of the Palestinian version of . Since the foun-
dation of the State of Israel, Palestinian students in the country’s segregated Arab 
schools have been forbidden from learning about the Nakba. Though textbooks in 
Arab schools are replete with Holocaust history, references to the Nakba have been 
completely omitted. Applications to work in the Arab sector’s school system are vet-
ted by a Shin Bet offi  cer working inside the Ministry of Education, and teachers face 
the threat of stern punishment for contradicting the offi  cial Zionist narrative. To 
ensure total compliance with the state’s educational agenda, the Shin Bet operates a 
network of collaborators and informants in Arab schools, just as it does throughout 
Palestinian Israeli society.
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In , the battle over the teaching of the Nakba came to a head when Israel’s 
education minister, a relatively liberal member of the Labor Party named Yuli Tamir, 
attempted to introduce a mild reform to the Arab curriculum. “The Arab public 
deserves to be allowed to express its feelings,” she explained. A grade school text-
book authorized by Tamir, Living Together in Israel: Textbook for Homeland, Society 
and Citizenship, featured one line acknowledging the Nakba as an important and 
painful chapter in the history of Palestinian citizens of Israel. It read, “Some of the 
Arab residents were forced to leave their homes and some were expelled, and they 
became refugees in the neighboring Arab countries. Some of them became refugees 
and were forced to move to other Arab communities in the State of Israel, because 
their villages were destroyed during and aft er the war.”

That single line, written for the consumption of Arab third graders, set off  a 
national fi restorm of outrage and indignation at the highest levels of Israeli soci-
ety. Benjamin Netanyahu, then leading the opposition as the chairman of the Likud 
Party, cast the textbook revision as an unprecedented calamity for the Jewish people. 
“I can’t remember a greater absurdity than this in a decision made by an education 
minister in the State of Israel,” Netanyahu proclaimed. Back when Likud controlled 
the Education Ministry, all references and allusions to the Nakba were stripped from 
the state’s curriculum. “We sent out a clear message to textbook publishers that we 
would not tolerate a Palestinian narrative in our books,” said a hardline Likud offi  cial, 
Yaakov Katz. But now that the Palestinian narrative was back, Zevulon Orlev, a reli-
gious nationalist member of Knesset from the National Religious Party, despaired, 
“The day the education minister made the decision is the Nakba day of the Israeli 
education system.” Limor Livnat, the rightist former education minister who excised 
Nakba references from Israeli textbooks, warned that if Israeli children learned about 
the mass expulsion of Palestinians, they were likely to turn against the state.

Almost as soon as Netanyahu returned to the prime minister’s offi  ce, he and his 
education minister, Gideon Sa’ar, dispatched government apparatchiks to bookstores 
around Israel with orders to confi scate all copies of a high school textbook called, 
Nationalism: Building a State in the Middle East. According to Sa’ar, the textbook 
threatened to subvert the mission of the Jewish state. At issue was a short section 
citing Walid Khalidi, the renowned Palestinian historian, about the Nakba. The 
textbook informed students that Palestinians “contended” the expulsions of  
were a form of ethnic cleansing. This mildly worded disclosure was too much for 
the draconian Sa’ar, who demanded a total ban on the use of the term “Nakba” in 
Israeli textbooks. “There is no reason that the offi  cial curriculum of the State of Israel 
should present the establishment of the state as a ‘Holocaust’ or ‘catastrophe’,” he said. 

The government’s eff ort to purge the Palestinian narrative from Israel’s educa-
tional system fl owed eff ortlessly into the legislative push to criminalize public obser-
vation of the Nakba, a campaign of government organized censorship designed to 
accelerate the mounting political assault on Palestinian civic activism inside Israel. It 
would be orchestrated from the fl oor of the Knesset, the living symbol of the “Jewish 
and democratic” state.
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The Fortress of Democracy

On January , , as violence intensifi ed around Jerusalem, the Haganah 
(the main Zionist military force) ordered the residents of Sheikh Badr, a Pal-
estinian suburb-village in the Jerusalem municipality, to evacuate their homes. 

Expecting to return aft er the fi ghting subsided, some residents handed their keys 
over to Jewish neighbors. But they never came back. Instead, goon squads from the 
lower-class neighborhood of Nahla’ot descended on Sheikh Badr to loot and van-
dalize the homes. Aft er being briefl y driven away by Haganah troops, the vandals 
returned to steal and torch whatever remained of the empty village. 

From his offi  ce in nearby Mount Scopus, Hebrew University Rector Judah Magnes 
watched the looting in Sheikh Badr with horror. Born in San Francisco and educated 
at the University of Cincinnati and Berlin University, Magnes began his career as 
a Reform rabbi in New York City. He cofounded the American Jewish Committee 
and was the guiding force during World War I behind the creation of the American 
Jewish Joint Distribution Committee, the chief international Jewish welfare agency. 
In , he emigrated with his family to Palestine to cofound Hebrew University 
with Chaim Weizmann and Albert Einstein—and was instrumental in the revival of 
Hebrew as a language. Erudite, charismatic, and idealistic to a fault, Magnes emerged 
as the leader along with Henrietta Szold, founder of the Hadassah Women’s Orga-
nization, of Ihud, a political party that agitated for the creation of an Arab-Jewish 
binational state called “The United States of Palestine.” Magnes beseeched leaders of 
the Zionist Yishuv to negotiate with leaders of Palestine’s emerging Arab nationalist 
movement before it was too late. He warned them that establishing an exclusive 
Jewish state would doom its inhabitants to endless bloodshed and war. “A Jewish 
home in Palestine built on bayonets and oppression is not worth having,” Magnes 
said, predicting that a partition would create a Jewish “Balkan state.” His pleas fell 
on deaf ears, however. Ihud members were roundly assailed by Yishuv leaders as 
ghetto-minded traitors, while Magnes became the target of regular death threats. 

Now, as he watched Jewish residents of Jerusalem pillaging neighborhoods like 
Sheikh Badr and, in some cases, murdering their residents, Magnes begged them 
to stop. As in the past, his pleas were ignored. On April , following the massacre 
by right-wing Zionist militias of over one hundred Arab civilians in Deir Yassin, 
Magnes wrote in his diary: “For more than a generation I have been pleading for 
peace, conciliation, understanding. How can I not and stand before the world and 
say: ‘Friends, stop the bloodshed. Understanding is possible.’ This is the moment I 
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have been preparing for all these years.” The following day, thirty-four members of 
his staff  at Hebrew University were killed in an Arab reprisal attack on Mount Scopus. 

In one last desperate maneuver, Magnes set off  for Washington to lobby Secre-
tary of State George Marshall and President Harry Truman to put Palestine under 
an American trusteeship that would hold Jewish and Arab provinces together in a 
federal union. He urged the United States to immediately impose military sanctions 
to stymie what he called “the Jewish war machine.” Once again, his eff orts to secure 
peace failed. By October, a disgusted Magnes had withdrawn his affi  liation from the 
American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee in protest of its refusal to assist the 
Palestinian refugees driven into exile by Zionist militias. “How can I continue to be 
offi  cially associated with an aid organization which apparently so easily can ignore 
such a huge and acute refugee problem?” he asked. Just days later, he died.

In , with a generous . million pound donation from the fi nancier Lord James 
de Rothschild, a team of architects laid the cornerstone for the new Knesset on the 
ashes of Sheikh Badr, which the Jerusalem municipality had renamed Givat Ram. By 
, the building was completed, providing a permanent home for lawmakers who 
had previously gathered in ad hoc locations around the city. At the fi rst session in 
the Knesset’s plenum hall, Prime Minister Levi Eshkol congratulated the legislators 
assembled before him. “I wish for the Knesset that the new premises will provide 
contentment and between its walls Israeli democracy will take shape, parliamentary 
endeavor will expand and national unity will increase,” he said.

Three years later, the legendary Jewish artist Marc Chagall installed a series of 
large, wildly colorful tapestries in the heart of the Knesset, in what is now known as 
Chagall State Hall. Through the tapestries, Chagall attempted to evoke the Zionist 
narrative, an unbroken tale of tragedy from the Jewish exodus from Egypt to the 
Holocaust, symbolized by a burning village. The Jewish people are fi nally delivered 
with the founding of Israel. Nearby, in the lobby of the Government Room, where the 
prime minister meets with cabinet ministers, Knesset designers installed a giant oil 
painting by Joseph Kuzkovsky called The Last Way—Baba Yar. The painting depicts 
a procession of meek, defenseless Jewish peasants being marched out of their village 
in the Russian Pale of Settlement to be massacred by Nazi SS soldiers—“like sheep 
to the slaughter,” in the words of Abba Kovner, a Jewish partisan fi ghter and Zionist 
activist who hatched an abortive postwar plan to poison the drinking water of six 
million Germans in revenge for the Holocaust. 

By adorning the halls of Israel’s deliberative body with representations of the 
European Jewish genocide (while ignoring the rich and varied history of Jewish life 
in the Arab world), the building’s decorators and designers deliberately enveloped 
Israel’s center of decision making with the insecurity of diaspora Jewish life. Thus the 
Knesset was presented as a living symbol of Jewish power and self-determination, 
the ultimate redemption from , years of “exile.” But more than  years aft er 
driving Palestinians from the future site of the Knesset, the lawmakers who fi lled its 
halls had not shed the sense of insecurity that colored the actions of Israel’s founding 
generation. Consecrated as the symbolic happy ending to the historical oppression 
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of “the Jewish people,” the Knesset became the nerve center of a campaign to erase 
another people’s tragedy from offi  cial memory.

The campaign to silence the Palestinian narrative centered on a bill conceived by 
Yisrael Beiteinu, the party of Avigdor Lieberman. Known as the Nakba Law, the 
bill was presented as the fulfi llment of Lieberman’s campaign slogan: “No loyalty, 
no citizenship.” According to the initial version of the bill, anyone who participated 
in Nakba Day commemorations on Israel’s Independence Day could face criminal 
fi nes and imprisonment for up to three years. The bill’s author, Alex Miller, was a 
thirty-four-year-old Yisrael Beiteinu apparatchik who immigrated to Israel from 
Moscow in . He spoke Hebrew with a pronounced Russian accent and not as fl u-
ently as Arab legislators like Dr. Ahmad Tibi and Jamal Zehalka, both born in Israel 
and educated at Hebrew University. Hammering on the urgency of his bill’s passage, 
Miller fumed, “It is inconceivable for a sovereign nation to allow people to organize 
rallies in which they call for the state’s destruction and denounce our very existence.”

In the legal canon of enlightened Western-style democracies around the world, 
there were few precedents for legislation like the Nakba Law. In the present day, the 
only putatively democratic country with anything on the books like the Nakba Law 
was Turkey. Article , an article of the Turkish penal code that forbade insulting 
Turkey, the Turkish ethnicity, or Turkish government institutions, bore a striking 
resemblance to the Nakba Law, and the countless other anti-democratic proposals 
that followed it. Under Article , public fi gures could be prosecuted for accusing 
Turkey of committing genocide against Armenians during World War I. Though 
Turkey’s authoritarian provision became the subject of strident and sustained criti-
cism from diplomatic representatives of the European Union and the United States, 
the EU and US were curiously reticent about the Nakba Law and other Israeli pro-
posals targeting the citizenship rights of the Arab minority.

In June , a few days aft er arriving in Jerusalem from the West Bank, and a 
month aft er the Nakba Law hit the Knesset fl oor, I made an appointment to visit 
Miller in his offi  ce in the Knesset. I arrived at the Knesset in the early morning, just 
as a dry heat began to sweep in through the mountain winds. I was immediately 
struck by the building’s imposing appearance. Set back several hundred yards from 
the street, sealed in by high metal gates and barbed wire, and patrolled by armed 
guards in dark shades, the Knesset looked more like an ugly neoclassical bunker than 
any other parliament building I had ever seen. It was a fortress within the fortress. 

When I arrived at Miller’s offi  ce, a friendly, exuberant young aide named Tsah 
welcomed me into the compact, spartan space. Inside, Miller sat in a leather chair 
at his desk busying himself with a round of Minesweeper. With the exception of a 
framed portrait of Lieberman hanging on his wall and beaming down like Yisrael 
Beiteinu’s Dear Leader, Miller’s offi  ce was threadbare. Clad in a neatly tailored dark 
pinstripe suit, the baby-faced immigrant from Moscow stared into his computer and 
dragged slowly on a cigarette. He did not acknowledge me for a long, uncomfortable 
two minutes. Finally, when Tsah sat on a couch at the back of the offi  ce, Miller looked 
up and off ered me a curt greeting. 
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To my opening question about his motivation for introducing such an extreme 
measure, Miller explained in a dispassionate, near-mumble why the legislation was 
urgently needed. “No country in the world allows large minority groups to protest 
against their independence day,” he claimed. “But a year ago we had a violent protest 
at Tel Aviv University against our Independence Day. This law was the response. 
These violent protests are organized by leaders who have a cynical message of 
opposition to Israel as a Jewish state.” Miller injected an appeal to my American 
patriotism: “Imagine that on July Fourth people got up and rallied against America’s 
celebration of Independence Day.”

(Of course, Frederick Douglass, in one of his most famous speeches, declared 
at an Independence Day celebration in : “What, to the American slave, is your 
Fourth of July? I answer; a day that reveals to him, more than all other days in the 
year, the gross injustice and cruelty to which he is the constant victim. To him, your 
celebration is a sham; your boasted liberty, an unholy license; your national greatness, 
swelling vanity; your sounds of rejoicing are empty and heartless; your denuncia-
tion of tyrants, brass fronted impudence; your shouts of liberty and equality, hollow 
mockery; your prayers and hymns, your sermons and thanksgivings, with all your 
religious parade and solemnity, are, to Him, mere bombast, fraud, deception, impiety, 
and hypocrisy—a thin veil to cover up crimes, which would disgrace a nation of sav-
ages. There is not a nation on the earth guilty of practices more shocking and bloody 
than are the people of the United States, at this very hour.”)

I countered that burning the American fl ag was technically legal in the United 
States, and that while few did it, some Native Americans have held mourning cere-
monies on July  and Thanksgiving. Miller did not fl inch. “Israel already has a law 
prohibiting any damage to Israel’s symbols—with a penalty of up to one year,” he 
stated. Suddenly, Tsah rushed across the room with a note for his boss. Miller read 
the note back to me almost verbatim: “It is important to note that the Islamic lead-
ership uses the right to protest to incite hatred. Most participants at these protests 
are young and being preached hatred that passes on from generation to generation.” 

 I asked Miller if Yisrael Beiteinu was a fascist party, as even some of its main-
stream Israeli critics have claimed. I wondered if this question might shake Miller out 
of his stoicism. But his expressionless gaze remained set in stone. “I’m not a media 
analyst, but it is clear from our election campaign that our country must ensure that 
citizens do not conduct massive protests opposing the existence of the state,” Miller 
said. “The Israeli public believes in loyalty. Duties must be equivalent to rights.” 

He proclaimed with a confi dent tone: “Israel sees Lieberman as a leader who 
knows how to implement what he believes in. The party believes rights should be 
given in accordance with obligations, such as serving in the army.” 

Once again, Tsah rushed to Miller’s side. “Or national service,” he whispered. 
Miller now added, “We support Arab citizens serving country through national ser-
vice, but their leaders are doing everything possible to discourage Arab citizens from 
doing national service.” 

I proposed to Miller that broad sectors of the American liberal elite who had tra-
ditionally supported Israel were growing alienated by Lieberman’s anti-democratic 
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agenda. Did he think the Nakba law would damage the US-Israeli special relation-
ship? “This law only strengthens Israel’s national honor and its desire to develop 
further,” Miller replied. “Israeli citizens should contribute to the strengthening of the 
country and not to negating its existence.” 

For the third time, Tsah hurried across the room to Miller. In Hebrew, he whis-
pered into his boss’s ear: “Our connection to the US is strong.” 

Miller looked directly at me and proclaimed, “Our connection to the US is strong.”
It was diffi  cult to discern any clear sign of left -brain activity from Miller. He 

refused to stray from the talking points that had won him a fervent following. Miller 
therefore acted with the confi dence that his party and its authoritarian agenda rep-
resented the wave of the future. A Friedrich Ebert Foundation poll of Jewish Israeli 
youth attitudes published in —the most comprehensive poll of its kind with 
data compiled through twelve years of research—showed that  percent of Israeli 
Jews between fi ft een and eighteen years old preferred “strong leaders” to the rule of 
law. In cases where security confl icted with democratic values,  percent said secu-
rity came fi rst. Right-wing opinions had spiked by  percent over the past twelve 
years while support for left -wing parties had fallen to a measly  percent among 
Israeli youth. The poll was confi rmation of Yisrael Beiteinu’s authentic appeal and 
suggested expanding power in future electoral contests. 

“I don’t have to believe Yisrael Beiteinu will grow in strength,” Miller told me. “I 
can see it. Since the founding of the party we have grown in strength. We have never 
changed our platform, and we are seeing increasing support from the public.”

I left  Miller’s offi  ce and walked down a narrow, carpeted corridor that reminded 
me of a haphazardly renovated hotel somewhere in the generic suburbs of Chicago. 
Aft er a few wrong turns, I realized I was lost in the bowels of the Knesset. I wandered 
into a spacious hallway near the committee hearing rooms and noticed a display of 
photographs installed along the walls. They depicted Israel’s political legends delib-
erating and kibitzing with one another: A stoic-looking Golda Meir stood in the back 
of the Knesset puffi  ng on a cigarette while she observed a debate; Shulamit Aloni, the 
fi erce stalwart of the old Zionist left , spoke passionately from the parliament fl oor; 
Toufi q Toubi, the country’s fi rst Arab member of Knesset, an early member of the 
Jewish-Arab communist party, whispered in the ear of a kippa-wearing colleague; 
right-wing former prime minister Yitzhak Shamir pored over confi dential fi les in 
the Knesset gallery; and Ahmad Tibi, a veteran Arab legislator, laughed jovially with 
a Jewish lawmaker.

Judging from the photo display, women, Arabs, and Jews felt at ease serving 
together in Israel’s great deliberative body. Any rancor that might have naturally 
risen up amid so much diversity seemed to have dissolved in the collegial culture 
of the Middle East’s “only democracy.” Sure, the Jewish state had its fl aws, but what 
other country in the Middle East aff orded its minorities so much freedom? As Ben-
jamin Netanyahu boasted to the US Congress in , “Of the  million Arabs in 
the Middle East and North Africa, only Israel’s Arab citizens enjoy real democratic 
rights. . . . Of those  million Arabs, less than one-half of  percent are truly free 
and they’re all citizens of Israel.”
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In reality, Arab representatives in the Knesset were denied any chance to infl uence 
national policy or assert national rights, and none had ever served in an Israeli gov-
erning coalition. As Ariel Sharon proclaimed before the Knesset in , Palestinian 
citizens of Israel (or those he called “Israeli Arabs”) had “rights in the land,” but “all 
rights over the Land of Israel are Jewish rights.” Each time an Arab party attempted 
to challenge the Jewish majority’s unlimited control over state land policy and laws, 
they could expect to be met with sustained harassment, legal persecution, and offi  cial 
suppression. For Israel’s Palestinians, challenging Jewish legal and political privilege 
was considered a form of high treason.

When I wandered into the Knesset cafeteria, I spotted Ahmad Tibi reaching below a 
buff et table sneeze guard for a biscuit. Having appeared on Israeli TV news and on 
the cover of the nation’s papers on a regular basis for at least the past fi ve years, oft en 
in heated confrontations with right-wing legislators worked into a petulant frenzy, 
the chubby, mustachioed career politician was easy to recognize. Tibi emerged from 
the ranks of Balad to found a party, United Arab List-Taal, that had become a vehicle 
for his political ambitions, allowing him to hold his Knesset seat for over decade. 
Over the years, Tibi earned headlines with pithy one-liners and rhetorical bursts 
that infuriated and stymied his antagonists across the Zionist spectrum. Tibi was so 
reviled within mainstream Jewish society that an Arab man was once refused entry 
to a club in Haifa merely for keeping a photo of him inside his ID card. 

Dan Schueft an, an infl uential political scientist who served as the deputy director 
of Haifa University’s National Security Studies Center, had grown obsessed with Tibi. 
Schueft an was credited with selling Ehud Barak and Ariel Sharon on the wisdom 
of hafrada, or the unilateral demographic separation that led to the construction 
of the West Bank separation wall and the Gaza disengagement. Having fulfi lled the 
goals of hafrada, which Schueft an designed to “disconnect the radical trends of the 
Arabs in Israel from the hinterland supporting their struggle in the territories,” he 
turned to the problems that lurked inside the Jewish state. He spent years collecting 
transcripts of Tibi’s speeches and writings, fi ling them away as research for his forth-
coming -page tome, Palestinians in Israel—The Arab Minority’s Struggle Against 
the Jewish State. 

Written for the consumption of Israel’s political and military elites, Schueft an 
hoped to sway his readers to take urgent action against Tibi and other leaders of the 
Arab sector—those he accused of seeking to “demolish the Jewish national project 
and establish their own entity on the ruins of the Jewish state.” Among the measures 
he recommended for weakening and suppressing Arab political aspirations inside 
Israel was legislating Hebrew as the offi  cial language of Israel at the expense of Ara-
bic. Schueft an’s book was reviewed favorably by all of Israel’s major newspapers. And, 
as in the past, it was received as a blueprint by many of the country’s top lawmakers. 
“If this book has an eff ect similar to my previous book, I’ll be delighted,” Schueft an 
remarked.

Having banned Tibi’s party in  (the Supreme Court overturned the ban), 
members of Knesset were preparing plans to do the same as soon as the next national 
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elections rolled around. Tibi’s service as a liaison to PLO Chairman Yasser Arafat 
during Oslo era negotiations could have been seen as a boon to Israeli diplomacy, 
but instead, it only heightened the scorn of the Israeli public. And as with Azmi 
Bishara, it was Tibi’s advocacy for Israel as a state of all its citizens that invited the 
most resentment from Jewish Israeli society. Some of the comments left  by Israelis on 
Tibi’s Facebook page (and published under their actual identities) included, “You will 
die soon,” “You and all ravagers will meet your end in Gaza,” and, “It is much better 
for you to leave and run away because they will kill you soon.” 

I sidled up beside Tibi and introduced myself, asking if he had any time for an 
interview. Without a moment’s hesitation, Tibi invited me to join him at a small, 
square table a few feet away. I asked him about Miller’s claim that the Nakba Law 
would strengthen Israel’s democracy. “The question is: Is Israel a weak democracy? 
Yes, it is a weak democracy,” he responded. “Yisrael Beitaynu is the Israeli Jewish 
fascist party and it seems that Alex Miller and his party are not confi dent about the 
Israeli Jewish narrative of Zionism.”

Tibi explained why Palestinian citizens of Israel mourned the country’s foun-
dation: “We are victims of Zionism and have a diff erent story of events about . 
How do you expect our people to celebrate their agony and disaster? These are basic 
human feelings for a people to mourn destruction. I can understand that the Jewish 
people want to commemorate the Holocaust. But to have Jewish victims of Nazi rac-
ism impose their Independence Day celebration on another people’s tragedy—that 
is horrible for us.”

I asked Tibi if the Nakba Laws and other proposals like it threatened to consoli-
date a system of apartheid inside Israel. “In Israel you have three systems of laws,” he 
said. “One is democracy for  percent of the population. It is democracy for Jews. I 
call it an ethnocracy or you could call it a Judocracy. The second is racial discrimina-
tion for  percent of the population, the Israeli Arabs. The third is apartheid for the 
population in the West Bank and Gaza. This includes two sets of governments, one 
for the Palestinians and one for the settlers. Inside Israel there is not yet apartheid 
but we are being pushed there with these new laws.”

“Right now I would say Israel is a Jewish and democratic state,” Tibi quipped with 
a wry grin. “It is democratic toward Jews and Jewish toward the Arabs.”

The Nakba Law was only one among a constantly expanding battery of racist and 
anti-democratic proposals pouring from the legislative offi  ces onto the fl oor of the 
Knesset. By , the Association for Civil Rights in Israel (ACRI) had documented 
forty-six anti-democratic bills that had either passed, were close to passing, or which 
had been introduced but had either failed or were still up for deliberation. The laws 
were so popular with the general Israeli public that a few legislators from the “cen-
trist” Kadima Party jumped on the bandwagon. Among the bills introduced by Kad-
ima was one that proposed to outlaw any Israeli nonprofi t associations that gave 
information to foreign authorities conducting investigations of Israeli politicians or 
military offi  cers for war crimes. Kadima’s leader, Tzipi Livni, maintained a strange 
silence about her party’s sponsorship of the anti-democratic laws. 
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“Livni cannot say that her hands are clean,” Ha’aretz declared in an editorial. “She 
is responsible for the anarchy that has spread to Kadima’s Knesset members. It is 
inconceivable that such dangerous and extreme bills could be proposed from within 
the ranks of the supposedly centrist party that she leads without the party, and its 
leader, noticing.” 

Jamal Zehalka, a Balad Party leader who fi lled the exiled Azmi Bishara’s seat in 
the Knesset, told me he promised a friend he would host an elaborate celebration if 
a week went by without the proposal of an anti-democratic law. “Until now, we have 
not had the party,” Zehalka said. “I told him he is going to have to wait a long time.”
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Cut Off from the Tribe

By June , increasingly draconian proposals were fi lling the Knesset agenda by 
the day, including at least fi ve bills designed to limit the power of the Supreme 
Court, if not completely neuter it altogether. I wanted to gain more access to the 

lawmakers behind the Knesset’s anti-democratic agenda. I set a goal of interviewing 
at least a dozen of them, hoping to gain an understanding of the sensibility that 
united the Knesset’s populists behind the larger campaign to strip away whatever 
existed of Israel’s democratic veneer. 

But for a number of reasons, I needed help. First, I did not speak conversational 
Hebrew—I knew only enough to travel around the country, give commands, and 
order food (two journalistic colleagues translated my interview with Alex Miller). 
More importantly, I had no media credentials any Israeli offi  cial would recognize. 
My only institutional affi  liation at the time was with a small left -wing think tank in 
New York City, the Nation Institute, which was associated with the Nation magazine 
and the publisher of this book. What I needed, I decided, was an Israeli journalist to 
help me gain access to the Knesset.

On a humid, sweltering night in June, I sat inches from a fan in my room in 
Jaff a and browsed through my e-mail. I noticed a cryptic message that had arrived 
through my personal Facebook page from someone who appeared to be operat-
ing under an alias. Aft er a few exchanges, the person told me he was working as a 
Hebrew-to-English translator for Ha’aretz’s website. His name was David Sheen. He 
told me he was a fan of my journalism and requested to meet me to discuss a project 
he wanted to collaborate on, but he gave no details. I decided that this character, if he 
was for real, represented my best chance for getting back into the Knesset. He spoke 
Hebrew and had a Ha’aretz e-mail address. As long as he was not insane—and the 
Holy Land, it seemed, was a magnet for the mentally deranged—or a Shin Bet agent, 
I fi gured he could be a major asset.

Three days later, I met Sheen in front of a McDonald’s on the fi rst fl oor of Tel 
Aviv’s chaotic and vast central bus station. He was tall, lanky, completely bald, and 
dressed in baggy camo pants and a loose, black T-shirt—the uniform of Israeli anar-
chists, but uncrinkled and much cleaner than the other enrages of the left . (This guy 
seemed like a kept man, I thought.) If Sheen had had a full head of hair, he might have 
looked like a radical left ist Keanu Reeves. He asked me to follow him up an escalator 
and into an Ethiopian hair salon. As he guided me toward the back of the salon, the 
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hairdressers received him warmly, greeting him with big smiles. I told him I didn’t 
have enough hair to do cornrows, wondering where he was leading me.

Sheen walked over to a young black woman sitting on a short stool while an 
older woman meticulously braided her hair. The young woman smiled and shook my 
hand but said nothing. Sheen introduced her as his wife, Anne. While the hairdresser 
tended to Anne, Sheen pulled out his iPhone to show me some viral videos he had 
produced to dramatize the crisis in Israel. 

The fi rst video featured animated images Sheen appropriated from the artist 
Yossi Even-Kama, whose recent exhibition at Ramat Gan’s Shenkar College of Art 
and Design portrayed a dystopian Israel under the control of a Judeo-fascist gov-
ernment, earning unironic admiration from some right-wing settlers. “I would use 
diff erent colors,” one religious rightist said of the exhibition, “but this is basically 
what I believe.” In Even-Kam’s exhibition, it was the year , and aft er the sign-
ing of a fi nal status peace deal with the Palestinian Authority, rightist forces staged 
a coup, overwhelming the country’s decadent, apathetic, liberal elite and founding 
the State of Judea on the ashes of Israel. In Sheen’s fl awlessly edited video, a ragged 
cartoon fi gure wandered helplessly through an imposing, gray cityscape, beaming 
with dismay at the symbols of the Judeo-fascist regime. The scene reminded me of a 
line from Alan Ginsberg’s poem “Howl”: “Mollock, whose buildings are judgment!” 
Even-Kama’s mock propaganda posters hung on building walls around each corner 
the character turned. “Crush the democratic menace,” one sign read. An image of a 
jackboot preparing to stomp a cockroach to death hovered above the Hebrew slogan. 
Sheen’s video concluded with a single line against a black screen: “Fight the fascism.” 

Palestinian intellectuals had for decades likened the exclusive ideology under-
girding Israel’s national policies to fascism, but now, in the wake of the  election 
results, even well-established liberal Zionists were beginning to discuss in unfl inch-
ing terms the presence of fascism in Israeli life. Amnon Dankner, the former edi-
tor of Maariv, one of Israel’s major newspapers, was moved to condemn what he 
saw as “neo-Nazi expressions in the Knesset” and “entire parties whose tenor and 
tone arouse feelings of horror and terrifying memories.” David Landau, the former 
editor-in-chief of Ha’aretz, echoed Dankner, calling on Israelis to boycott the Knes-
set “to stand against the wave of fascism that has engulfed the Zionist project.” And 
Uri Avnery, the famed Israeli journalist, politician, and sabra, warned, “Israel’s very 
existence is threatened by fascism.” If these august fi gures from the old Zionist left  
were to be believed, Sheen’s video could have been viewed not as a dystopian fantasy 
but as a depiction of the current reality.

Once Anne’s braids were in place, I redirected our meeting to a Chinese restau-
rant located next to the bus station near the Hatikva neighborhood. The area was 
the overcrowded, choking center of migrant life in the city, where the cheap labor of 
North Tel Aviv lived in ramshackle housing, sleeping sometimes fi ve to a room. The 
migrants had come from Thailand, the Philippines, Sudan, Eritrea, Congo—from 
poverty-stricken and war-torn regions across Asia and Africa to fi ll the low wage 
jobs that Palestinians from the Occupied Territories used to occupy before Gaza and 
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the West Bank were physically separated from “Israel proper.” They were the invisible 
glue that held Tel Aviv together, enabling hundreds of thousands of Jewish Israelis to 
enjoy a fi rst world, Europeanized standard of living. Though many of the migrants 
were asylum seekers with refugee status, the Jewish state viewed them, like Palestin-
ians, as a demographic threat that necessitated swift  action. “The goal is to ensure 
Israel’s Jewish and democratic nature,” Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu said of 
the migrants. “We will not let thousands of foreign workers fl ood the country.”

Over a plate of surprisingly decent bean curd in black bean sauce at the Chi-
nese restaurant—one of only a handful I knew of in the city—Sheen recalled how 
he arrived in Israel in  from a solidly middle class, ultra-Zionist family from 
Toronto, Canada. At age twenty-fi ve, he was brimming with excitement about the 
earthy communal dream that awaited him: “I saw Israel entirely through the frame 
of a Zionist education. I grew up in a very heavily Jewish environment, in a Jewish 
neighborhood, a Jewish school, synagogue—everything. The school was Zionist, and 
I was heavily immersed in the idea that we need Israel so there won’t be another 
Holocaust, and that Israel needs us because it needs to be built up—it’s surrounded 
with enemies so it needs our help to build itself. So when I fi rst arrived in Israel I 
was thinking about the collective, and the concept of the Jewish people represented 
the strongest collective.”

Though Sheen was heavily immersed in the tribalistic culture of Zionism, he had 
also cultivated strong left ist views through his participation in anti-globalization 
protests in Toronto. “With every other issue besides Israel, I was on the left  side of 
the spectrum,” he said. “I was a PEP—a Progressive Except for Palestine.” Within a 
month of arriving in Israel, that began to change. He realized that everything he 
had known about Israelis and Palestinians was a fantasy cultivated through years of 
heavy indoctrination. His view of the occupation as a necessary, albeit unpleasant, 
security measure was shattered aft er he spent long hours chatting with Palestinian 
workers who woke up at  a.m. each morning to slip into Israel from Nablus to work 
construction jobs for meager pay. “Once I saw how the occupation created a perma-
nent underclass and that it existed to promote exploitation—just by realizing that I 
broke with the PEP mentality.” 

Sheen’s contact with actual Israelis undermined his idealized vision of the Zionist 
collective. “Israelis were not exactly trying to pull together in the name of the Jewish 
people like I thought,” he said. “It’s a dog-eat-dog shark pool where you’ve got to 
swim to survive, and nobody has any idea of what civility means. People are manipu-
lative and exploitative without any moral compunction or sense that there’s anything 
wrong with that. They’re not embarrassed about taking advantage of other people.”

Alienated by the aggressive capitalism that was consuming urban life in Israel, 
Sheen retreated to a kibbutz in the Negev Desert called Kibbutz Samar. At fi rst he 
thought he had fi nally found the slow-paced, communal lifestyle he had been seek-
ing. But then he peered beneath the kibbutz’s socialist veneer. “What broke me was 
they got workers from Thailand to work on the kibbutz for next to nothing,” Sheen 
recounted. “I realized it wasn’t really socialism they were practicing. It was socialism 
for Jews only. I grew up in multicultural Toronto, where diversity was a positive thing. 
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So it went against my values, and I tried to convince the kibbutz not to do this, to 
let the Thai workers live in normal apartments like everyone else—don’t stick six 
of them in a fucking closet. Treat them like normal humans. Very few people even 
saw it as an issue worth discussing, let alone dealing with. They didn’t see them as 
deserving of basic standards of living. They said, ‘They’re making more here than 
they would back in their country.’ So that makes it okay? I wanted to get away from 
capitalism and away from exploitation, but I saw that kibbutz life was just that—it 
was segregationist Zionism. So I left .”

In , Israeli forces simultaneously carpet-bombed the Gaza Strip and South-
ern Lebanon. Israel blanketed the Gaza Strip with more than six thousand artillery 
shells and missiles, deliberately destroyed Gaza’s main power plant, then bombed 
the access roads to prevent the plant from being repaired. Within the span of about 
two months, the army had killed at least  civilians including  children in an 
operation billed to Israelis as a search for the captured Israeli soldier Gilad Shalit. 
In Southern Lebanon, Israeli bombing turned , Lebanese citizens—over a 
quarter of the country’s population—into refugees while killing more than , 
civilians, including at least  children. Summarizing the views of the Israeli mili-
tary leadership at the time, columnist Yaron London, one of the most prominent tele-
vision journalists in the country, wrote, “There is no longer any need for complicated 
distinctions. . . . In practical terms, the Palestinians in Gaza are all [Hamas leader] 
Khaled Meshal, the Lebanese are all [Hezbollah leader Hassan] Nasrallah, and the 
Iranians are all [President Mahmoud] Ahmadinejad.”

Indignant at the disproportionate violence Israel had unleashed against civilians, 
Sheen joined up with the small but feisty bands of Israeli radical left ists who had ded-
icated themselves to direct action against their country’s militaristic policies. During 
a gay pride rally in Tel Aviv called “Queeruption,” Sheen and a group of friends held 
signs reading, “Stop the bombing.” They were immediately set upon by riot police 
who beat them with billyclubs before dragging them away. 

“I was shocked,” Sheen remarked. “Nowadays everyone knows the police are bru-
tal, but at the time I still couldn’t believe that Israeli police would attack other Jews—
and for simply holding signs.” At another anti-war protest in Tel Aviv, a prim-looking 
waitress burst through the door of a nearby restaurant and hurled a glass at the 
protesters. “I watched that glass hit the ground and shatter. I can still hear the sound. 
It was when I realized that even in the heart of liberal Tel Aviv there is a seething 
hatred for anyone with humanistic values,” Sheen said.

At the time, Sheen was living on a moshav (a collective farm) near the Gaza bor-
der. From his home, he listened to the thundering sound of bombs falling on Gaza all 
day and all night. “The ground was literally shaking underneath my feet,” he recalled. 
Sheen ventured into town fi lled with revulsion at the shelling of Gaza. “When I told 
people at the supermarket what I thought of the bombing, they would all say, ‘What 
do you care? It’s not going to hit you, it’s hitting them.’ I said back, ‘It’s hitting actual 
people. Doesn’t that matter to you?’ And they would get enraged and say, ‘What are 
you, a fucking left ist? You don’t care about the Jews.’ That’s when I realized that in 
Israel, you’re either in favor of any level of violence unleashed on those people, no 
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matter who they were, or if you’re against it, you’re with the terrorists. I was shocked 
that that attitude was so mainstream.” 

Sheen went on: “To come out against these wars on civilians—you were cut off . 
You were not part of the tribe. You were not part of the Jewish people. You were alone. 
Once you have a personal experience like that, it etches those beliefs into your soul.”

Sheen’s struggle to reconcile his values with life inside Israel was complicated when 
his wife, Anne, whom he had met in Canada in , joined him in Tel Aviv. Because 
Anne is not Jewish, the Interior Ministry erected what seemed like an endless array 
of bureaucratic hurdles against her application for permanent residency. One gov-
ernment document informed her that as someone from “outside the community”—a 
bearer of non-Jewish blood—her children could not receive health insurance in Israel. 

In her daily life in Tel Aviv, Anne said she occasionally encountered the same sort 
of verbal abuse that African migrants and Ethiopians routinely receive. “I’ve had 
people call me ‘Kunte Kente,’ or goya—female goy,” Anne told me. “I’ve never dealt 
with so much open racism in my whole life. For a while I didn’t leave the house; I 
just didn’t want to deal with the negativity that I got in the street, so I just stayed in 
my bubble. But now I’ve learned not to internalize the way people react to me—it’s 
their problem. A lot of times they think I’m Ethiopian so they think I will be timid 
and not stand up for myself. So if I stare at them back with a hard look they are taken 
aback, and they eventually stop.”

Sheen’s tale of transformation was not unusual. Many Israelis I knew who had 
transitioned from a Zionist upbringing into radical left  activity, especially those who 
had emigrated from Western countries where multiculturalism was celebrated, had 
snapped almost as soon as they were forced to reckon with the militaristic culture of 
their new country. In numerous cases, however, those who made the dramatic break 
with Zionism found sanctuary within a hermetic anarchist subculture where vegan-
ism, communal living, and a rejection of consumer culture were de rigeur. They had 
formed a tiny tribe within the tribe, mobilizing for a constant series of direct actions 
against the state while doing very little to inform the non-Hebrew-speaking outside 
world about what they were doing. Indeed, only a handful of the radical left ists I 
encountered were savvy with English language social media. Even fewer sought to 
cultivate a journalistic following. But the handful who were like Sheen were capable 
of making an enormous impact. 

When I told Sheen about my intention to interview the Knesset members behind 
the new battery of anti-democratic laws, his eyes lit up. He had yet to produce any 
copy for Ha’aretz—his duties were limited to translating articles for the English web-
site—but he recognized my proposed project as a chance to gather essential jour-
nalistic reporting. By the end of the week, Sheen had arranged fi ve interviews with 
Knesset members from Kadima, Likud, and Yisrael Beiteinu. 
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The Robbed Cossack

Many of the most egregiously discriminatory, anti-democratic bills bore the 
name of one fi gure as either the key sponsor or principal author—David 
Rotem, a senior member of Yisrael Beiteinu and one of Avigdor Lieberman’s 

closest friends. 
On a clear day in West Jerusalem, David Sheen and I set out in a small, rented car 

to meet Rotem at his home in the West Bank settlement of Efrat. We passed smoothly 
through a series of tunnels and bypass roads constructed for the almost exclusive use 
of Israeli Jews. Concrete blast walls installed to protect the settlers during the Second 
Intifada remained along parts of the road. For much of the ride, we remained inside 
the separation wall, which had been routed near the perimeter of Efrat to eff ectively 
annex as much land as possible around the settlement into “Israel proper.” 

The streets of Efrat were nearly deserted except for a few Orthodox women push-
ing prams down sidewalks. As we drove cautiously through the placid streets, inch-
ing past stuccoed, Mission-style homes with neatly tended grass lawns, I began to 
wonder whether I was in the West Bank or the exurbs of San Diego. Aft er a wrong 
turn, we asked a man watering his lawn for directions. In perfect, American-accented 
English, he directed us to Rotem’s house (many of the nine thousand residents of 
Efrat spoke English as a fi rst language, and some struggled to communicate in 
Hebrew). It was in places like this where the occupation was recast as an utterly 
benign endeavor that enabled its Jewish benefi ciaries to drape themselves in a man-
tle of normality. 

Built on a series of hills and slicing through Palestinian land like a snake, Efrat 
was an outgrowth of the original “Etzion bloc” of ideological settlements established 
by the religious nationalist Gush Emunim movement. The Gush Emunim secured 
its initial foothold in the West Bank thanks to the blessings of the Labor Party gov-
ernment of Yitzhak Rabin and Shimon Peres, who had sought to placate the settlers, 
as Peres said, “for reasons that reach into the very soul of the nation.” 

In April , aft er the Rabin government approved the establishment of another 
settlement in the so-called Etzion bloc, a Gush Emunim leader named Meir Harnoy 
announced, “Here, at this place and at this hour, the fi rst stake of the revolution in 
the perception of settlement in Israel was driven in.  .  .  . Here, the stake was also 
driven in for the political change that occurred in , when the Likud came into 
power, for the fi rst time since the establishment of the state.” Harnoy was right: 
in one of a protracted series of self-destructive moves, the Labor elite unwittingly 
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authorized the death of their party. In the case of Rabin, who would be shot dead 
nearly two decades later by a right-wing fanatic inspired by the Gush Emunim’s 
radical ideology, this was almost literally true.

While serving as agriculture minister in the Likud government of Prime Min-
ister Menachem Begin during the late s and early ’s, Ariel Sharon focused 
with single-minded determination on sprinkling settlements across the West Bank. 
Through the strategic planting of the colonies, Sharon said he planned to turn 
the Palestinian territories into a “pastrami sandwich”—in other words, a series of 
non-contiguous Bantustans. Efrat was among a group of major colonies he approved 
in  with the goal of severing East Jerusalem from the West Bank. But the settle-
ments were hardly a right-wing project. During the height of the Oslo era, the Israeli 
political consensus supported annexing Efrat and much of the Etzion Bloc in a future 
deal with the Palestinians. 

“There is no meaning to our identity and everything that we are here for without 
the connection to Shiloh and Tekoa, Beit El and Efrat. These are the realms of our 
culture’s childhood,” Ehud Barak declared in  as a Knesset representative of the 
Labor Party. “I am closer to these people,” Barak said of the Etzion Bloc settlers, “than 
to the people of the Left .” 

Far from an accident or a wrong turn on Israel’s democratic path, David Rotem’s 
home in Efrat represented the organic product of popular will. In the settlers of 
“Judea and Samaria,” the country’s leaders believed they had realized a seamless con-
tinuation of the spirit of the original “pioneers” who ventured to Palestine to “redeem 
the land.” Settler-colonialism was part of the country’s ethos—of “everything that we 
are here for,” as Barak said. It was only natural, then, for the Jewish majority to elect 
politicians who pledged to move the expansionist project into its next stage, even if it 
seemed to Western outsiders like an obstacle to Israel’s long-term national interests. 

Rotem took heart in the fact that the major settlements had become fully 
entrenched in both a physical and psychological sense, watching with contentment 
as new outposts sprouted up on hilltops across the West Bank almost every week. 
However, when he looked back across the Green Line, he saw a country in deep 
turmoil. Arabs were abusing their citizenship by protesting not only against infringe-
ments on their rights, he alleged, but also against the very foundation of the Jewish 
state. “Arab members of Knesset do not represent the Arab citizens,” Rotem thun-
dered from the Knesset fl oor. “They represent terror organizations in Gaza.” And 
Jewish left ists were right behind them, exploiting foreign NGO funding to “lie, tattle, 
provide false information, and cause damage to the State of Israel,” he complained. 
Rotem was convinced that the Jewish state was being destroyed from within, and that 
most Jewish Israelis agreed with him.

When we arrived at Rotem’s home, he escorted us onto his patio to interview him 
in the shade. He was sixty-two years old, but the slow, limping gait he developed aft er 
a bout with polio, his close-cropped gray beard, darkened spectacles and gravelly 
voice made him seem more worn down by the vicissitudes of time. 

Unlike Alex Miller and the other Russians recruited as Avigdor Lieberman’s 
foot soldiers, Rotem was born and raised in Israel. And though he appeared to be a 
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typical rightist settler, he did not resort to religious or messianic justifi cations for his 
political machinations. Instead, Rotem explained his ideological motives in terms 
more familiar to secular Israeli society. The demons of the Holocaust were at the 
base of his commitment to the Zionist cause, and it seemed to inform just about 
everything he did in the Knesset.

Rotem came of age during the early s, right when the Israeli government 
made a calculated decision to feature the Holocaust at the heart of the Zionist nar-
rative. Aft er years of looking upon the European genocide as a shameful episode of 
Jewish impotence, the Zionist leadership decided to appropriate an emerging narra-
tive of victimhood and redemption to counteract a potentially massive Jewish exo-
dus to the diaspora and general sense of malaise that had overtaken the new country. 

The trial of Adolph Eichmann, a top Nazi functionary captured by the Mossad 
in Argentina and dragged to a courtroom in Jerusalem, took center stage. “When I 
was fourteen years of age, or fi ft een years of age, the Eichmann trial took place, and 
I read every sentence in the evidence,” Rotem said with a wistful smile. “Every sen-
tence. It was funny because the prime minister’s offi  ce gave out later the books of the 
evidence and the judgments, and I used to buy it as presents for my friends for their 
Bar Mitzvah. And people said to me that I am a nutcase. And I told them, ‘No—if you 
don’t know what your history is you will never have a future.’” 

Like many Israelis subjected to a lifetime of seeing the Holocaust lurking behind 
current events, Rotem confl ated the Holocaust with Arab resistance to Zionism. In 
his view, Israel was an innocent lamb surrounded by hordes of olive-skinned Nazis 
braying for Jewish blood. On the massacre at Deir Yassin, where more than one 
hundred Palestinian villagers were massacred in , he remarked, “Deir Yassin 
was a fi ght. They were asked to surrender. They didn’t want to surrender. . . . It’s not 
a massacre. It’s not coming into Tel Aviv and planting a bomb in a bus.” 

On the Palestinian refugees: “They were leaving because they were promised that 
they would leave now, that they would come back in three months, and then they 
would be able to rape our daughters and our wives.” 

And on the  Yom Kippur War, when Egypt and Syria attacked Israel to 
recover land Israel had occupied: “We didn’t have anything to do with Egypt or Syria, 
and were attacked again.” 

To Rotem, Israel was a perpetual victim with no responsibility for the cycles of 
violence and tragedy. 

Rotem met Lieberman while serving as a legal adviser to the Gush Emunim 
during their fi rst foray into the West Bank in the late s. Aft er helping Lieberman 
establish the settlement of Nokdim just over the hills from Efrat, Rotem set up a law 
offi  ce to assist the waves of religious nationalist settlers seeking a foothold in Greater 
Israel. In , as the confl ict between the state and the Arab sector mounted, Rotem 
got back in touch with Lieberman. “I decided that it’s about time to do a change in 
the State of Israel, so I connected with him and he off ered to let me join [Yisrael 
Beiteinu],” Rotem explained. “So I joined.”

As soon as he entered the Knesset, Rotem became a one-man legislative machine, 
cranking out bill aft er bill to advance his party’s aim to consolidate the Jewish 
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majority’s total control over state and society. The Acceptance to Communities Bill, 
which would allow small communities to offi  cially segregate on an ethnic basis, was 
Rotem’s brainchild. Two Declaration of Allegiance bills, requiring both members of 
Knesset and citizens of Israel to swear allegiance to the “Jewish and democratic state, 
its laws, symbols, and anthem” as a condition of maintaining their citizenship, also 
bore his sponsorship. Another bill Rotem proposed, and which was subsequently 
passed, revoked the citizenship of anyone found guilty of treason or terrorism, 
though not Jewish fanatics like Yigal Amir, who was serving a life sentence for mur-
dering Yitzhak Rabin—the bill exclusively targeted Palestinian citizens of Israel. Two 
more bills he introduced would strip the Supreme Court of most of its power to 
overturn anti-democratic laws validated by the Knesset, especially those pertaining 
to the rights of Israeli citizens.

Minority rights advocates and civil libertarians decried his proposals as a recipe 
for authoritarianism, but Rotem saw his work as a form of altruism. “I think that it 
is important to propose laws and to pass them,” he commented. “But it’s much more 
important to help people. I’m getting about  or something, near to  e-mails 
every day from people that are seeking help. I’m answering everyone. I’m opening 
the e-mails to myself. I get to the Knesset at seven o’clock, I open my e-mails by 
myself, and I answer by myself. I don’t want anyone—not even my assistant to deal 
with it because I feel that my duty is to help people, and I’m trying to do it in the 
best way.”

If Rotem was dedicated to helping Jews, Sheen asked him, why did he devote so 
much of his energy to fretting about the activities of non-Jewish citizens of Israel? In 
a calm and confi dent tone, the lawmaker insisted that “the Jewish part and the demo-
cratic part of the state are the same. Therefore everyone, even if he is not Jewish, has 
got a right to live here, has got a right to citizenship, has got a right to vote. But he has 
to be loyal to the state that he wants to be a citizen in. By the way, in the United States 
if I would like to become an American citizen, I will have to take an oath of loyalty.” 

I informed Rotem that the United States does not ask its new citizens to take 
an oath upholding the ethnic dominance of the white, Christian majority, and that 
Thomas Jeff erson might have condemned his legislative proposals as eff orts to con-
solidate the tyranny of the majority. “Yes, yes,” Rotem said with a dismissive wave of 
the hand. “But the tyranny of the majority is the heart of democracy. Democracy is 
the rule of the majority. . . . And it’s not a tyranny if you decide in your policies to go 
against the minorities.” 

Rotem’s blunt language might have startled some Western outsiders, but within 
the Israeli establishment, the distinction between his approach towards Palestinian 
citizens of Israel and the attitude expressed by prominent Israeli liberals was not so 
sharp. Benny Morris, professor at Ben Gurion University, once regarded as the doyen 
of the Israeli revisionist historians who shattered the state’s founding mythology 
in his book The Birth of the Palestinian Refugee Problem, –, expressed an 
increasingly common opinion when he remarked in , “The Israeli Arabs are a 
time bomb. Their slide into complete Palestinization has made them an emissary of 
the enemy that is among us. They are a potential Fift h Column.” 
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Nothing exemplifi ed the Zionist establishment’s willingness to cast off  its con-
stantly professed democratic aspirations in favor of the kind of ethnocratic imper-
atives Rotem advanced better than its support for the Citizenship and Entry Into 
Israel Law. Passed in , the bill represented one of the most nakedly discrimi-
natory laws the state had ever placed on the books. It not only banned West Bank 
Palestinians from obtaining citizenship if they married Israeli citizens, but it also 
blocked them from receiving temporary residency. The bill’s author, Avraham Poraz 
from the centrist and now-defunct Shinui Party, presented the proposal as a “defen-
sive measure” against the Arab demographic threat. Amnon Rubinstein, a former 
Israeli government minister, echoed Poraz by condemning those who “claim that 
human rights demand Israel commit national suicide.” An overwhelming majority 
of the Knesset agreed—only twenty-fi ve legislators voted against it. Ignoring the 
protestations of Arab members of Knesset, the Supreme Court temporarily approved 
the law on the basis of guarding the state’s Jewish character. 

“This law actually means that the state sees every Palestinian and every Arab as 
a threat to the security of the State of Israel only because he is an Arab, therefore it 
is completely racist. Such a law does not exist in any other democratic state in the 
world,” Sawsan Zaher, a lawyer for Adalah, a Palestinian-Israeli legal rights organi-
zation, declared.

The Israeli mainstream welcomed the law, with the Jerusalem Post editorial page 
hailing Israel’s political leadership for dropping all the disingenuous justifi cations 
about preventing “terrorism.” “The government must be congratulated for having 
summoned the courage—even if belatedly—to cease citing immediate security con-
cerns as its reason for making it more diffi  cult for Palestinians and other Arabs to 
obtain Israeli citizenship,” the editors wrote. Dan Margalit, one of the most prom-
inent columnists and TV pundits in Israel, claimed the law saved Israel from a 
“well-planned invasion.” 

In January , the Supreme Court permanently approved the Citizenship and 
Entry Law, with most judges basing their ruling on at least implicitly demographic 
grounds. As the legal scholar Yoram Rabin noted in Ha’aretz, “It is quite clear that 
at least some of the judges in the majority opinion ‘talked security’ while ‘thinking 
demographics.’” The ruling not only shredded whatever remained of the myth of 
Israel’s liberal Supreme Court, it demonstrated the extent to which demographic 
panic superseded democratic rights. Indeed, liberal, and centrist Zionists—Israel’s 
“Enlightened Public”—might have condemned the treachery of right-wing settlers 
and some of the anti-democratic bills pouring out of the Knesset, but they remained 
committed to the engineering and maintenance of a politically dominant Jewish 
demographic majority. Like Rotem, they were implacably opposed to the very con-
cept of a heterogeneous society. 

Asa Kasher, an infl uential professor of philosophy at Tel Aviv University who 
authored the code of ethics that guided the Israeli army during Operation Cast Lead 
was a member of the Enlightened Public in good standing. His opinions under-
lined the ethnocratic sensibility that guided national policy. “I want a decisive Jewish 
majority which enjoys national, political, and social freedom . . . by being the ruler in 
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all unorganized aspects of the social life of the state,” he told an interviewer. “Every-
thing is conditioned on being a decisive majority, not just a majority.” Yossi Beilin, 
a veteran politician from the left -wing Meretz Party and a stalwart of Israel’s peace 
camp, echoed Kasher when he remarked, “If this country is not the Jewish State, and 
has no Jewish majority, it doesn’t interest me.” 

In the battle between Israel’s right- and left -wing parties, the principal disagree-
ment lay in how to best to maintain the country’s Jewish demographic majority, 
and then in how to preserve its political dominance over Palestinians. While many 
right-wingers argued for open methods of ethnic cleansing like transfer, members of 
the Zionist left  responded with calls for a separation wall or “land swaps” amounting 
to a population transfer through negotiations. Neither side considered the notion of 
equal rights for all Palestinians living under Israeli control to be anything short of 
a recipe for the destruction of Zionism. Thus both the Israeli right and left  collabo-
rated in the limiting of Palestinian rights and opportunities behind the smokescreen 
of a heated political rivalry. In a society where maintaining the tyranny of the ethnic 
majority formed the underpinnings of national policy, there could be little wonder 
that an unapologetically supremacist party like Yisrael Beiteinu was able to consoli-
date a mainstream foothold in such a rapid fashion. 

By the time Sheen and I interviewed Rotem, Avigdor Lieberman had installed him 
as chairman of the Knesset’s Constitution, Law, and Justice Committee. Thus Rotem 
held the gavel in the Knesset committee responsible for piecing together the nation’s 
political structure in lieu of a formal constitution, a weighty responsibility that 
aff orded him vast political powers. In November , Rotem asserted his power 
by tossing fi ve opposition members of Knesset out of a committee debate over his 
bill to alter the composition of the Judicial Selection Committee in order to further 
neuter the Supreme Court. “Get out of here!” he barked at Zehava Gal-On of the 
Meretz Party, when she protested his heavy-handed maneuver. “You’re not even an 
animal.” 

A week later, Rotem rushed a vote on the so-called Grunis Bill, a law that would 
allow the Knesset to vote to appoint the right-wing ideologue Asher Grunis—a key 
supporter of the Citizenship and Entry Law—as Chief Justice of the Supreme Court. 
By holding the vote in a mere three minutes, Rotem was able to secure the bill’s pas-
sage without any debate and before any of the opposition legislators even entered the 
room. The law was originally conceived by Yaakov Neeman, a religious nationalist 
ideologue appointed by Netanyahu as Israel’s attorney general. By clearing the path 
for Grunis’s ascent, the hard right’s agenda could proceed virtually unabated. As a 
former Supreme Court justice told Ha’aretz, “It is no secret that Grunis holds rigidly 
to the idea of reducing the powers of the Supreme Court, and that is why wild weeds 
on the right want him as president. He is their favorite son.”

The Grunis Bill also enabled the appointment of the fi rst resident of an illegal 
settlement to ever serve on the Supreme Court. He was Noam Sohlberg, a fi ft y-year-
old rightist ideologue who defi ned his judicial career presiding over the Jerusalem 
district court with rulings advancing the transfer of Palestinians from Jerusalem and 
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the stripping of citizenship of Israeli expats who refused to perform army service. In 
his most notorious ruling, Sohlberg awarded an army offi  cer known only as “Captain 
R.” a whopping , in a libel case against the veteran investigative journalist 
Ilana Dayan. 

Dayan’s crime? She had reported that Captain R. murdered a thirteen-year-old 
Palestinian girl, Iman Al-Hams, in cold blood during a patrol in Gaza, shooting her 
twice in the head before emptying his entire clip into her lifeless body. In a radio 
transmission to his subordinates broadcast by Dayan on Israel’s Channel , Captain 
R. declared, “This is commander. Anything that’s mobile, that moves in the zone, 
even if it’s a three-year-old, needs to be killed. Over.” (Captain R. was acquitted of all 
charges by an Israeli court.)

The libel ruling was later cancelled by the Supreme Court, but with Sohlberg 
sitting on the bench, decisions guarding the freedom of the press against the mil-
itary were far less likely in the future. The outgoing chief justice, Dorit Beinisch, 
was one of the last remaining judicial activists who had given the court its liberal 
veneer. Even as she applied a stamp of legitimacy on the occupation, defending the 
building of Israelis-only highways in the occupied West Bank as a necessary security 
measure, she faced a mounting chorus of attacks from right-wingers who saw the 
Supreme Court as the key obstacle to the untrammeled will of the Jewish majority. 
Chief among Beinisch’s antagonists was Rotem, who had attempted to establish an 
alternative judicial authority that was incapable of overriding Knesset votes or mil-
itary edicts. 

In her farewell speech, Beinisch lamented the success of a “campaign to damage 
the court, a campaign of delegitimization.” Referring indirectly to Rotem and his 
allies, she proclaimed, “Like the robbed Cossack, they loudly declare that the public 
has no faith in the court and the judicial system. This is a campaign of deception 
by its very nature, and its character is earthshaking and poisonous. .  .  . ” Finally, 
Beinisch conceded defeat, predicting doom for the court and danger for Israeli soci-
ety. “The writing was on the wall,” she said. “The warning was heard, but no one 
rose up.”

Following Beinisch’s impassioned jeremiad, Ha’aretz asked a “close associate” of 
the outgoing judge to elaborate on her gloomy mood. Beinisch, said the associate, 
decided to “defend the judges with her own body, because she thinks a red line has 
been crossed. This is a very slippery slope that could lead to Germany of the s, 
when the majority rode roughshod over the rights of minorities.”

While Rotem and his allies whittled away at the power of the Supreme Court, 
they prepared the groundwork for barring Palestinian citizens from serving in the 
Knesset. They did so by stacking the Central Elections Commission with the kind of 
hardline nationalists who increasingly occupied the political mainstream. Yet Rotem 
denied his intention was to purge the Knesset of all Arabs. “No way, because I am not 
asking to disqualify Arab members of parliament,” he claimed to me. “I am asking to 
disqualify every member of parliament—and I don’t care if he is Jewish, Muslim, or 
Christian—if he’s not loyal to the job that he’s being elected, if he’s not loyal to the 
state, if he wants to sit in the parliament and work against this parliament.” 
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But only Palestinian citizens were likely to refuse to take loyalty oaths to the 
Jewish state and its Zionist symbols. I told Rotem his proposals seemed like thinly 
disguised mechanisms to strip Palestinian Israelis of their citizenship rights, if not 
expel them from Israeli society altogether. He replied that total homogeneity was the 
only recourse. “If we have a  percent Jewish state and a  percent Arab state, 
we might fi nd a solution,” he said. But until then, the Jews could not give an inch: 
“This is my land and I haven’t got another state. I haven’t got an American passport; I 
don’t have a German passport. I don’t want to have it. I’m very happy with my Israeli 
passport, and therefore if I am an occupier, well okay, I am an occupier, but I am still 
having my state, and I am happy with it, and I will stay here.”

Rotem brought our conversation to a close by harkening back to the dark days of 
Europe. It was a Shabbat morning in Berlin and his grandfather was strolling home 
from the synagogue. On the way he encountered dozens of Jewish friends in varying 
states of despondency and fear. They were doctors, lawyers, shopkeepers, and most 
of all, German patriots, who had just been thrown out of their professions upon the 
passage of the Nuremberg Laws. All over town, racist mobs forced Jewish shopkeep-
ers to shutter their stores. 

“On the same night, he had to leave, and he left ,” Rotem said. “I got older and 
understood that we need to have a strong State of Israel, which is showing the world 
that Jew’s blood is not nothing. There is an importance to Jewish blood. It will never 
happen again as long as there will be a strong Israel that a Jewish baby should be 
blown up or should be thrown up in the air and shot. Never again! Now we have to 
fulfi ll this oath, because the Jews, when they went to Auschwitz, they wrote on the 
trains and in the chambers—‘take revenge.’ Now, I am not going to take revenge by 
killing somebody, I am going to take revenge by having a strong Jewish state that no 
one will be able to attack, that no one will be able to threaten.”

“Why, when we try to ask you about all the bills you have introduced, and about 
Yisrael Beiteinu’s agenda, do you keep bringing up the Holocaust?” I asked him.

“I will bring it up fi ft y times,” Rotem announced. “I have got a chip on my shoul-
der and a click in my head, and it’s called the Holocaust.”

“Correct me if I’m wrong,” I interjected, “but it seems like you are openly admit-
ting that you are psychologically consumed by this terrible historical trauma. Are you 
sure you are thinking rationally—and do you think it’s a good idea?” 

“I am completely rational. I am completely rational,” Rotem insisted, repeating 
himself with a confi dent tone. “It is because of the Holocaust that I know how to 
prevent another Holocaust.”

To avenge the humiliation of the Nuremberg Laws, a suite of discriminatory mea-
sures that stripped Jews of the right to work or participate in the aff airs of German 
state, Rotem was introducing a battery of measures intended to do more or less 
the same to Israel’s Palestinian minority. But the cruel irony of Rotem’s actions was 
completely lost on him. To him, the ghosts of Europe cried out for revenge, while 
Palestinians inside Israel continued Hitler’s work in spirit. By proposing bill aft er bill 
that stripped away the minority’s citizenship rights in the Jewish state, he believed he 
was preventing what could be another great historical injustice. 
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Aft er our interview, I watched Rotem limp toward his front door, swinging his 
crippled leg like a club to advance forward. The ravages of disease must have pre-
sented an enormous burden to such an intensely committed man, I thought. But 
Rotem never allowed his physical handicap to circumscribe his ambitions. His 
wounds defi ned him, especially the unseen ones infl icted on him by a history of 
genocide, the demons that seemed to preoccupy his thoughts each day. The chip on 
his shoulder and the tic in his brain helped elucidate his far-reaching goals, propel-
ling him resolutely toward their fulfi llment.

Rotem’s legislative agenda could not have succeeded so resoundingly without signifi -
cant help from outside his party—and especially from lawmakers to his political left . 
“Plenty of my laws are being signed by parties from both sides,” Rotem said. “Zionists 
are not only on the right hand side; there are some Zionists on the left  side too. Not 
too much and not enough. But some of them are still on the left .” 

On one of his signature bills, the Communities Acceptance Law, which would 
allow the small, exclusively Jewish towns planted across Israel’s Galilee region to 
formally reject applicants for residency on the grounds of “suitability to the commu-
nity’s fundamental outlook,” Rotem found eager cosponsors from the centrist Kad-
ima Party, including a veteran kibbutz leader. Introduced in the spirit of the state’s 
longstanding policy of “Judaization,” which aimed to disperse the Jewish population 
into majority Arab areas, interrupting and confi ning Palestinian communities with 
Jews-only towns, the law was certain to pass.

While presiding over a debate on the law in the Constitution, Law, and Justice 
Committee, Rotem responded to allegations of exclusionary racism with a casually 
racist quip. “In my opinion, every Jewish town needs at least one Arab,” he joked. 
“What would happen if my refrigerator stopped working on a Saturday?”
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Judaization

On March , , the Israeli authorities announced a fresh round of confi sca-
tions in Arab areas of the Galilee for what it said were “security and settlement 
purposes.” Three Arab villages that had already lost hundreds of acres when the 

state expropriated their land to create a national water project now faced the loss of 
thousands more acres of their best agricultural land, and the prospect of permanent 
impoverishment. The confi scations were part of a larger plan initiated a year before 
designed to expand Jewish towns in the area while preventing the natural growth of 
those populated by Arabs. 

In Nazareth, the largest Arab city in the Galilee, a charismatic poet-politician 
named Tawfi q Zayyad had scored a dramatic victory as mayor, shocking Israeli gov-
ernment offi  cials, who never expected a Palestinian nationalist to garner so much 
cachet. With the confi scations in the works, Zayyad immediately called for a general 
strike. In response, the military government ordered a curfew for all residents of the 
villages slated to lose their lands, threatening to fi re all schoolteachers who led their 
students into the streets in protest. Despite offi  cial intimidation, popular enthusiasm 
for the strike swelled in the villages. The protest was known simply as “Land Day,” 
a mass demonstration against the discriminatory national laws that intentionally 
kept state land out of non-Jewish hands, and against the regime that was determined 
to “Judaize” the Galilee through mass expropriations and settlement construction. 

Perhaps the most nakedly discriminatory of Israel’s land regulations was the 
so-called Jewish National Fund (JNF) law enacted in ,which eff ectively placed 
control of  percent of Israel’s public land in the hands of JNF, a quasi-governmental 
entity created to advance Jewish settlement. A subsequent law that stated that the 
JNF existed “for the purpose of settling Jews on such lands and properties,” made 
the organization’s discriminatory mission explicit. The rules offi  cially blocked Arabs 
from leasing land from the state or from expanding their villages, while facilitating 
the practice of “Judaization,” which aimed to divide and control areas densely popu-
lated with Palestinian residents by strategically encircling them with Jews-only com-
munities. The verdant hills of the Galilee, home to hundreds of thousands of Arabs, 
became ground zero for the JNF’s Judaization campaign in the s and ’s. As 
the government planted exclusively Jewish communities between and around Arab 
population clusters in order to interrupt their demographic continuity, tensions in 
the Galilee rose to a boiling point.
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Zayyad, an accomplished translator whose poetry was familiar even to illiterate 
farmers, channeled the rising anger of the agrarian people fi ghting the latest wave of 
dispossession in the North. With Land Day approaching, Zayyad published his mas-
terpiece, a poem that expressed the sensibility of sumud, or steadfastness, a single word 
that captured the entire spirit of Palestinian resistance. He called it, “Here We Shall Stay.”

As though we were twenty impossibilities 
In Lydda, Ramla, and Galilee
Here . . . Like a brick wall upon your breast 
And in your throat 
Like a splinter of glass, like spiky cactus 
And in your eyes 
A chaos of fi re

Here we shall stay
A hard Wall on your breast
We hunger . . . 
We defy . . . 
Sweep the sick streets with our angry dances 
Saturate the prisons with dignity and pride
Keep on making children 
One revolutionary generation
Aft er another
As though we were twenty impossibilities
In Lydda, Ramla, and Galilee!

As Land Day drew close that March, a group of activists from the Mapai Party—
the quasi-socialist founding party of Israel that would soon be known as the Labor 
Party—produced a confi dential memorandum off ering strategies for reducing the 
political infl uence and number of Arab citizens in the Galilee. The document’s 
primary author, Yisrael Koenig, was the Northern District Commissioner of the 
Ministry of the Interior—essentially the governor of the Galilee. His paper, which 
would become known as the “Koenig Memo,” provided both a perfect refl ection 
of the establishment’s attitude towards the country’s Palestinian minority and a 
semi-offi  cial blueprint for the state’s campaign of Judaization. And at times, he verged 
on advocating racial eugenics to assuage Israel’s demographic fears.

Koenig opened the memo with a warning about the “Arabization” of the Galilee: 
“There is ground for serious apprehensions that within the next decade an Arab 
political and demographic takeover of the Acre and Nazareth areas will occur.” To 
remedy the problem, he fi rst recommended that Israel “expand and deepen Jew-
ish settlement in areas where the contiguity of the Arab population is prominent 
and where they number considerably more than the Jewish population.” Further, he 
urged his superiors to “examine the possibility of diluting existing Arab population 
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concentrations,” cautioning them against acting in good faith toward “the superfi cial 
and Levantinistic Arab character whose imagination tends to exceed rationality.”

The increasing popularity of Rakah, the communist political faction Zayyad rep-
resented, fi lled Koenig with panic. He warned that the party could win as many as 
 seats in the coming round of Knesset elections, a far-fl ung scenario that was 
consistent with the paranoid tone of the entire document. Koenig recommended the 
creation of an Arab collaborationist party comprised of “fi gures who are equitable 
and charismatic” and who would demonstrate a more submissive posture before the 
Jewish authorities. Next, he called for a campaign of dirty tricks to unravel Rakah’s 
leadership. “Special teams should be appointed to examine the personal habits of 
Rakah leaders and other negative people and this information should be made avail-
able to the electorate,” Koenig wrote.

Koenig complained that the “jet sets” of Israel’s Arab minority were attempting 
to upgrade the Palestinian struggle with the sophistication and militancy they cul-
tivated in institutions of higher learning. He demanded that the state impose strict 
testing standards on Arab students in order to “produce a natural selection and . . . 
considerably reduce the number of Arab students.” For Arabs seeking acceptance 
into universities, Koenig proposed that they be systematically categorized on the 
criteria of potential political troublemaking. “Encourage the channeling of students 
into technical professions, to physical and natural sciences,” he urged. “These studies 
leave less time for dabbling in nationalism and the dropout rate is higher.” Those who 
could not be dissuaded from studying the humanities should be coerced into leaving 
forever, Koenig wrote. “Make trips abroad for studies easier, while making the return 
and employment more diffi  cult—this policy is apt to encourage their emigration.”

Finally, Koenig proposed an array of aggressive measures aimed at the Palestin-
ian citizens of Israel in general. “Neutralize and encumber Arab [shopkeepers] . . . 
in order to avoid dependence of the Jewish population on those agents,” Koenig 
wrote. He continued: “Neutralize the payment of ‘big family grants’ to the Arab pop-
ulation . . . so that the grant is paid to Jews only.” Then, in a statement that perfectly 
encapsulated its prejudice, Koenig issued one fi nal recommendation: “Endeavor to 
have central institutions pay more attention in giving preferential treatment to Jew-
ish groups or individuals rather than Arabs.”

Though the Koenig memo is virtually forgotten today, it stands as one of the most 
important exhibits of offi  cial discrimination against Palestinian citizens of Israel. It 
can read as the answer to Zayyad’s “Here We Stay.” As such, it could have been entitled, 
“You Must Go.” With its open call for a concerted government campaign to produce 
an Arab-free state, the document was more stridently racist than the most demagogic 
campaign propaganda produced by Yisrael Beiteinu. And unlike Avigdor Lieberman’s 
race-baiting ads, which merely suggested what the candidate wished to do once in 
offi  ce, the Koenig memo recommended a formal state policy in concrete terms.

Just a month aft er the fi nal section of the Koenig memo was completed, Israeli 
authorities attempted to crush the Land Day demonstration with brute force, dis-
patching four thousand police offi  cers, army units equipped with tanks, armored 
vehicles, and a helicopter tactical unit against the protesters, who were all Israeli 
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citizens. A riot quickly ensued during which the Israeli army and riot police shot six 
unarmed demonstrators to death.

Hatim Kanaaneh, a Palestinian-Israeli medical provider who operated a public 
health clinic in the impoverished village where the Land Day demonstrations took 
place, Arrabeh, recalled the aft ermath of the Land Day massacre in his memoir, A 
Doctor In Galilee. “In nearby Sakhnin,” Kanaaneh wrote, “a few dozen Golani crack 
troopers linked arms in a circle and danced the Hora to their own chants of ‘A’am 
Yisrael hai—The people of Israel lives!’ on the very spot where they had shot dead 
two young villagers.” 

In September , six months aft er the Land Day massacre, the Israeli newspaper 
Al-Hamishmar leaked the contents of the Koenig memorandum to the public. Not 
one government offi  cial repudiated its contents. Instead, they either condemned the 
document’s release or, like Yosef Burg, the Israeli interior minister, proclaimed their 
complete faith in Koenig. For his part, Koenig remained in his post for twenty-six 
years without ever having to renounce the views he articulated in his notorious 
memo. In , aft er retiring from public life, Koenig defended his legacy, telling an 
interviewer from Ha’aretz that the Arabs inside Israel “want to suck the best out of 
us.” He went on to recount how he convinced a “rich Christian friend from Nazareth” 
to immigrate to Canada. He remembered telling his friend, “Your children will never 
have it good here.”

When the right-wing Likud Party came into power in , the new minister of 
agriculture, Ariel Sharon, began transforming Koenig’s recommendations into facts 
on the ground with characteristic ruthlessness. In , Sharon ordered construction 
to begin on a new round of Jews-only settlements, reviving the dormant campaign 
of Judaizing the Galilee. Though these small communities operated without any 
offi  cial discriminatory rules, they each contained a “welcome committee” devoted to 
excluding the Arab undesirables (and oft entimes, homosexuals, Mizrahim, and single 
people) from settling inside their confi nes. In , Sharon introduced his “Seven 
Stars” plan, planting settlements along the Green Line in order to establish a Jewish 
demographic barrier—a human wall—between the Palestinian citizens of Israel and 
occupied residents of the West Bank.

To provide a local base for the Judaization campaign in the North, the Israeli 
government established the Misgav Regional Council. The Misgav council’s mission 
was to distribute land generously to the Jewish settlements while denying building 
permits in almost all cases to longtime residents of Arab villages, including when 
permits were sought to build on land they already owned. Land confi scated from 
villages such as Sakhnin years before also fell into the hands of Misgav. “Misgav’s 
real reasoning is not too diffi  cult to discern. It is not a disinterested party aft er all,” 
wrote Jonathan Cook, a veteran journalist who resides in Nazareth. “It was created as 
part of the government’s Judaization policy, the drive to take land from Palestinian 
citizens and pass it to Jewish citizens.”

The new Jews-only settlements Sharon established were known as mitzpim, or 
“watchtower” towns: small communities inhabited by young Jewish families and 
upwardly mobile professionals strategically placed above Arab towns, just like the 
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Jewish settlements in the occupied West Bank would be. Every mitzpe resident, from 
the shopkeeper to the teacher, was expected to serve as a kind of spy, reporting to the 
authorities each “illegal” building attempt by the Arabs below. 

By the dawn of the twenty-fi rst century, Sakhnin was fl anked on all sides by mil-
itary installations and Jews-only mitzpim. The town’s double-digit unemployment 
rate refl ected decades of aggressive dispossession. Sakhnin controlled only the land 
inside its town limits—, acres for , people—while the , Jewish resi-
dents of Misgav had the rights to , acres. Much of the land Misgav had gained 
was confi scated by the state from the farmers of Sakhnin, who had become mired 
in poverty. As a Sakhnin resident told Cook, “We must be imprisoned in our ghetto 
towns so the Jews have the freedom to take our land.”

In the year , not a single Arab lived in one of the twenty-nine communities com-
prising the Misgav council—all applicants who applied were rejected, and generally 
on the basis of “lack of suitability” (six other towns in the Misgav are  segregated 
Bedouin townships that oft en suff er from substandard conditions.) However, a slight 
crack appeared in the unspoken policy of segregation of the Galilee’s mitzpim. In 
, a young, middle-class Arab couple, Adel and Iman Qa’dan, had attempted to 
purchase a plot in Katzir, a community constructed on confi scated Palestinian land 
to advance the Judaization of the Galilee. The parcel they sought was owned by the 
Jewish Agency, an organization, which, like the Jewish National Fund, distributed 
land exclusively to Jews. The Association for Civil Rights (ACRI) in Israel took up the 
Qa’dans’ case, demanding the Supreme Court resolve the dispute in their favor. But 
fi rst, the Qa’dans had to tacitly agree to express loyalty to the “Jewish People.” ACRI 
stressed to the court that the Qa’dans would not alter the Zionist character of Katzir 
through their residency.

For four years, the court dragged its feet, begging the local authorities to quietly 
resolve the issue. Finally, in , the court president Aharon Barak grudgingly agreed 
to accept the case. Barak was a towering fi gure in the history of Israel whose legacy 
was as pivotal as any of the country’s prime ministers. While he imposed his liberal 
politics on the state by establishing a series of “basic laws” in place of the formal 
constitution Israel was never able to write, Barak quietly rubber-stamped many of 
the occupation’s most unsavory aspects, from targeted assassination to settlement 
construction. (Elena Kagan, a liberal-leaning judge serving on the US Supreme Court, 
described Barak during her confi rmation hearings in  as her “judicial hero”—the 
legal mind who “best advanced the values of democracy and human rights.”) 

Confronted with the Qa’dan case, a potential challenge to the state’s campaign of 
Judaization, Barak confessed that “the problem which arises here is the most diffi  cult 
one I had come across as a judge.” Though he ultimately ruled in favor of the Qa’dans, 
Barak made certain not to challenge the segregationist land and residency policies at 
the core of Zionism. Along with his fellow judges, Barak hailed the work of the Jew-
ish Agency, praising it for its eff orts at Judaization and “the realization of the Zionist 
vision . . . to disperse the [Jewish] population and thus strengthen the security of 
the state.” What’s more, the court majority explicitly refused to extend its decision 
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to apply to other communities—kibbutzim, moshavim, and mitzpim—throughout 
Israel that maintained admissions committees to exclude unsuitable (read: Arab) 
applicants. According to the court, the Qa’dans’ victory would not impact areas that 
upheld “Zionist aims.” 

Despite the deliberately limited scope of the decision, leading lights from across 
the Zionist intelligentsia predicted doom. Joel Golovensky and Ariel Gilboa, direc-
tors of the right-leaning Institute for Zionist Strategies think tank, complained that 
the Qa’dan decision placed “the very essence of the eff ort to settle Jews on land within 
the boundaries of the State of Israel in question—judicially, politically, and mor-
ally,” and threatened to “put Zionism itself on trial.” They argued, “The aspiration to 
equality, however compelling it may be, must sometimes . . . abide by the principle 
of majority rule.” 

Ruth Gavison, a law professor and Israeli liberal who had once served as the 
president of the Association of Civil Rights in Israel—the group that brought the 
Qa’dan case before the Supreme Court—agreed with right-wingers who condemned 
the decision as a mortal threat to the exclusive essence of Zionism. While asserting 
that “blatant discrimination against Arabs” in housing “cannot be justifi ed,” Gavison 
went on to contend, “In the context of the ongoing confl ict, Israel is justifi ed in estab-
lishing Jewish towns with the express purpose of preventing the contiguity of Arab 
settlement both within Israel and with the Arab states across the border.” She added 
that while she “welcomed” the court’s decision, “I do not accept the ruling’s further 
implication that there is no basis for permitting the creation of separate communities 
for Jews and Arabs.”

For several years, the Supreme Court did little to nothing to enforce the execution 
of its decision, forcing the Qa’dans to wait until  to receive their hard-won plot of 
land. The admission of a single Arab couple to a previously homogenous community 
had shaken the Israeli establishment to its core. The despair and anxiety of Israel’s 
political elite was apparent in the pages of an infl uential  paper by Arnon Sofer, 
the Haifa University demographer nicknamed “The Arab Counter” by his colleagues. 
Entitled “Israel: Demography and Density –,” Sofer’s paper was distributed 
to leading Jewish American organizations, top Israeli policymakers, and American 
diplomats, who said nothing in public against its disturbing undertones.

In the paper, Sofer summarized the recommendations he had issued aft er the col-
lapse of the so-called peace process in —namely the West Bank separation wall 
and the Gaza withdrawal—claiming credit for infl uencing their implementation by 
the now-comatose former prime minister Ariel Sharon. But the battle was far from 
over. In an apocalyptic tone suff used with ethnocentric panic, Sofer warned that 
no diplomatic initiative would save Israel from the terrible reckoning it faced. “The 
demographic clock is ticking against the Jews of Israel at great speed, yet surprisingly, 
in Israeli society no serious discussion of this issue has been held for many years,” he 
wrote. “The truth is that most of the world (including Europe) is waiting to see the 
end of Israel, and only an American veto saves it every few weeks.” 

According to Sofer, by , Palestinian population growth and rising nation-
alism threatened to reduce Israel to a post-Zionist, cosmopolitan “Tel Aviv state,” a 
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“doomsday scenario” that he said “is liable to turn [Israel] into ‘Masada.’” With Israeli 
Jews cramped into a dystopian urban Alamo, the encircling Arab horde would by 
then comprise  percent of the population, enough to qualify Israel as a binational 
state that could no longer call itself “Jewish,” according to assessments by Sofer and 
major Israeli public fi gures like Benjamin Netanyahu. To remedy the dire situation, 
Sofer proposed redoubling state eff orts at “aggressive population dispersal” in Arab 
areas inside Israel, or “Judaization.” 

He saw this as an essential complement to the unilateral separation from as much 
of the West Bank and Gaza Strip as possible. Settler evacuations would be followed 
by the construction of separation walls, which he described not as security measures 
but as an essential “part of the implementation of demographic policy in Israel.” Sofer 
claimed his recommendations represented the only hope for preserving Israel as “an 
isolated island of Western-ness in this tempestuous and crazy part of the world.”

Back in the Galilee, the Misgav council was taking increasingly desperate mea-
sures to prevent more Arabs from moving in. In , when another Arab couple 
fi led a court petition demanding the right to build a home on Misgav-controlled 
land, three towns in the Misgav council established bylaws requiring applicants to 
swear loyalty to “Zionism, Jewish heritage, and settlement of the land” as a condi-
tion of admission. (The Arab couple was initially rejected on the grounds that the 
husband lacked “knowledge of sophisticated interpersonal relations.”) “The council’s 
position is that it is appropriate to strengthen the character of the community—a 
community in which Zionist values and Jewish heritage stand at the heart of its way 
of life. We don’t see this as racism in any way,” said Misgav mayor Ron Shani, who 
was elected by the largely secular, liberal-minded community residents on the basis 
of his progressive image.

Though only an insignifi cant scintilla of the Misgav council’s residents had voted 
for Avigdor Lieberman during his run for prime minister, it was Lieberman and 
Yisrael Beiteinu who took decisive measures to protect the townships from inte-
gration. Acting as Lieberman’s point man in the Knesset, David Rotem introduced 
the Acceptance to Communities Law to offi  cially sanction ethnic segregation in the 
small Jewish towns planted across the Galilee and Negev Desert. Just when Rotem’s 
bill was proclaimed a non-starter, two members of the Kadima Party stepped for-
ward to move the proposal toward mainstream acceptance. They were Shai Hermesh, 
a kibbutz leader with close ties to the Jewish Agency, and Israel Hasson, a former 
Shin Bet deputy director who lives in the Misgav Regional Council. The trio had 
apparently taken heed of Sofer’s dire warnings, uniting behind the mission to stave 
off  the rise of the dystopian, Arab-encircled “Tel Aviv State.”

In July , just aft er the Acceptance to Communities Bill passed its fi rst reading 
in the Knesset, David Sheen secured appointments to interview Hermesh and Has-
son. Despite a sustained attack from the marginalized left -wing and Arab parties on 
the proposal, or perhaps because of it, the two men were eager to take credit for their 
eff orts in the Israeli media. Their initiative stood to make them folk heroes in their 
communities, where droves of terrifi ed, middle-class families sought legal protection 
from the menace of integration.
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Homogeneity 

On a typically hot and dry June aft ernoon in Jerusalem, with the sun beaming 
down through a cloudless sky, David Sheen and I ducked inside a dark, musty 
café in the Crowne Plaza Hotel to meet a legislator named Israel Hasson. Has-

son was a compact, mustachioed fi ft y-fi ve-year-old man with a leathery visage and 
close-cropped salt-and-pepper hair. Born in Syria and fl uent in Arabic (he learned 
Hebrew during early adulthood), he had risen rapidly through the ranks of the Shin 
Bet, serving four prime ministers as an emissary to Western-backed Arab autocrats 
across the region. The friendly relations he forged with then-Egyptian president 
Hosni Mubarak prompted him to resign from Yisrael Beiteinu in protest when Avig-
dor Lieberman lashed out at the dictator for refusing to visit Israel. In , Has-
son joined Kadima, running for Knesset at the bottom of the party’s list, and barely 
squeaking through. His name rarely surfaced in the media until he attached it to the 
Acceptance to Communities Law.

Hasson’s last-minute interest in the legislative push proved to be fortuitous. Just 
when Rotem’s version of the bill seemed certain to fail, Hasson mounted a fer-
vent, nationwide lobbying eff ort, securing support for the bill from the heads of all 
thirty-two of the regional councils that governed Israel’s small, almost exclusively Jew-
ish communities. “These small communities that are far from the center of the country, 
they are on the periphery, where people’s dependence on one another is much greater, 
where the quality of life is dependent on the social make-up of the population,” he said. 
Hasson’s own town, which belonged to the segregationist Misgav Regional Council, 
served as the spearhead in the campaign to Judaize the Galilee. In a separate interview, 
he said his signature law “refl ects the Knesset’s commitment to work to preserve the . . . 
Zionist dream in practice in Israel” through “population dispersal.”

Despite the colonial agenda behind the bill, Hasson denied harboring any malice 
toward the Palestinians of the Galilee. Instead, he claimed that by promoting sep-
arateness inside Israel, he was preventing the rise of dangerous social friction. “This 
is not about homogeneity,” Hasson maintained, “but the ability to coexist in a slightly 
larger space. For the Druze [a Shia off shoot community based in Syria, Lebanon, and 
Israel] to live wherever he wants to according to his values, he doesn’t have to see my 
daughter walking around in a bikini, just like I don’t have to respect that his wife is 
covered up from head to toe. Fine, diff erent cultures, that is legitimate. I don’t want 
his son to hit on my daughter, I don’t think it’s right; it’s not right for him, and it’s not 
right for her. The minute things can be diff erent, by all means, there is no problem.”
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When we spoke to the bill’s other cosponsor, Shai Hermesh, also of the “cen-
trist” Kadima Party, he undercut Hasson, revealing his desire to prevent unwanted 
residency applicants from “undermin[ing] the unifi ed homogeneity of these small 
communities.” Hermesh explained, “To live in a small community means that the 
group should have a kind of common culture, they should be able to fi nd a common 
language. If someone decides to join the community, they should accept the culture 
and the atmosphere and the values, in addition to what is expected from a regular 
citizen in Tel Aviv.”

We met Hermesh in his offi  ce inside the massive headquarters of the Jewish 
Agency in downtown Tel Aviv. He was a longtime resident of Kfar Aza, an exclusively 
Jewish kibbutz on the Gaza border. While boasting of spearheading the Knesset’s 
initiative to fund the construction of a concrete wall around the Gaza Strip that 
would seal in the natives once and for all, he simultaneously presented himself as an 
ardent supporter of Peace Now, the vanguard liberal Zionist organization advancing 
the concept of a two-state solution. He might have been cosponsoring one of Yisrael 
Beiteinu’s key initiatives, but he could not have been further from Avigdor Lieber-
man’s racist line of thinking—or so he liked to tell interviewers.

A slender man in his fi ft ies with a shock of gray hair and a narrow, angular face, 
Hermesh initially presented himself with a self-eff acing, aff ected sense of humility, 
joking about his English while off ering a choice of cookies. As the interview pro-
gressed, however, he physically trembled as his anxiety rose. Finally, when Sheen 
directly challenged him to amend the bill to specifi cally state that acceptance com-
mittees could not discriminate on the basis of race or religion, marital status or 
sexual orientation, Hermesh exploded.

“I don’t apologize! Never!” he shouted, startling the young female secretary who 
had been snacking on Bomba while she observed the interview with a bored, dis-
tant gaze. “I should state that I won’t discriminate against Arabs? I should state that 
I won’t discriminate against homosexuals? I should state that I won’t discriminate 
against single mothers, that I’m not going to discriminate against the handicapped?!” 
Hermesh thundered. “Not at all! Because I don’t discriminate.” 

However personally tolerant Hermesh might have been, he and his cosponsors 
had tucked special caveats into the body of the Acceptance to Communities Bill to 
ensure that community leaders seeking to deny residency to “unsuitable” candidates 
would face minimal legal scrutiny. When I asked him if those who felt they were 
rejected on the basis of their race, religion, or sexuality could challenge a regional 
council’s decision before the Supreme Court, Hermesh opened up a binder contain-
ing the draft  language of the law. According to the new rules, he said, no one could 
contest a residency rejection before the Supreme Court. Instead, they could appeal 
to a committee comprised of representatives from two government ministries and 
the kibbutz and moshav authorities. 

“So instead of relying on legal precedent you will be placing the decision in the 
hands of a group of political agents acting on ideology,” I said.

“Right! Right!” Hermesh responded in an annoyed tone.
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I noticed that Hermesh had kicked off  one of his sandals and was using his toes 
to scratch at the other. With his nervous energy threatening to boil over into open 
anger, I wondered if he had not been subjected to such critical questioning by other 
reporters. Finally, when I described his proposed appeals committee somewhat inel-
egantly as a real estate cartel, he immediately gathered his fi les and stormed out of the 
room, harrumphing and calling me a chutzpon on the way out. Sheen chased him and 
his assistant down the hallway, begging them to return to the offi  ce, but to no avail. 

In contrast to Hermesh, Hasson was unfailingly calm. “He managed to keep his 
sandals on for the whole interview,” Sheen joked to me aft erward. Hasson explained 
his motives in the clinical language particular to a veteran intelligence man: Israelis 
and Palestinians represented irreconcilable national movements, he said, and there-
fore required as much separation as possible, even inside Israel. And unlike Rotem, 
he was not inclined to invoke the Holocaust to justify a segregationist proposal like 
the Acceptance to Communities Bill. In his view, the law was simply a practical 
means of maintaining the Jewish demographic majority, a measure that any Shin 
Bet assessment would support. 

Throughout the interview, a bald, stocky, and square-jawed character dressed in 
black paced around the café impatiently, listening in on the interview with a look of 
mild concern. As soon as we concluded, the man approached Sheen, whom he had 
apparently identifi ed as a Ha’aretz employee. “May I add something to the discus-
sion?” he rumbled in Hebrew. “Every time you say the word ‘Muslim extremist’ or 
‘anti-Israel activity’ or ‘anti-Zionist,’ you should replace that with ‘Ha’aretz newspaper.’ 
In my opinion, I would like to give to the Hezbollah the exact coordinates of your 
newspaper’s offi  ces.” As the bald man stomped toward the exit with his friend Has-
son, he turned back to and said, “I’m only joking.” Then he punched his fi nger at us 
and warned, “You better not be recording this.”

The regional councils that demanded swift  passage of the Acceptance to Commu-
nities laws represented a near consensus of small Jewish periphery communities, 
moshavim, and kibbutzim. One village that both Rotem and Hasson pointed to as a 
shining example of cultural homogeneity was Amirim, where applicants were vetted 
on the basis of their commitment to the vegetarian lifestyle. Nathan Onh-Bar, the vil-
lage council chief, explained to David Sheen, who visited the little hamlet, “The fact 
that no one around me will barbeque is great. I can’t stand the smell of barbecues. 
It’s a great environment for us.” 

But Amirim, with its crunchy, seemingly anodyne criteria for admission, was an 
anomaly within the larger constellation of Jewish towns seeking the government’s 
approval to segregate. And this was precisely why Rotem and Hasson mentioned 
it—to insulate themselves against accusations of racism. However, most other small 
Jewish communities planted in the Negev Desert or the Galilee existed as part of an 
ongoing plan to limit Arab growth by physically confi ning the demographic threat 
to compressed spaces. For Israel to remain a “Jewish state,” ethnic homogeneity was 
a strategic imperative that could not be compromised. 
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Besides the mitzpim in the North, there were southern communities like Kerem 
Shalom and Kfar Aza, kibbutzim planted directly on the border of the Gaza Strip. 
They were the frontline of the Eshkol Regional Council, one of the thirty-two town 
conglomerates that signed on to Yisrael Hasson’s version of the Acceptance to Com-
munities Bill. In these communities, maintaining ideological and ethnic homoge-
neity was not simply a cultural preference—it was seen as central to the survival 
of the Jewish state. Indeed, the kibbutz and its affi  liates in the Eshkol Council were 
strategically planted at the border of Gaza like pillboxes in a demographic trench 
war. As they battled to hold back the restive natives amassed on the other side of the 
wall, their homogeneity served as the mortar that bonded them together. 
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At the Heavy Gates of Gaza

The Jewish Agency established the Eshkol Regional Council in  (at the time, it 
was called Hevel Ma’on), uniting twenty-nine Jewish communities on the border 
of Gaza together as “strategic outposts, cast in a supporting role to the IDF in the 

defense of the Southern Front,” according to the Agency’s website. Just three years 
before, the Israeli army had ethnically cleansed the southern area of the country, 
driving hundreds of thousands of Palestinian Arabs off  their land. An overwhelming 
number wound up in tent camps in Gaza. Yitzhak Pundek was a top commander 
during Operation Yoav, the decisive Israeli military thrust into the Negev Desert. 
He recalled the euphoria he felt as thousands of Palestinian Arabs fl ed for their lives 
toward Gaza. “My heart is singing,” he wrote in a  memoir excerpted in Ha’aretz’s 
Hebrew edition. “There were two hundred Palestinian villages here and they are 
no more. It was necessary to destroy them. Otherwise there would have been here 
another million Arabs among us. Aft er two thousand years of exile, one cannot create 
a state by using silk gloves.”

But the state’s work was far from complete. In the years aft er the Nakba, Pales-
tinian shepherds still slipped across the open border to tend fl ocks they were forced 
to leave behind, while others returned to search for family members separated from 
them during the great dispersal. Hoping to root out those they designated as criminal 
“infi ltrators,” the Israeli army staged a string of violent roundups in Arab villages. 
Pasha John Glubb, the famous latter-day Lawrence of Arabia who had trained Jordan’s 
British Legion army, witnessed the aft ermath of a particularly brutal anti-infi ltration 
raid with horror. “The Jews want them all to emigrate,” Glubb wrote. “They therefore 
try to persuade them with rubber coshes and by tearing off  their fi ngernails when-
ever they get the chance. . . . I do not know whether this is the policy of the Israel 
cabinet, but it must certainly be known and winked at on a ministerial level. . . . The 
brutality is too general to be due only to the sadism of ordinary soldiers.” 

From their base in the refugee camps of Gaza, Palestinian fedayeen supported by 
Egyptian president Gemal Abdel Nasser mounted periodic guerilla attacks on the 
kibbutzim, hoping to prevent the establishment of more Jewish settlements on land 
they still saw as their rightful property. Tensions along the border erupted on April 
, , when Roi Rotberg, the security coordinator for a kibbutz called Nahal Oz, 
spotted a group of shepherds heading toward the kibbutz fi elds. He mounted a horse 
and galloped toward the men, demanding they return to Gaza. Instead of obeying 
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Rotberg’s orders, the shepherds shot him dead, tore his eyes out, and left  his body 
hanging like a limp rag on the barbed-wire fence that marked the border. 

Moshe Dayan, the eye-patched southern commander of the Israeli army, whose 
reputation for ruthlessness preceded him, had just spent the aft ernoon with Rotberg 
and his pregnant wife. They received him warmly at their small home while Nahal 
Oz planned for a wedding the next day of four couples, a joyous occasion in a tiny 
community burdened with confl ict. The killing shook Dayan in a way few others had. 
Forty-fi ve minutes before Rotberg’s funeral, Dayan shut himself inside a small room 
and scrawled down a short eulogy for the fallen security guard. He would trans-
form the ceremony into a national clarion call, using the occasion to impel Israel’s 
founding generation forward during a period of turmoil in which their survival in 
an ethnically exclusive Jewish state was far from inevitable. 

When it was broadcast on Israeli National Radio the next morning, Dayan’s 
speech took on historic proportions, attaining the status of “a keystone Israeli text,” 
as Ha’aretz editor-in-chief Aluf Benn said. In just  words, Dayan distilled the 
essence of his country’s settler-colonial mission. No other Israeli fi gure of his stature 
had spoken so honestly about the cruel task that lay ahead, and few, if any, would 
ever do so again. 

Dayan opened the eulogy with a frank acknowledgment that the motives behind 
Palestinian resistance and rage were justifi ed: “Who are we that we should bewail 
their mighty hatred of us?” he declared. “For eight years they have been sitting in 
refugee camps in Gaza, and before their eyes we have been transforming the lands 
and the villages, where they and their fathers dwelt, into our estate.” The remarkable 
statement came with an underlying suggestion that if the refugees were ever allowed 
to return to the land, they would surely exact a terrible revenge.

Conscious that his real audience was the thousands of city dwellers living far 
from the periphery, Dayan sought to remind Tel Aviv, Haifa, and Jerusalem that the 
“destiny of our generation” lay in the southern kibbutzim that held the line against 
the Arab outclass: “Did we forget that this group of young men and women, which 
dwells in Nahal Oz, bear on their shoulders the heavy gates of Gaza,” he said, “gates 
on the other side of which are crowded together with hundreds of thousands of eyes 
and hands that pray for our weakness, that it may come, so that they may rip us to 
shreds—have we forgotten this?” 

Dayan freely conceded that the Zionist project was colonial in nature, but urged 
his countrymen not to shrink from their responsibility to participate in its most 
unpleasant aspects. “In order that the hope to destroy should die we have to be armed 
and ready, morning and night. We are a generation of settlement, and without a steel 
helmet and the barrel of a cannon we cannot plant a tree and build a house,” the 
veteran kibbutznik and commander explained. “Our children will not live if we do 
not build shelters, and without a barbed-wire fence and a machine gun we cannot 
pave a road and channel water.”

In Dayan’s view, though the Palestinians were justifi ably aggrieved, the logic of 
Zionism off ered no choice but to fi ght with total ruthlessness—ein breira, or, “there’s 
no choice,” as the common Israeli expression went. Six months aft er Rotberg’s burial, 
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Dayan ordered Israeli troops into Gaza to occupy the coastal strip as the bungled 
tripartite Israeli-British-French assault on Egypt unraveled. Hoping to permanently 
wipe out the fedayeen harassing Israel’s border communities, Dayan commanded 
his troops to conduct widespread “screening operations.” In the refugee camps of 
Khan Younis and Rafah, Israeli soldiers rounded up all men aged fi ft een to fi  fty-fi ve, 
herded them into open lots, beating many along the way with wooden clubs, then 
lined them up against concrete walls and executed them by the dozens. Israeli forces 
killed as many as  unarmed civilians in Khan Younis; days later in Rafah, the army 
massacred  more. 

The streets of the refugee camps were left  lined with long rows of dead bod-
ies bearing bullet wounds in the back of their heads. During the massacre, a Khan 
Younis resident named Abdel Aziz al-Rantissi witnessed the execution of his uncle. 
Rantissi was just nine years old at the time. “It left  a wound in my heart that can never 
heal,” he said. “I’m telling you a story, and I am almost crying. . . . They planted hatred 
in our hearts.” When Rantissi came of age, he helped found Hamas, the Islamist mil-
itary and political faction that currently rules the Gaza Strip.

On April , , Rantissi was blown to pieces by an Israeli missile strike during 
the punishing campaign of demolitions, raids and assassinations Israel waged to 
suppress the Second Intifada in the occupied Palestinian territories. In , once 
the Intifada was subdued, Israel withdrew its last settlers from the Gaza Strip. The 
disengagement signaled what Israel’s military-intelligence apparatus hoped would be 
the fi nal break from Gaza. With the settlers out, the state could close the gates of Gaza 
once and for all, transforming the densely populated strip into a quarantined ghetto 
that military administrators could keep “on the brink of collapse,” and where surplus 
humanity would be indefi nitely warehoused. With Gaza besieged from the outside, 
the Israeli military-intelligence apparatus saw its principal challenge as managing 
a Palestinian population the Israeli-American scholar Martin Kramer described as 
“economically superfl uous young men.” 

Though the withdrawal of settlers required lucrative payoff s and violent police 
coercion, Israel received an infusion of thousands of Jews who could be resettled 
either in the hearts of mixed Jewish-Arab cities or in one of the mega-settlements 
that encircled East Jerusalem, shoring up the human wall severing the Palestinians of 
the West Bank from the city they had once dreamed of as their future capital. As with 
everything that guided Israel’s national policy, demographics were an overriding fac-
tor. “Unilateral separation doesn’t guarantee ‘peace,’” Arnon Sofer, the so-called Arab 
Counter who helped devise the Gaza separation, remarked in . “It guarantees a 
Zionist-Jewish state with an overwhelming majority of Jews.” 

Echoing the stark forecast Dayan presented at Nahal Oz almost fi ve decades 
before, Sofer spelled out the implications of the withdrawal: “When . million peo-
ple live in a closed-off  Gaza, it’s going to be a human catastrophe. Those people will 
become even bigger animals than they are today, with the aid of an insane funda-
mentalist Islam. The pressure at the border will be awful. It’s going to be a terrible 
war. So, if we want to remain alive, we will have to kill and kill and kill. All day, every 
day. . . . If we don’t kill, we will cease to exist.”
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Beethoven for Gaza

In June , two weeks aft er Israeli gunboats bombarded picnicking families on a 
Gaza beach, scattering body parts into the water and killing seven members of a 
single clan, a team of Hamas-affi  liated fi ghters set out on a daring mission. They 

tunneled carefully beneath the walls sealing off  the Gaza Strip, emerging in the dead 
of night to attack an observation post on the border under the cover of mortar fi re. 
During the melee, the fi ghters captured a nineteen-year-old soldier named Gilad 
Shalit who served in a tank unit that helped enforce the siege of Gaza. The incident 
embarrassed Israel’s military-intelligence establishment, which had sold the separa-
tion with Gaza to the public as a security panacea. And it shocked a population of 
citizen-soldiers whose greatest fear was to be left  behind by their government to lan-
guish in Arab hands. Almost overnight, a nationwide campaign mobilized to demand 
the government negotiate a landmark prisoner exchange to secure Shalit’s release. 
The shy, bookish conscript became a symbol of Israel’s citizen-soldier culture—he 
was the “national son.”

Four years aft er Shalit’s capture, his father, Noam, was leading a national move-
ment to demand that the Israeli government negotiate with Hamas for his release. I 
would oft en see the stoic-looking Noam Shalit milling around outside Prime Minis-
ter Benjamin Netanyahu’s offi  ce in Jerusalem, preparing for the weekly demonstra-
tion to begin. Conducted within the parameters of Israel’s militaristic ethos, which 
made full citizenship rights contingent on performing army service, the campaign 
for Shalit’s freedom was the only socially acceptable anti-government protest move-
ment in the country. And even as it urged negotiations with Hamas, the Free Gilad 
movement also provided unlimited political space for Israeli military assaults on the 
Gaza Strip, which Noam Shalit occasionally blessed. As a captive soldier’s father and 
a member of the liberal “Enlightened Public” with roots in France, Noam Shalit was 
among the few fi gures in Israel capable of touching the national conscience across 
the political and religious-secular divide. 

In July , Zubin Mehta, the dashing, world famous conductor led the Israeli 
Philharmonic Orchestra through a classical concert in a fi eld near Kfar Aza, an 
Eshkol Council kibbutz planted hard against the gates of Gaza. The occasion was a 
forum for amplifying the calls for Netanyahu to negotiate for Shalit’s release, but held 
explicitly to impel the Hamas government to allow the Red Cross to visit the captive 
soldier. On stage before a crowd of thousands of mostly secular, middle class Israelis, 
including many recent immigrants who felt a special Francophone connection to the 
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French-Israeli Shalits, Mehta stood in a fl owing white tunic beside Shlomo Artzi, the 
famous Israeli pop-rock singer, who also graced the crowd with his voice. In a chair 
by the side of the stage was Noam Shalit. And over the orchestra bandshell hung a 
massive photo of his son in captivity, looking gaunt and vulnerable.

Mehta addressed the crowd in his Indian-accented English. “We are playing for 
Gilad, but at the same time, I, who am not an Israeli, but who grew up one of you, 
since fi ft y years—please don’t applaud!” he admonished the crowd, preparing them 
for an unexpected plea. “I cannot help but think of also hundreds of Palestinian 
mothers who, although their sons are not in the same position, their sons are also in 
jail, and I also have to think of them too.” Mehta’s appeal to basic human compassion 
was met with polite applause and a smattering of jeers.

Next, Mehta explained that the evening’s music would be directed at the people 
living on the other side of the wall, in the Gaza Strip. “We hope and we pray that 
tonight’s music will inspire people on the other side to open their hearts and be 
sincere in saying that he is being well taken care of,” Mehta proclaimed, “that they 
will not mind if the Red Cross visits him. And I hope this will happen really from 
tomorrow.”

Now, the orchestra sounded the dramatic opening chords of the fi rst movement 
of Beethoven’s Fift h Symphony. Mehta positioned himself before the violin section, 
waving his conductor’s wand fl uidly at fi rst, then slashing it through the air with 
increasingly furious sweeps as he gathered intensity, driving the orchestra forward 
with surges of eff usion, guiding its lilting strings towards Gaza, guiding the pure light 
of European civilization into the heart of darkness. Surely if Beethoven could reach 
the uncultivated ears of the natives, they would turn back on barbarism and allow the 
helpless Shalit a visit with the international medical teams to which they themselves 
were oft en denied access. 

Aft er the performance, I spoke with some of the Israelis who had descended on 
the southern kibbutz in buses and minivans to display solidarity with Shalit. Each 
of them expressed a familial connection to the young soldier. “My brother is gonna 
be in the army,” a twenty-year-old social worker told me. “If that situation [captivity] 
goes to my brother, it’s the same. So Gilad is my brother.” 

“All the Jews of Israel are our sons,” said a sunburned middle-aged woman with a 
thick French accent, dyed-blonde hair and imitation Gucci sunglasses. “Gilad is our 
blood. He is defending our country. Our people. Our religion. He is the symbol of 
the defense of Israel.”

The woman told me she had immigrated to Israel because of “the French misin-
formation.” “In France, now, Israel is the symbol of the devil. We are the devil. When 
you think of Israel—the devil! The devil!” she exclaimed. 

Standing with a group of fellow French immigrants who repeated again and again 
to me that Hamas were “animals,” the woman said, “You know who were here? Arabs 
were here! You haven’t seen them? Go see them!” 

In fact, Salam Ruzian, an accommodationist Bedouin sheikh from the Negev 
development town of Rahat, built by Israel to “concentrate” the Bedouins of the 
Negev, had attended the concert as a guest of honor. When the woman spotted 
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Sheikh Ruzian pacing out of the concert in traditional Bedouin garb, she grew 
excited. “Wait, there are Arabs here! There!” she chirped, pointing at Ruzian. 

“They have no problems circulating here,” she assured me. “Go to the Galilee—no 
problems! We have Palestinians who are Israeli!”

“So because you don’t kill them you are good people?” I asked.
“Do you feel like Israeli behave like Nazi?” a bald guy in a tank top said to me.
“Why would I feel like that?”
“Just a question,” he explained. “Because I heard it.”
The woman with the knock-off  Gucci glasses interjected: “I really hope they [the 

Arabs] have listened to the music because there were no war songs. Soft  music! Did 
you see any violence here?”

“We are not a people of warriors,” the bald man reassured me.
Next, I met Orna Dar, an Israeli woman in her late thirties whose three 

pre-adolescent sons were being raised in the United States. Like the French immi-
grants, they viewed Gilad Shalit as a surrogate son who simultaneously protected 
them from harm while demanding to be rescued from his Arab captors. He was the 
embodiment of Israel in the eyes of the Jewish diaspora. Strangely, while Dar was 
eager to appear on camera, she deferred to her young sons on all questions. 

“Are you going to join the army when you’re older?” I asked her son, a thirteen- 
year-old with short, curly hair and braces who had arrived in Israel to celebrate his 
Bar Mitzvah.

“Yeah, we’re gonna join the army,” he nodded, pointing at his two younger brothers.
“But aren’t you too young to really understand the situation?” I asked.
“I kind of know what’s going on,” the kid said. “The, like, suicide bombers, we have 

to kind of like, stop ’em. We have to solve the problem.”
I asked his mother if she was comfortable about sending her sons into the army, 

into a situation where they could potentially be taken captive like Shalit. 
“If you are soldiers,” she told me, “you consider all the dangers when you are 

gonna to go the army, so it’s okay—yes.” She added, as Israeli mothers I had spoken 
to so oft en did, “But I hope there’s gonna be peace.”

“So it’s good to die for your country?” I asked her. The expression, supposedly 
uttered by the right-wing Zionist activist Joseph Trumpeldor during his dying 
breaths while defending the settlement of Tel Hai in , had become the motto of 
Israeli nationalism, providing an easy answer for skeptical youth concerned about 
their impending conscription in an army unit.

“It is good to die for your country,” Dar stated emphatically. “I mean, I don’t want 
him to die, of course, but if we want to support and defend Israel, that’s the price that 
we have to pay.”

I turned to her son and asked him, “Are you willing to die for Israel?”
Without a moment’s hesitation, he nodded and said, “Yeah.” His mother clapped 

joyfully and congratulated him with a big slap on the back. 
“Yaaaaaaay!” she exclaimed with a big smile. 
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The Zionist

Almost exactly four years aft er Gilad Shalit’s capture, I was led to the site of the 
incident by Jay Carney-Haddas, the security coordinator of Kerem Shalom, a 
tiny kibbutz a few kilometers south of Kfar Aza, and planted directly against the 

wall separating Gaza from Israel. A barrel-chested, goateed, middle-aged man with a 
mane of yellow hair and short, bulging arms decorated with tattoos, Carney-Haddas 
fashioned himself as the modern incarnation of the martyred Roi Rotberg. With his 
sidearm and walkie-talkie, he was proud to have assumed the heavy responsibility 
of bearing the gates of Gaza on his shoulders, even if the siege policy had lift ed the 
burden to a substantial degree. 

An hour aft er Shalit was taken, Carney-Haddas rushed out into the barren fi eld 
separating Kerem Shalom from the Gaza border and attempted to sort through the 
chaos with the bewildered soldiers arriving on the scene. “It took an hour to real-
ize that someone had been kidnapped,” he told me. “Only when we realized Shalit 
wasn’t in his tank did we understand that he was gone.” He added, “For some strange 
reason, the commander had ordered his crew out of the tank.” I imagined the terror 
the fresh-faced conscripts must have felt at being exposed at close quarters for the 
fi rst time to a guerilla force they were used to shelling from inside the comfort of an 
air-conditioned tank. 

The incident prompted an upgrade of Kerem Shalom’s already elaborate system of 
barriers. Among the new defensive mechanisms added to the kibbutz exterior was a 
long row of red fl ags planted in the middle of the fi eld. According to Carney-Haddas, 
the fl ags were anchored by sophisticated weights that would be triggered by tunnel-
ing, dropping to signal suspicious subterranean activity. High concrete blast walls 
had been installed around the kibbutz to prevent sniper fi re. As we headed down 
a single lane road lined on the other side by a barbed wire fence, another series of 
barriers came into view. 

A red, white, and black fl ag fl uttering in the wind signaled Israel’s border with 
Egypt, where young revolutionaries were quietly plotting to topple the dictatorship 
that had ruled them for decades. Over another imposing wall lay the ruins of the 
Yasser Arafat International Airport in Gaza, whose runway was cut to pieces by 
Israeli bulldozers in . During the summer of my visit to Kerem Shalom, thou-
sands of Palestinian scavengers seeking material to rebuild the thousands of struc-
tures the Israeli army destroyed during Operation Cast Lead began digging up the 
tarmac and carting it away in small pieces. From their little fortress inside the big 

9781568586342-text.indd   959781568586342-text.indd   95 8/3/13   11:49 PM8/3/13   11:49 PM



 goliath

fortress, the people of Kerem Shalom were kept oblivious to the struggles and aspi-
rations of the Arabs living just meters away. If they encountered someone from the 
other side, he was likely a “terrorist” seeking to harm those innocent souls, who, as 
Dayan said of Rotberg, were simply “yearning for peace.”

Unable to see even a glint of horizon beyond the walls, I asked Carney-Haddas 
about the recently imposed “no-go” rule on the Gaza border. According to Israeli mil-
itary policy, anyone who came within  meters of the border fence would be shot. 
With  percent of arable land located inside the “buff er zone,” Palestinian farmers 
were forced to harvest wheat under heavy gunfi re, or simply watched their fi elds 
turn fallow. “It’s not a kill zone,” Carney-Haddas said. “The policy is to shoot high, 
to shoot over their heads. But if they have a weapon, yeah, it’s a kill zone.” Without 
any prompting, his tone turned somber. “You don’t want to kill a man,” he said in a 
low, grumble, stroking a semi-automatic Czech-made pistol as he spoke. “Trust me. 
It’s something that sticks with you and never goes away.” Apparently he had some 
experience in the “kill zone.”

I asked Carney-Haddas if he was not the least bit troubled by the fact that he lived 
steps away from a caged population that was digging up an abandoned runway to 
forage for building material. Did he think there were legitimate grievances on the 
other side? He responded gruffl  y, “My philosophy is, you stay on your side of the 
fence, and I stay on mine. Okay?” This was clearly a delicate subject he did not want 
to entertain or refl ect upon.

Carney-Haddas escorted me back inside the residential confi nes of Kerem Sha-
lom. The kibbutz was a walled-in hamlet comprised of about fi ft y people living in 
drab, austere-looking, single-story dwellings. A small swimming pool and a basket-
ball court were the only amenities I could identify. In , Kerem Shalom collapsed 
when its members staged an exodus for better living conditions. But in  the 
community managed to reconstitute. Since then, its members have held together 
through a sense of shared responsibility to each other and the needs of the state. 
However, their kibbutz still teetered at the brink of collapse. Like kibbutzim around 
the country, Kerem Shalom was being supported for reasons of political sentimen-
talism, while the state directed the bulk of its subsidies to the settlement enterprise 
in the West Bank. Since the separation from Gaza, hardly anyone in Israel wanted 
to lend a presence to a frontier outpost widely known as the site of Shalit’s capture 
and which directly abutted a ghetto most Israelis considered the embodiment of evil.

The residents of Kerem Shalom faced a state deadline of about one year to increase 
their population to eighty. If they failed, they stood to lose substantial funding and 
benefi ts. In a desperate bid to attract new members, kibbutz residents invested around 
, into a public relations campaign to lure Israelis to join their community. 
New members were promised a spacious apartment and free academic studies for 
their children—but only on the condition that they upheld a fi rmly Zionist ideology. 
Ilan Regev, the community manager of Kerem Shalom, marketed the kibbutz on the 
basis of its strategic importance, describing it as “collective, secular, and Zionist” and 
located “in an area that in eff ect determines the borders of the state.”

I continued my conversation with Carney-Haddas in the kibbutz cafeteria, a 
sparsely decorated room with linoleum tile fl oors that reminded me of summer 
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camp. I asked him if the kibbutz acceptance committee would be willing to welcome 
non-Jews. “We had a long debate about that issue,” he told me, “and we decided that 
we will declare our kibbutz to be secular, Jewish, Israeli, and Zionist. Our mentality 
is, we will not turn anybody away—you will turn yourself away.”

“In that case you would have to reject virtually any Arab who applied for mem-
bership,” I said.

“If you as an Arab can live here with celebrating Jewish and Zionist holidays, then 
fi ne,” Carney-Haddas replied.

“But how can you defi ne yourselves as secular and still maintain Jewishness as a 
criteria for admission?” I asked him.

“It’s the same as a Christian who celebrates Christmas but doesn’t go to church,” 
he explained. “So what does it mean to be secular and Jewish? It means on shabbos 
we go to the pool and crank up the music and drink beer.”

Carney-Haddas’s faint Scottish accent made me wonder about his background. I 
asked him about the signifi cance of the tattoos that lined his arms and upper chest. 
He pointed to a boar drawn above his pectoral in a Celtic tribal style. “The boar never 
gives up or turns his back,” he said. Then a tattooed dog: “He is a loyal protector.” And 
fi nally, two medieval shields: “These assure me reincarnation,” he explained with a 
dead serious expression on his face. 

Despite professing his deeply held commitment to the Zionist cause, 
Carney-Haddas seemed more committed to pagan lore familiar in medieval action 
kitsch like Mel Gibson’s Braveheart than anything remotely related to the Jewish reli-
gion or culture. I was not even sure if he was actually Jewish in any traditional sense. 
He told me he was born to Scottish parents and spent much of his adulthood in a 
suburb of Washington, DC, then immigrated to Israel, attempting to fi nd acceptance 
on a kibbutz. Kerem Shalom welcomed him into its small community. And now that 
he was in, he ardently defended the narrow, exclusive criteria the community applied 
to keep others out. He was a pure Zionist now. 

While escorting me out of Kerem Shalom, Carney-Haddas stopped to show me 
a small memorial listing the names of the troops killed along the border of Gaza. In 
January , an attack near Kerem Shalom by Palestinian militants killed four sol-
diers from a Bedouin tracker unit. They had enlisted with the hope that they would 
receive state benefi ts otherwise denied to Arab citizens of Israel. Now their names 
were chiseled into a rock at the gates of a Jews-only kibbutz. “Only when a tragic 
incident occurs do they remember,” a Bedouin army veteran, Mohammad Sawayyid, 
told a reporter aft er the incident. 

Carney-Haddas pointed at the memorial and turned to me. “You asked me what 
we mean when we say we are Zionist?” he proclaimed in a stentorian voice rising 
with an aff ected tone of pride. “It means we will remember the soldiers who were 
not from our kibbutz, but who died on the kibbutz ground—that is what we mean.”

Six months before my visit to Kerem Shalom, on the day before the secular New 
Year, a group of Israeli and Jewish American schoolchildren marched from Sderot 
to a lookout over the Gaza border. In their hands were Israeli fl ags, signs with slo-
gans like “Sderot wants peace” and “Students against extremism”; and bunches of 

9781568586342-text.indd   979781568586342-text.indd   97 8/3/13   11:49 PM8/3/13   11:49 PM



 goliath

white balloons bearing “messages of hope” written by fourth- and fi ft h-graders from 
Sderot for the children in Gaza. From the lookout point, a few participants shouted 
across to Gaza, “Israel is a peaceful country!” The march was organized by Yuli Edel-
stein, a right-wing settler from Russia who served as the Israeli minister of Public 
Diplomacy and Diaspora Aff airs—the government’s offi  cial propaganda director. “I 
think that the powerful message carried from children is sometimes better than the 
cunning negotiations for this or that Palestinian negotiator,” Edelstein told reporters. 
“They are probably talking peace but at the same time making war.”

As the children who marched from Sderot arrived at the Gaza lookout point, hun-
dreds of international protesters assembled on the other side of the wall to demon-
strate their solidarity with the Palestinians living under the blockade. At the same 
time, in capitals around the world, a sophisticated network of activists organized a 
fl otilla of civilian boats that would attempt to penetrate the Israeli naval blockade of 
Gaza. With unprecedented resources and tacit endorsement from the Turkish gov-
ernment, they were confi dent that even if they failed to break through, they could 
draw the world’s attention to the cruelty of Israel’s siege.

Finally, the Israeli child marchers let the balloons loose, releasing their “messages 
of hope” toward the border with Gaza. A breeze lift ed the balloons high in the air, 
briefl y guiding them towards the border. Suddenly, a swirling gust of wind blew them 
backwards, sending them over the heads of the marchers and toward a grassy hillside 
where they quickly sagged to the ground. When the marchers fi led back along a dirt 
path toward their cars, past the litter of defl ated balloons and undelivered letters, 
they clapped and sang Hebrew songs, though they had failed to make any contact 
with the people on the other side of the buff er zone. 
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Dark Forces

May , , began like so many other days in the Gaza Strip. That morn-
ing, jets from the Israeli air force soared across the sky, bombed the ruins of 
the Yasser Arafat International Airport in southern Gaza and a Hamas train-

ing camp in the north of the coastal strip, and left  twenty-two civilians wounded. 
The same morning, Israel’s then-Government Press Offi  ce director Danny Seaman 
blasted out a sarcastic e-mail to virtually every credentialed foreign press correspon-
dent working inside Israel-Palestine. The e-mail subject read, “GPO Recommended 
Restaurant in Gaza.” In the body of the e-mail, Seaman provided a menu of the Roots 
Club and Restaurant in Gaza. “We have been told the beef stroganoff  and cream of 
spinach soup are highly recommended,” Seaman wrote. “There is also the possibility 
of an enjoyable evening on the Greens Terrace Garden Cafe, which serves ‘eclectic 
food and fresh cocktails.’”

Thanks to the Israeli siege of Gaza, around  percent of the coastal strip’s res-
idents subsisted off  United Nations–supplied food aid while the overwhelming 
majority struggled with “food insecurity.” The blockade had spawned a black market 
economy that enriched a tiny minority that controlled the business of importing 
goods through the smuggling tunnels from Rafah, Egypt. Without the tunnels, the 
Roots Club and Restaurant would have had little food to serve its customers. But in 
the era of hasbara, none of these facts mattered to Seaman. With his press release, 
he mocked both organizers of the Gaza Freedom Flotilla sailing from a Turkish port 
toward Gaza with fi ve ships full of humanitarian aid and those for whom their aid 
was intended—the caged Morlocks forced to take “an appointment with a dietician,” 
as Israeli former government aide Dov Weissglass put it. But Seaman’s e-mail back-
fi red. Members of the international press corps instantly leaked it, generating a wave 
of derisive and indignant blog posts from observers of the crisis.

On the day of Seaman’s e-mail, the Israeli government leaked details of its prepa-
ration to deploy lethal force against the oncoming fl otilla. Israeli army offi  cials dis-
cussed the plan exclusively with Hebrew language media, essentially concealing it 
from the foreign press and ensuring an audience consisting entirely of Jewish Israe-
lis. The army’s intention appeared to be instilling in the Israeli public the fear of a 
terrorist naval onslaught, thus preparing them for a violent confrontation at sea and 
a potentially rancorous aft ermath. Maariv, one of the four major Israeli newspapers, 
fi rst reported the details in an article titled, “On the way to violence; one of the boats 
is on its way.” 
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“We are afraid that there will be a terror attack by the boats,” an offi  cer described 
as “high ranking” told Maariv. ”If terrorists have gotten on the boats or if there is an 
intention to use hot weapons [guns] against our forces, we will use full seriousness 
and caution. We want to avoid using force but as soon as there will be danger to the 
life of our forces we will be forced to use live fi re as a last resort.” The raid strategy, 
according to Maariv, had been approved by Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, 
Minister of Defense Ehud Barak, and the commander of the Israeli Navy, Admiral 
Eliezer Marom.

An aid ship piloted by Palestine solidarity activists had successfully skirted Israel’s 
siege of the Gaza Strip in August , causing no repercussions beyond the jubilant 
celebration of nearly ten thousand of Gaza’s desperately impoverished residents who 
were waiting on shore for the ship’s arrival. In , the Israeli Navy intercepted aid 
ships at sea without any resistance, and the international media yawned. But this 
time, the Israelis were confronted with a fl otilla comprised of fi ve ships. The lead 
ship—an old cruise boat called the Mavi Marmara—was led by the Islamist Turkish 
aid organization, IHH, which was closely linked to the Justice and Development 
party of Turkish prime minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan. Israel’s relations with its 
only ally in the Muslim world, a diplomatic connection that David Ben Gurion spent 
untold stores of energy to establish and nurture, hung in the balance. 

The Mavi Marmara was loaded to the gills with hundreds of activists from around 
the world, including political leaders of the Palestinian citizens of Israel, who wanted 
to demonstrate their solidarity with those quarantined inside Gaza. Passengers on 
other boats included the famed Swedish novelist Henning Mankell, members of the 
German Bundestag and British parliament, the eighty-fi ve-year-old Melkite Greek 
Catholic archbishop of Jerusalem, a one-year-old child, and a Nobel Peace Prize–
winner, Mairead Corrigan-Maguire. 

The evening of May  began in serenity for the activists onboard the fl otilla. 
As the Mavi Marmara chugged ahead on calm seas, some of its passengers argued 
politics on the bottom deck while others laid out prayer carpets and performed the 
Muslim salaat. Everyone seemed to be enjoying the balmy Mediterranean evening. 
But the passengers’ pacifi c mood was tinged with nervous anticipation. At  p.m., 
an Israeli naval commander called to inquire about the route of the ship. “Gaza,” 
the captain informed them. An hour later, according to Sumeyye Ertekin, a Turkish 
television correspondent, the captain and crew decided to reverse course, turning 
the ship away from Israel. But even as they retreated, the silhouettes of destroyer 
boats appeared on the horizon. By  a.m., fourteen warships surrounded the Mavi 
Marmara—“they followed and approached gradually,” Ertekin recounted. At the 
time, the ship was in international waters more than ninety miles from the shores 
of Israel. Just minutes aft er the morning call to prayer began for the ship’s Muslim 
passengers, the Israelis began their attack, attempting to storm the ship from Zodiac 
attack dinghies. 

In February, before “fl otilla” became a household word, I spoke to Huwaida Arraf, 
a key organizer of the Gaza Freedom Flotilla, about her expectations. Arraf was 
an Israeli citizen, a Palestinian Christian, educated at the Hebrew University, the 
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University of Michigan and American University’s School of Law, and had served as 
program coordinator for Seeds of Peace, the US non-profi t to bring together young 
Israelis and Palestinians, endorsed by President Clinton. She was confi dent that the 
Israelis would back down and allow the boats through the blockade rather than 
attempt a potentially catastrophic raid. Ertekin said the Mavi Marmara passengers 
felt the same way: “They thought that Israel could not do anything to such a large 
fl eet, composed of people from fi  fty diff erent countries. According to them, Israel 
would eventually let us through to Gaza.” They had assumed that Israel, despite its 
record of leveling disproportionate violence against unarmed civilians, would behave 
rationally, and not treat a few rusty boats as an existential threat to its national secu-
rity. Now masked commandoes from the elite Shayetet  unit were rappelling onto 
the top deck of the Mavi Marmara from Blackhawk helicopters hovering overhead. 
As activists gathered on the deck, the Shayetet commandoes sprayed them at random 
with beanbag rounds and live bullets. 

Early in the day of the Israeli raid on the Mavi Marmara, some members of IHH’s 
leadership gathered with a large group of passengers to discuss plans to resist any 
possible attempts by the Israeli Navy to board the ship. They decided that if the 
moment arrived, they would defend the ship at any cost. As soon the Zodiac boats 
fi lled with commandoes came within yards of the ship, passengers pelted them with 
bottles, forcing the boats to retreat. While pulling away from the ship, the comman-
does fi red live bullets at the passengers—the fi rst volleys of the attack. Blackhawk 
transport helicopters were approaching as well, fi lled with more members of the Sha-
hayet . Now groups of men on the Mavi Marmara scrambled to the top deck with 
homemade weapons, from chains to iron bars, waiting for the soldiers to descend. 
From the helicopters, soldiers fi red potentially lethal beanbag rounds and live bullets 
at the crowds below, hitting several activists, including one who died when a beanbag 
shattered his skull. When the commandoes scaled down to the ship from ropes, they 
opened fi re almost at random, immediately killing two men, including one at point 
blank range with a shot through the head.

Some of the activists rushed to the top level of the ship with clubs they had 
fashioned from the ship’s railings, using them to batter the commandoes as they 
rappelled onto the deck. Once they managed to disarm the soldiers, the activists 
took them inside the ship for medical treatment. Photos smuggled out by a reporter 
from the Turkish daily Hurriyet revealed the expressions of sheer panic that had 
washed over the faces of the captured commandoes when unarmed activists led 
them into the bottom of the ship. Though the commandoes were stunned, none 
were seriously harmed. In fact, those who were injured in the clash received imme-
diate attention from medics on the ship. But the soldiers’ captivity exacerbated the 
violence, prompting other members of Shayatet  to accelerate the shooting spree 
they had begun.

As the melee intensifi ed on the top deck, a nineteen-year-old Turkish student 
with American citizenship, Furkan Dogan, sat alone in a room in the galley. Listening 
intently to the sound of combat, to gunfi re popping, to the pounding of feet sprint-
ing across the top deck, and to the guttural groans associated with unbearable pain, 

9781568586342-text.indd   1039781568586342-text.indd   103 8/3/13   11:49 PM8/3/13   11:49 PM



 goliath

Dogan agonized about his next move. Should he join the other men on the top deck, 
he wondered, even if it meant his death? Would he be killed anyway, even if he stayed 
in the galley? Dogan opened his diary and wrote what would be his fi nal entry:

“I think there is not much time left  for that moment of martyrdom. Is there any-
thing more honorable? If there is, it should be my mother. I am not sure of that either. 
Which one’s better? My mother’s compassion or dying for a noble cause? Everyone 
has left  the room now. I can see a serious expression on everyone’s face, so serious 
that I have never seen anything like this before.”

With distress sirens blaring across the halls of the ship, the teenager made his way 
onto the upper deck, armed not with an iron bar or an oar but a small video camera. 
He found himself in the middle of the fracas, with commandoes spraying a fusillade 
of bullets at the activists assembled on the deck. Bullets immediately struck Dogan 
in his leg, left  foot, and his back, causing him to crumple to the ground in pain. He 
lay there for several minutes on his back, in a pool of his own blood, dazed but con-
scious, while a massacre unfolded before him. At some point, an Israeli commando 
advanced toward Dogan, placed the barrel of his gun against the youth’s face, and 
fi red four times, killing him execution style. 

“It was a bloodbath,” recalled Sumeyye Ertekin, a Turkish journalist who traveled 
on the Marmara. “The fl oors were like a slaughterhouse. I saw people whose internal 
organs were out.” 

Ibrahim Bilgen, a sixty-one-year-old Turkish electrical engineer and politician, 
met a similar fate. Immobilized by bullets fi red from an Israeli helicopter, Bilgen was 
executed by a commando, who fi red a single shot at point-blank range to his head. 
Three other crewmembers were killed by gunshot wounds to the head, including 
Cevdet Kiliclar, a Turkish photographer who had jury-rigged an elaborate system 
allowing journalists to broadcast from the ship despite sustained Israeli electronic 
warfare. Kiliclar was killed while taking pictures; then the ship’s online livestream 
broadcast went dark.

The killing continued even aft er crewmembers announced through the ship’s 
loudspeaker that resistance had ended. “Blood was pouring out of the bodies, from 
their heads,” Lubna Masarwa, a Palestinian-Israeli community organizer, recounted. 
“An old man was brought in who been shot in the head. He was lying on the fl oor, 
dying. There was nothing we could do for him except hold his hand.” 

Hoping to slow the soldiers’ killing frenzy, Hanin Zoabi, a Palestinian member 
of Israel’s Knesset, fashioned a sign reading in Hebrew, “We have surrendered. We 
are unarmed. We have critically injured people. Please come and take them. We will 
not attack.” When she displayed it before a group of commandoes, they pointed 
laser-guided assault rifl es at her head and ordered her to vacate the area. By the 
time the shooting fi nally subsided, nine activists lay dead and dozens were seriously 
wounded.

Meanwhile, on the Sophia, a rusty old cargo ship accompanying the Marmara as 
part of the Gaza Freedom Flotilla, the commandoes attempted to herd passengers 
to the bottom deck as rapidly as possible. “Someone who is going too slowly imme-
diately gets a stun device fi red into his arm,” Henning Mankell, a passenger on the 
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Sophia who was also an internationally famous novelist, wrote in his diary. “Another 
man who is not moving fast enough is shot with a rubber bullet. . .  . People who 
have done nothing are being driven like animals, being punished for their slowness.”

As soon as the Israelis gained control of the Marmara, they rushed to the ship’s 
kitchen and gathered up all of the knives they could fi nd. Then they laid them out 
beside keffi  yehs, Qurans, and any object that might convince the average Western 
news consumer that the fl otilla was in fact a covert terrorist convoy. As the soldiers 
followed apparent orders to prepare the groundwork for a massive propaganda cam-
paign, Masarwa noticed that “letters written by hundreds of children to children in 
Gaza were on the fl oor, under the soldiers’ boots. I realized that we must not be human 
in the eyes of the Israeli soldiers when I saw them joking with each other—one of 
them was petting his dog—aft er they had just killed innocent people in cold blood.”

Seven hours later, passengers were taken as prisoners to the Israeli port city of 
Ashdod, where they were interrogated and jailed. “We are taken ashore and forced 
to run the gauntlet of rows of soldiers while military TV fi lms us,” Mankell wrote. 
“Right beside me a man refuses to have his fi ngerprints taken. He accepts being pho-
tographed. But fi ngerprints? He doesn’t consider he has done anything wrong. He 
resists and is beaten to the ground. They drag him off . I don’t know where.” 

Having stockaded the fl otilla activists, the Israelis proceeded to the next phase 
of their mission, robbing passengers—including credentialed journalists—of their 
cameras, laptops, and recording equipment. Credit cards and other valuables were 
taken from many passengers, including Mankell. The Israelis intended to exploit the 
footage they had seized in order to establish a narrative that portrayed themselves 
as the true victims. SD cards and videotapes containing footage shot by passengers, 
including scenes Dogan and Kiliclar may have recorded of their own killings, were 
thrown in a giant junk heap, ensuring that the most damning and disturbing records 
of the attack would never see the light of day. 

Back in Tel Aviv, some soldiers used the credit cards they had stolen to cover 
the tab for beery nights on the town, while an IDF offi  cer was arrested for selling as 
many as six stolen laptops to lower-ranking soldiers. An army spokesman took to the 
media to denounce the scoffl  aws as “soldiers who don’t know what their uniforms 
represent.” They would be the only Israelis prosecuted for their role in what a United 
Nations investigation would later label the “arbitrary and summary executions” on 
the deck of the Mavi Marmara. As the world turned its attention to Israel’s massacre 
on the high seas, and the Israeli government threw its hasbara machine into high 
gear, I boarded a fl ight from the United States for Ben Gurion International Airport 
in Lod.

Aft er enduring the standard procedures at Ben Gurion, in which young secu-
rity offi  cers prompted me to declare which Hebrew school I attended, where it was 
located, who my rabbi was, how many of my grandparents were Jewish, and how 
many Israeli relatives I had (this time, I invented two cousins), I fl opped into a taxi 
and rode to Jaff a. 

My friend Woody, a law school graduate from New York, had rented out the place 
in Jaff a a few months before my arrival. I met him during my fi rst reporting trip to 
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Israel-Palestine in the spring and summer of , just aft er he had moved to Tel 
Aviv aft er a yearlong stint living in a Palestinian refugee camp in the West Bank 
monitoring Israeli human rights abuses for the International Solidarity Movement 
(ISM), cofounded by Huwaida Arraf. ISMers took on pseudonyms to avoid army 
raids and Shin Bet dragnets, so Woody’s friends dubbed him with the fi rst name of 
the fi lm director Woody Allen, who shared his hysterical wit, nervous energy, and 
nebbishy appearance. One diff erence between Woody the fi lm director and Woody 
the activist was that the latter was not a Jew. He was a Christian. When I fi rst met him, 
he was already struggling with the social climate in Israel, as renting apartments, 
fi nding employment, and interacting with Israelis on a daily basis yielded the inev-
itable question: “Are you Jew-eesh?” Oft entimes, “no” was not an acceptable answer.

In an e-mail one month before my arrival, Woody explained to me his mounting 
frustration with life in Israel, especially the restrictions on his relationship with his 
Israeli girlfriend, Netta. “I live in Israel as a perpetual visitor only because I have a 
relationship with a Jew that is approved to the satisfaction of the Ministry of the 
Interior—Misrad Hapanim—of the Jewish State,” he said. “Part of this satisfaction 
involves providing evidence that the Jewish parents of my partner approve of the 
relationship of a Jew to a Goy. I don’t receive benefi ts here, as I am not a Jew. I am 
asked when renting apartments or applying for jobs: ‘Are you a Jew?’ People choose 
to disassociate with me based on my goyishness. Objectively, the main economic 
forces and entire political structure are ruled by Jews implementing both civil Jewish 
regulations as well as religious Jewish regulations, which include a ban on being able 
to marry my girlfriend, as I am not a Jew.”

A bill proposed by Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu that would have forced 
any non-Jewish foreign partner of an Israeli who had lived in the country for more 
than three years without obtaining permanent residency to leave the country for a 
ten-year “cooling-off  period” placed Woody’s relationship in jeopardy. “I might be 
expelled for ten years for attempting to prove my relationship? Insane!” he stated. 

Woody became my initial liaison to Tel Aviv’s radical left , introducing me to a 
loose-knit band of a few hundred anarchists, disillusioned ex-soldiers, disaff ected 
children of ultra-Zionists, queers, academics, and generally idealistic and disillu-
sioned young people who came of age during the Second Intifada when the liberal 
Zionist “peace camp” closed ranks with the militaristic right wing. This tiny band of 
social deviants comprised the only grouping of people I met who sincerely embraced 
multiculturalism and who took concrete action against the discriminatory founda-
tions of their country’s political apparatus. Right-wingers and many Jewish Israelis 
who considered themselves part of the social mainstream referred to members of the 
radical left  as smolinim, which simply means “left ists,” but the word carried a deeply 
insulting connotation of an unacceptable caste, an Other. As branded social outcasts, 
infl exible in their principles, disdainful of ordinary politics, and brazen in their racial 
liberalism they resembled nothing so much as the pre–Civil War abolitionists. 

Woody’s girlfriend, Netta, appeared to be his primary reason for remaining in the 
country. In , she and nine other Israeli high school seniors who called them-
selves the Shministim released a letter explaining their rejection of military service. 
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It read: “Our refusal comes fi rst and foremost as a protest on the separation, control, 
oppression, and killing policy held by the State of Israel in the Occupied Territories, 
as we understand that this oppression, killing, and routing of hatred will never lead 
to peace, and they are all contradictory to the basic values a society that pretends to 
be democratic should have.” The letter was only the third of its kind in Israeli history.

Like the rest of the Shministim, Netta spent a month in prison, where she was 
forced wear a surplus American army uniform and stand watch for suicide-prone 
inmates who were in solitary confi nement—despite her refusal to perform army 
service, she had nonetheless been corralled into a form of national service. “Much 
harder than going to jail was accepting the fact that we had become outsiders,” Netta 
said. “You know that when you go out the fi rst question you will get is, ‘What did you 
do in the army?’ And having to go through this process again and again of explaining 
to them why I didn’t go, and dealing with their reaction, which is usually negative, 
it’s a very hard experience.” Because employers in Israel generally require applicants 
to list the highest rank they achieved in the military, Netta’s job opportunities were 
severely limited as well. 

Like Netta, most of the radical left ists I met in Israel had arrived at their political 
awakening only aft er accepting that they could not adjust to the militaristic, ethni-
cally exclusive society they were born into. Their fi rst step on their way to “the other 
side” usually began with a single question. “Nobody in Israel asks why they’re going 
into the army,” Netta told me. “It’s just what you are expected to do. But at a very early 
stage I began to ask why. And I decided dominating people I had never met wasn’t 
what I wanted to do.” 

When I arrived in Jaff a, Netta was working at the African Refugee Development 
Center, an NGO that attempted to secure political asylum for African refugees who 
had migrated to Israel. The group was the target of a sustained right-wing campaign 
to deprive it of funding that the prime minister’s offi  ce had largely endorsed. Netta 
told me that in the past year her organization had attempted to secure asylum for 
thousands of refugees from war-stricken areas of Africa. “Do you know how many 
the government approved?” she asked me. “Three! Just three!”

When Woody pulled open the creaky iron door that led into the fl at, I could tell I 
was not about to enter the happiest place in the Holy Land. His face was gaunt, and 
behind his wire-rimmed glasses his eyes seemed to have sunk beneath dark bags 
of accumulated stress. While in the past he would accompany me into the fi eld to 
shoot video, these days he mostly wanted to be left  alone. Just a few years in Israel 
had clearly taken its toll.

For now, Woody showed me to my room, which had just been vacated by Yusuf, 
an openly gay, twenty-three-year-old Palestinian citizen of Israel who had just moved 
to Nazareth to diff use tension with his parents, who were not terribly thrilled to 
say the least about his lifestyle. The room was a ten-by-twelve-foot box with an old 
mattress on the fl oor, a tattered, slanted table in the corner, and a note from Yusuf 
wishing me well. My roommate, Noa, had to walk through my room in order to exit 
hers. Though I heard her shuffl  e in and out of the room every morning, she almost 
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never spoke to me—I rarely heard her voice unless her boyfriend, Diaz, an immi-
grant from Sudan who had mysteriously secured residency in Israel, was spending 
the night. Aft er a few hours of restless sleep, a family living in an apartment just a few 
meters across the alley from my window was awake and bustling. “Alaaaaaaaaa!” the 
mother screamed at her son again and again. Children began to cry and would not 
stop. This would be my offi  ce for the next two months. Though I rarely got a good 
night’s sleep here or a moment of privacy in the house in Jaff a, I gained an intimate 
connection to a group that existed at Israel’s fringe, but which was always present at 
the crucial friction points of the country’s crisis. 

The fl at, which was owned by a local gangster named Johnny who showed up 
on rare occasions to collect rent and threatened to bludgeon Yusuf for demanding 
a few basic repairs, was like so many other radical left ist houses I had visited in and 
around Tel Aviv. The living area was appointed with tattered furniture rummaged 
from the street; dirty cups, overfull ashtrays, and history and literary tracts were 
strewn across the room; the kitchen was a virtual biohazard area with an oven that 
required a series of magic tricks to operate; the walls were covered with maps detail-
ing illegal settlement activity across the West Bank and posters commemorating 
the joint campaigns of the Israeli left  and besieged Palestinian farmers—especially 
the latest actions in the East Jerusalem neighborhood of Sheikh Jarrah, where Pal-
estinian families were thrown out of their homes in the middle of the night, then 
watched as religious nationalist settlers moved in literally fi ft een minutes later under 
police guard. 

That aft ernoon, I turned on the battered TV set standing on a cardboard box in 
the corner of the fl at, hoping to catch an opening round World Cup match. While 
fl ipping through channels, I found Brigadier General Avi Benayahu, the portly 
spokesman for the Israeli Defense Forces, seated in his custom-size uniform at a 
table across from Dana Weiss, the perky host of Israel’s version of Meet the Press. 
A fi ve-second clip of commandoes being battered by activists while descending 
onto the deck of the Mavi Marmara played in a loop while Benayahu spoke. He 
declared confi dently, “It was a lynch. It was an ambush.” Weiss did not challenge any 
of Benayahu’s contentions despite what Ha’aretz called his “knack for manipulation.” 
The media seemed to be solidly behind the army as it spun a version of the fl otilla 
raid that bore little resemblance to passenger testimonies.

“It’s taken four days for our videos to start moving on Youtube,” Benayahu said. 
“The Hamas spokesman has been issuing false declarations, and no one was going 
to sue him, but I have to always be correct. It’s really important for me to be reliable 
and credible.”

The fi ve-second clip of what Israelis came to refer to simply as “The Lynch” was 
culled from the trove of footage the IDF had stolen from the fl otilla activists and 
journalists. Heavily edited over the course of two days, the clip was the only piece 
of footage that seemed to support the army’s line. It was broadcast around the clock 
on the country’s three main news channels, branding into the Israeli public’s mind 
a sense that the commandoes who stormed the Mavi Marmara had been unfairly 
and savagely abused by a band of terrorists and were forced to open fi re just to sur-
vive. To complement this clip, the IDF Spokesperson’s Unit pumped out buckshot of 
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unsourced press releases to the national press corps insinuating that the fl otilla was 
in fact an al-Qaeda-linked armada captained by anti-Semites. In almost every case, 
reputable military correspondents and network anchors diligently reproduced the 
press releases as news with only the most minor alterations. 

The day the Israeli army opened its hasbara front, I met my fourth roommate, Lia 
Tarachansky, a twenty-fi ve-year-old video journalist working as the Israel-Palestine 
correspondent for a left -wing online news outlet called The Real News. Though we 
had never spoken in person, I had become an avid follower of her journalistic work, 
which focused not just on the injustices of the occupation, but on the psychological, 
economic, and historical motives of the occupier. Having spent her youth in the West 
Bank mega-settlement of Ariel, where she was raised by right-wing parents who 
had emigrated from the former Soviet Union during perestroika, Lia had fi rsthand 
experience in the occupation. 

“The fi rst years of my life in Israel were hell because we were Russians,” Lia 
recalled to me. “But then, growing up in Ariel, I suddenly felt accepted, like I had 
a community. I didn’t know what we were fi ghting against or why we were on the 
frontlines, but I got a sense of unity with my neighbors from it. It was such a euphoric 
feeling to be bound together against an outside enemy. The brotherhood and sister-
hood was amazing, and we had just the right amount of blinders to ignore the reality 
of our surroundings.”

Like the rest of her friends growing up in Ariel, and like most other Jewish Israe-
lis, Lia was indoctrinated into the country’s militaristic culture from a young age. “I 
was never taught in school that we should ethnically cleanse the Arabs or kill them 
all,” she said, “but what I fi nished school with was a sense that, of course, it would 
be better if they just weren’t here. So when we started studying Arabic, I said to the 
teacher, ‘Why do we need this? We live in a Jewish settlement.’ And she said, ‘You need 
to know Arabic in case you get kidnapped by a terrorist and you need to explain to 
him that you’re a good soldier.’” 

Lia recalled another startling episode in which a soldier visited her ninth-grade 
class to teach the students Krav Maga, a hyper-aggressive Israeli brand of hand-to-
hand combat that focuses on neutralizing an opponent as quickly as possible by tar-
geting the most vulnerable parts of their body—by gouging their eyeballs, smashing 
their genitals, or “fi sh hooking” their mouth. The soldier emphasized the importance 
of breaking out of chokeholds, though not to prevent rapes or street attacks. “The 
scenario was you’re in a shopping mall, there’s a terrorist with a bomb, and he’s grab-
bing you by the arm or trying to choke you to kill everyone, so this was how we 
were told we’d get out. And this was part of a larger narrative designed to prepare us 
to be soldiers by the time we were fi nished with middle school,” Lia recalled. “The 
idea wasn’t to make us into good citizens with democratic values—it was all about 
preparing us to be good soldiers fi ghting the Palestinians.”

Lia turned sixteen in , just as the Second Intifada started. Instead of enlisting 
in the army like many of her friends, she went away to college in Southern Ontario, 
Canada. It was there, during a week of events organized on campus in protest against 
Israel’s invasion of the West Bank, that she had her fi rst actual conversation with a 
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Palestinian. “I had been living in a settlement my whole life and never had the chance 
to meet anyone who thought diff erently from me,” she said. “And all of a sudden I’m 
talking to a Palestinian who isn’t a terrorist, who doesn’t want to kill me. And every-
thing I was taught and all that was drilled into my head just collapsed. Now I was 
overcome with curiosity about who these people were.”

Before I arrived in Jaff a, Lia was working tirelessly to complete a self-produced 
documentary about the illusions and mythology surrounding the foundation of the 
State of Israel. During shooting, she returned to Ariel to record a segment on a hilltop 
two hundred meters from the home she was raised in. Just as she began to narrate 
into the camera, she heard the Muslim call to prayer blaring from a mosque in one of 
the six Palestinian villages surrounding the settlement. The sound sent a jolt through 
her body. “I had lived surrounded by Palestinian villages until I was eighteen, and it 
was the fi rst time in my life I had actually heard the call to prayer,” Lia told me. “I still 
don’t know how to explain it. It took me a whole decade to make Palestinian friends, 
to humanize them in my own mind, to turn anti-Zionist, for me to actually notice 
the Palestinian presence that had always existed all around me. And I realized me 
and my friends had been taught to erase Palestinians from our conscience by people 
who had in many cases actually physically erased them—our teachers, our parents, 
our army commanders, our media.” 

Now that I had arrived and announced my determination to poke holes in the 
propaganda barrage that had just begun, Lia stepped away from her editing deck to 
help me monitor the Army Spokesperson’s Unit’s claims. In between heated phone 
arguments with her mother, who had eagerly accepted the government line—that the 
fl otilla activists were a Trojan horse for al-Qaeda and other nefarious terror groups—
Lia would call the Israeli desk to interview spokespeople in Hebrew. Meanwhile I 
called the army’s North American and Latin American desks, asking questions in 
English. From the cluttered, smoky salon of our crumbling fl at in Ajami, we were able 
to force the Army Spokesperson’s Unit to issue several public retractions and clari-
fi cations on key allegations, putting a dent in the army’s well-honed public relations 
strategy. Though we may have done little to shake the self-confi dence of the public 
relations apparatus, we were able to provide forensic evidence of military and media 
collusion, demonstrating how army offi  cials and seemingly professional military cor-
respondents worked together to implant a factually inaccurate and distorted version 
of events in the public’s mind.

The fi rst offi  cial retraction came on June , when the Israeli Army Spokesperson’s 
Unit disseminated a press release to reporters entitled, “Attackers of the IDF found 
to be al-Qaeda mercenaries.” The accusation was not accompanied by any conclusive 
evidence—the army simply reported that Mavi Marmara passengers were equipped 
with night-vision goggles, as though this would suffi  ce as proof of their links to 
the international network of Osama bin Laden. Ron Ben-Yishai, a veteran military 
correspondent from the large daily newspaper Yedioth Ahronoth who was embed-
ded with the Navy commandos, took the baseless charge and improvised. Citing 
an “interrogation” of Marmara passengers—“lynchers,” he called them—Ben-Yishai 
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wrote the same day, “Some among the [fl otilla passengers] are believed to have ties 
with World Jihad groups, mainly al-Qaeda.” The article made no reference to any 
eff orts on part of Ben Yishai to investigate this claim, nor did he seem to think to ask 
why the IDF was about to release dangerous operatives of al-Qaeda—presumably 
they would attack again, wouldn’t they? 

When Lia and I called the Israeli Army Spokesperson’s Unit’s Israel and North 
American desks, we received identical responses: “We don’t have any evidence,” army 
spokespeople told us. “The press release was based on information from the National 
Security Council.” Hours later, the IDF retracted its claim, quietly changing the 
title of its press release to, “Attackers of IDF Soldiers Found Without Identifi cation 
Papers.” Despite the offi  cial retraction, Ben-Yishai’s article remained uncorrected, as 
did similar reports aired on Israeli television news, which played the now infamous 
“lynch” clip over and over. 

Two days later, the Spokesperson’s Unit released an audio clip purporting to con-
sist of transmissions between the Mavi Marmara and a naval warship. “Go back to 
Auschwitz!” a Marmara passenger shouted to the Israeli naval captain, according 
to the IDF. YNet and Ha’aretz reported on and reproduced the audio clip without 
investigating its authenticity. Not only did the anti-Semitic slur sound like a men-
tally disturbed teenager making a prank call, but had reporters performed a cur-
sory search of the IDF Spokesperson’s Unit website they would have found a longer 
clip released on May  that featured a dramatically diff erent exchange between the 
Israeli Navy and the Mavi Marmara with no mention of Auschwitz. Further, the voice 
of fl otilla organizer Huwaida Arraf was featured in the “Auschwitz” clip, yet Arraf 
was not aboard the Marmara (she was on the Challenger ). It seemed the army had 
fabricated the clip in order to inject the Holocaust into coverage of the fl otilla raid, 
thereby infl aming the Israeli public with the notion that the whole world was indeed 
against them—and through no fault of their government. 

On my blog, I pointed out the discrepancies in the IDF’s footage and raised the 
question of doctoring. The next day, the IDF conceded that it had, in fact, doctored 
the footage, releasing a “clarifi cation” and a new clip claiming to consist of the “full” 
exchange between the navy and the fl otilla. Unfortunately, the authenticity of the 
new clip was impossible to verify. Despite the IDF’s admission, YNet and Ha’aretz 
never corrected their original reports, though Ha’aretz altered its headline. 

On June , Ha’aretz’s top military correspondent, Anshel Pfeff er, reported on an 
IDF press release claiming without evidence that fi ve fl otilla passengers had links 
to international terrorist groups. The press release was fi lled with highly implausi-
ble claims, including that Ken O’Keefe, a Mavi Marmara passenger who ran an aid 
organization with Tony Blair’s sister-in-law, Lauren Booth, was planning to train a 
Hamas commando unit in the Gaza Strip. When I called the Army Spokesperson’s 
Unit, I learned that once again, no evidence was available to support their press 
release. “There is very limited intelligence we can give in this specifi c case,” Sgt. Chen 
Arad told me. “Obviously, I’m unable to give you more information.” I wondered why 
Pfeff er had not demanded more evidence, and if he did, why he published unsub-
stantiated spin as fact. 
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A week earlier, Pfeff er teamed up with fellow military correspondents Avi Issacha-
roff  and Amos Harel to channel another daytime deception by the IDF. The three 
reporters produced an article based exclusively on testimony from naval comman-
dos—the fl otilla passengers’ side of the story was ignored—claiming they had faced 
live gunfi re and lynching attempts from Marmara passengers. Since the story was 
published, the IDF has produced scant evidence to support either accusation. The 
article was accompanied by a suspicious photo from the IDF Spokesperson’s Unit 
depicting a bearded Muslim man brandishing a knife and surrounded by photojour-
nalists. Daylight beamed in from a window behind the man. Ha’aretz’s caption, which 
was sourced to the IDF, asserted that the photo was taken “aft er” the commandos had 
boarded the Marmara. However, the commandos raided the ship at night, while the 
photo was taken during the day. Once again, the IDF’s story seemed like a fabrication 
and should have warranted skepticism.

As I did with the “Auschwitz clip,” I called Sgt. Arad to investigate. He told me he 
had no evidence to support the photo’s questionable caption. Soon aft er our phone 
conversation, Ha’aretz quietly altered the caption, removing its claim that the photo 
was taken “aft er” the commando raid. For nearly a week, the false photo caption had 
remained intact. Why did Ha’aretz suddenly change it? The most plausible explana-
tion was that the paper received a tip from the Army Spokesperson’s Unit. If true, the 
tip-off  suggested a scandalous level of coordination between the Israeli military and 
the country’s media. In any case, the subject of the photo turned out to be a Yemeni 
lawmaker named Mohammad al-Hazmi, who was showing off  his ceremonial dagger 
(known as a jambiya), which is carried by men in Yemen and is an essential part of 
the traditional Yemeni dress.

Members of the Israeli press corps were not any more unscrupulous than any 
other country’s media, nor were they any lazier. Some Israeli reporters served in the 
army reserves, trading in their press badge for a month each year for an M-, while 
many more had received their journalistic training at Army Radio. And many vet-
eran reporters watched with pride as their children enlisted for military service, then 
returned home for supper aft er days at the base, or a routine patrol in the West Bank. 
In a society that treated politicians with suspicion, if not outright contempt, the 
army was the only institution that remained above reproach. This attitude extended 
to Israeli military correspondents, who were more psychologically and emotion-
ally invested in their country’s military than most Western outsiders understood. In 
partnership with the IDF Spokesperson’s Unit, some of Israel’s most widely dissem-
inated journalists helped form a sophisticated military-media complex fi ghting on 
the frontlines of the country’s public relations battle.

The career trajectory of the Army Spokesperson’s Unit’s director, Avi Benayahu, 
provided a perfect example of the form and function of the military-media com-
plex. A former reporter for Army Radio, Benayahu quickly worked his way up the 
ranks of a top paper, Maariv, where he was eventually promoted to lead military 
correspondent, a vaunted post in a country stuck in a permanent state of warfare. 
Now Benayahu had direct access to the generals who held sway over Israel’s political 
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class, enabling him to build an unparalleled portfolio of connections. He leveraged 
his contacts into high-profi le jobs, serving as a communications aide and political 
adviser to former prime ministers Yitzhak Rabin and Shimon Peres, as well as former 
transportation minister Yitzhak Mordechai, whom he energetically defended against 
sexual abuse charges, trumpeting the accused ex-general’s long record of military 
heroism. (Mordechai ultimately received an eighteen-month suspended sentence for 
sexual harassment and two counts of sexual assault.) In , Benayahu returned 
home to the army to head the Spokesperson’s Unit.

“In the morning, [Benayahu] briefs reporters, and in the evening he sits down 
in front of the TV to hear how they recite his texts,” wrote Yossi Klein of Ha’aretz. 
“There are some journalists who actually like it. Laziness isn’t exactly foreign in the 
profession, and competition is for the diligent.” 

“Avi Benayahu has really done the job. He enables his client to quietly carry out 
that which he is supposed to do,” said Yinon Magal, a news anchor for Israel’s Chan-
nel  and a former correspondent for Army Radio. Magal added, “I’m not just a 
journalist. I’m a citizen, and as such, it’s important to me to see the IDF win.”

On June , , Netanyahu emerged from hours of tense meetings with his kitchen 
cabinet of national security advisers to deliver a defi ant address before the interna-
tional media. He began by defending Israel’s right to besiege the Gaza Strip, where 
he fl atly denied that any humanitarian crisis existed. Next, Netanyahu presented the 
Gaza Freedom Flotilla as an Iranian Trojan horse that threatened Israel with immi-
nent doom. “Israel cannot permit Iran to establish a Mediterranean port a few dozen 
kilometers from Tel Aviv and from Jerusalem,” the prime minster thundered. “And 
I would go beyond that, too. I say to the responsible leaders of all the nations: the 
international community cannot aff ord an Iranian port in the Mediterranean.”

Though all ships involved in the fl otilla had undergone inspection at their ports 
of disembarkation, Netanyahu insisted the raid was intended as necessary inspection 
measure. Without any evidence beyond a few video clips that showed a few Turkish 
activists pacing the deck of the Mavi Marmara with metal bars in their hand, he 
claimed the fl otilla was fi lled with some of the world’s most dangerous terrorists. “It 
is very clear to us that the attackers had prepared their violent action in advance,” 
the prime minister confi dently proclaimed. “They were members of an extremist 
group that has supported international terrorist organizations and today support the 
terrorist organization called Hamas. They brought with them in advance knives, steel 
rods, other weapons. They chanted battle cries against the Jews. You can hear this on 
the tapes that have been released.”

Netanyahu concluded, “This was not a love boat. This was a hate boat. These 
weren’t pacifi sts. These weren’t peace activists. These were violent supporters of 
terrorism.” 

But with the massacre on the Mavi Marmara and Netanyahu’s bellicose remarks, 
Israel’s strategic partnership with Turkey, nurtured for decades by David Ben 
Gurion and his Labor Party acolytes as a key avenue of regional trade and military 
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cooperation, swift ly collapsed. Back in Ankara, Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdo-
gan reacted with unbridled fury. “Israel cannot clean the blood off  its hands through 
any excuse,” Erdogan rumbled. “It is no longer possible to cover up or ignore Israel’s 
lawlessness. This bloody massacre by Israel on ships that were taking humanitar-
ian aid to Gaza deserves every kind of curse.” As the prime minister and leader of 
the Islamic-inspired Justice and Development Party, Erdogan was a longtime critic 
of the special relationship his country’s military rulers forged with Israel, claim-
ing it compromised the country’s reputation in the Arab and wider Muslim world. 
Yet aft er Erdogan entered offi  ce in , ousting the military junta from power, he 
stressed his commitment to the alliance, though on a more conditional basis than 
his predecessors.

Six months later, aft er the fallout from the Mavi Marmara massacre, Erdogan was 
basking in the admiration of the Arab and Muslim world while quietly strengthen-
ing his country’s military and diplomatic cooperation with NATO. Israel’s deputy 
foreign minister Danny Ayalon retaliated by summoning his Turkish counterpart, 
Oguz Celikkol to his offi  ce to dress him down over a popular Turkish TV drama 
that portrayed Israeli soldiers as indiscriminate killers. As soon as Celikkol arrived, 
Ayalon seated him in a humiliating position on a customized couch that placed the 
Turk literally at the knees of then glowering Israelis. Then, Ayalon turned to the 
gallery of photographers he had invited for the stunt and boasted that he had delib-
erately forced Celikkol into that position and made certain no Turkish fl ag would 
be on display for the meeting. When photos of the meeting surfaced in Turkish and 
Israeli media, Ayalon’s offi  ce was bombarded with frantic calls from both Turkey’s 
Foreign Ministry and senior members of Israel’s Labor Party demanding he apolo-
gize. But Ayalon doubled down. “It’s the Turks who need to apologize,” he defi antly 
proclaimed.  

Next, Netanyahu dispatched lobbyists from the Washington, DC–based American 
Israel Public Aff airs Committee (AIPAC) to warn Turkish diplomats that aft er years 
of offi  cially denying the Armenian genocide and supporting eff orts to suppress it, 
pro-Israel groups would reverse course, supporting a congressional resolution to 
acknowledge Turkey’s atrocities—unless Turkey reverted its formerly conciliatory 
posture. Back in the Knesset, as lawmakers advanced a bill to criminalize public 
observance of the Nakba, Knesset Speaker Reuven Rivlin of Likud prepared plans 
to formally recognize the Armenian genocide, reversing decades of offi  cial Israeli 
denial.

A decade before tensions erupted between Israel and Turkey, when the left -leaning 
politician Yossi Sarid served as Israel’s education minister, he visited an Armenian 
church in Jerusalem to declare that he would do everything in his power to correct 
the historical injustice committed against them by the Turks. His remarks infuri-
ated then–prime minister Ehud Barak and Shimon Peres, who publicly scolded him. 
“These events,” Peres told Sarid, “should be left  to historians and not to politicians.” 
But now that relations with Turkey had deteriorated, the government was eager to 
exploit the Armenian genocide for political leverage. “The Israelis no longer favor the 
Turks and are willing even to give up the charms and temptations of Antalya; that’s 

9781568586342-text.indd   1149781568586342-text.indd   114 8/3/13   11:49 PM8/3/13   11:49 PM



 Dark Forces 

how angry they are,” Sarid wrote sardonically. “Now we will demonstrate to you what 
happens to a country that Israel no longer favors—we will sit it in the low chair as 
revenge against the gentiles. Now we’ll show them who’s boss.”

Netanyahu packaged the fraying of international relations as a whole new threat 
that must be met by a concerted campaign of hasbara—the “delegitimization” threat. 
During a June  meeting with top ministers from his ruling Likud Party, the prime 
minister explained the danger. “We fi nd ourselves in the midst of a diffi  cult and con-
tinuous battle against the State of Israel,” he informed his rightist comrades. “Dark 
forces from the Middle Ages are raging against us,” Netanyahu rumbled. “I have 
received calls from concerned offi  cials in the Balkans and Eastern Europe who are 
very worried about these developments.”

In March , aft er expending endless stores of energy to paint the Mavi Mar-
mara passengers as terrorists with intimate links to al Qaeda and other violent 
Islamic extremist organizations, Netanyahu acceded to pressure from President 
Barack Obama to apologize for the lethal raid and to pay compensation to the vic-
tims’ families. Had Israeli commandos killed actual terrorists with a sincere intent 
to harm Israelis, as Netanyahu, his allies, and the Israeli media insisted, the prime 
minister would have treated any demand to apologize as a terrible insult. With his 
conciliatory gesture, all the bluster about a “hate boat” bringing “Global Jihad” to 
Israel’s shores was exposed as just that: a bunch of bluster. Israel moved to normalize 
relations with Turkey, but the damage had been done, not only to those who had 
lost family and friends aboard the fl otilla, but to the majority of Israelis who never 
questioned their government’s campaign of paranoid hasbara.
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The People, United

When I ventured out into the streets of Tel Aviv in the days aft er the raid of the 
Mavi Marmara, I was able to witness the extent to which the barrage of pro-
paganda orchestrated by the prime minister’s offi  ce and the military-media 

complex had worked the Israeli public into a hysterical lather. On June , as I 
approached the Israeli Ministry of Defense on the way to an annual protest against 
the occupation organized by a coalition of liberal Zionist groups—the faded rem-
nants of the old “peace camp”—and the non-Zionist communist Hadash Party, I 
noticed a small group of counterprotesters assembling nearby. In a plaza outside the 
Defense Ministry, I listened to then–Meretz Party leader Haim Oron call the fl otilla 
raid an example of the right-wing government’s “idiocy,” but none of the speakers 
condemned the siege of Gaza. The occupation was bad for Israel and Israelis—that 
was the dominant theme. Peace Now activists fi lled the protest with Israeli fl ags with 
the word “Shalom” inserted in place of the Star of David. 

The right-wing counterprotesters, who now numbered in the hundreds, saw 
the demonstrators as nothing short of traitors. Aft er a military-grade smoke gre-
nade exploded in the middle of the protest, part of an unsuccessful attempt to 
provoke havoc and mass trampling, protesters poured out of the plaza by the thou-
sands, marching directly by the right-wing rally, which had been organized by the 
government-linked student group Im Tirtzu. As a booming chant rang out from 
the left -wing crowd—“Fascism will not pass!”—mounted riot police rode into 
the demonstrators, attempting to separate them. In between shouting taunts and 
insults—terrorist lovers, Nazis, or just smolinim (left ists), perhaps the worst insult 
of all—the young counterprotesters chanted for the release of Gilad Shalit, an invol-
untary refl ex of Israeli nationalists seeking to demonstrate their identifi cation with 
the army. When I began to fi lm the right-wingers, one of them charged at me with 
an Israeli fl ag and began screaming, “Do you see this fl ag?! Do you see this fl ag?!” 
When he attempted to drape it over my camera, I tried to calmly inform him that I 
couldn’t see anything anymore.

An hour later, the right-wing students poured out into the streets of liberal North 
Tel Aviv, marching by the cafés and bars that fl anked Rabin Square, and taunting 
patrons as “stinking Tel Avivians” who had retreated from their duty to the Jewish 
state into a bubble of apathy and decadence. I followed them as they waved large 
fl ags and stomped through the streets singing “Am Yisrael Chai” (“The People of 
Israel Live”), the unoffi  cial anthem of Israeli ultra-nationalists. A group of Im Tirtzu 
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supporters spotted Uri Avnery who was attempting to leave the anti-occupation pro-
test. Avnery, a peace camp icon, who was a teenaged member of the right-wing Irgun 
terrorist gang against the British, and later a member of the Knesset, began pub-
lishing widely read anti-establishment polemics in the s, and was still vigorous 
at age eighty-six. When the right-wing students set themselves on him, attempting 
to drag him out of a taxi, Avnery was able to fend them off  with help from police 
arriving on the scene in the nick of time. This was not the fi rst time Avnery had to 
defend himself against nationalist thugs: In , aft er founding the Israeli Council 
for Israeli-Palestinian Peace to initiate relations with the PLO, he was stabbed and 
assaulted on multiple occasions. 

“The violence of the rightists is a direct result of the brainwashing, which has 
been going on throughout the last week,” Avnery said aft er the attempted assault. “A 
huge propaganda machine has incited the public in order to cover up the terrible 
mistakes made by our political and military leadership, mistakes which are becoming 
worse from day to day.”

The intra-Jewish confl ict on display outside the Defense Ministry—“Jew against 
Jew,” Yedioth Ahronoth called it—hardly represented the dynamic that characterized 
Israeli society aft er the fl otilla raid. As during most outbreaks of war, the majority of 
the public was solidly united behind the army, and against whatever external force 
the government had designated as enemy number one, from Hezbollah to Hamas 
to a bunch of aging European peace activists. A poll of Israeli post-fl otilla attitudes 
showed that not only  percent of Jewish Israelis believed the army used the “right 
amount of force” against the fl otilla, but that  percent felt that the commandoes 
did not use enough force—nine dead activists was too few, apparently. A whopping 
majority supported the siege of Gaza, believed Israel should take no steps to moder-
ate its policies in the face of international criticism, and rejected the creation of an 
international committee to investigate the raid. Though President Obama refused to 
condemn the massacre aboard the Mavi Marmara, casting it as a “tragic” incident 
that highlighted Israel’s “legitimate security concerns,” his disapproval rating among 
Israelis rose to  percent.

On June , at least two thousand Israelis assembled spontaneously outside the 
Turkish Embassy in Tel Aviv to vent their rage at their country’s newest foe, which 
also happened to have been one of its oldest and most valuable allies. The rally was 
organized through Facebook groups without a formal endorsement or support from 
any political party or organization. It attracted a broad sampling of Israeli citizens, 
young and old, from across the spectrum of opinion. When I arrived on the scene 
with Lia Tarachansky, it was clear how deeply the sustained campaign of propaganda 
disseminated through Israel’s military-media complex had infl uenced the public’s 
understanding of the fl otilla incident. Beneath a canopy of Israeli fl ags—it seemed 
that nearly everyone was waving one—the demonstrators held handmade signs read-
ing “Erdogan Islamic Fascist” and “Turkey = Hamas.” In the middle of the swelling 
crowd, a man held an enlarged photograph of Mohammad al-Hazmi, the Yemeni 
legislator whom the Army Spokesperson’s Unit falsely portrayed as a knife-wielding 
terrorist.
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A chubby teenager holding a sign that portrayed Erdogan with a Hitler mous-
tache painted on his face rushed up to me and exclaimed excitedly, “Turkiya is 
Hamas! Hamas is Iran! Turkiya is Iran! Hamas is Iran!”

The notion that the fl otilla was a covert terror convoy determined to destroy 
Israel was absolutely unanimous, while the commandoes were viewed as innocent 
victims. “What happened here was totally justifi ed by Israel because a group of peo-
ple who came under the disguise of peacekeepers coming to Gaza to break a siege 
that doesn’t exist,” a plain-looking man in his early twenties remarked to me.

“If we put our weapons down, everyone will kill us. If the Arabs put their weapons 
away, there will be peace. This is the diff erence,” a clean-cut thirty-something guy in 
a polo shirt, told me. I asked him if most Israelis he knew shared this mentality. He 
told me he was an apolitical “common civilian,” just like everyone else at the rally. 
“We truly believe this. We’re a peaceful nation. We want peace.”

The longer I spoke with the demonstrators, the more likely they were to merge 
their nightmare visions of the fl otilla activists as hardcore agents of the Islamic 
Republic of Iran and al-Qaeda with Holocaust demons. “Everything is against the 
Jews, and we have the right to defend ourselves,” the guy in the polo shirt complained 
to me. He went on: “Sixty to seventy years ago, everyone wanted us dead. They killed 
six million of us, and this reminds us of these days.” 

 “So this really reminds you of the Holocaust?” 
“Yes, it reminds us of the Holocaust,” he stated without hesitation. “No matter 

what we do, everything is against us—everybody. And we know we’re right.”
An older man with messy silver hair and glasses interjected: “When our soldiers 

went on the ship, you know what those Turkish terrorists shouted on them? ‘We 
will bring you to Auschwitz.’” He was alluding to the “Go back to Auschwitz” audio 
recording apparently fabricated by the Army Spokesperson’s Unit and introduced to 
the public through the eagerly cooperative Israeli media.

I asked where he had learned about the incident. “I read it from the soldiers. I 
believe every word our soldiers say. Every word!”

As darkness fell on the rally, young hooligans associated with the rightist Beitar 
Jerusalem football club poured in by the dozens, injecting a frenzy into the crowd. A 
pack of about one hundred young men started the chant that erupts from the Beitar 
crowd practically every time their team scores a goal: “Death to Arabs!” While the 
chant spread throughout the crowd along with plumes of smoke waft ing from a 
fl aming Turkish fl ag, a tall, stocky man with an Israeli fl ag draped over his shoulders 
pulled Lia aside. Describing himself as a “left -winger,” he attempted to present a more 
moderate image of the demonstration. 

“We don’t want those [Palestinian] territories,” he assured Lia in a carefully 
measured voice. “We will withdraw from all of it the fi rst day that the Arabs will 
acknowledge our state. If they will acknowledge our state, there will be no more 
war. I tell you one more thing. .  .  . ” Suddenly, a teenage boy with a “Kahane Was 
Right” sticker applied to his shirt leapt in front of the man and shouted into Lia’s 
camera, “Death to Arabs! Death to Arabs!” (Meir Kahane was an icon of extremism: 
an American-Israeli settler rabbi notorious for calling for the forced transfer of all 
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Palestinians to another Arab country, who urged all American Jews to emigrate to 
avoid a “second Holocaust” in the United States, and was assassinated in  by a 
lone Egyptian-American gunman.) 

A look of embarrassment washed over the man’s face. “Stop it, dude!” he shouted 
at the teen. 

Turning back to Lia, he attempted to explain why a “peacenik” like him wound 
up united alongside Kahanists at the rally: “What happened this time unites the 
left -wing Israelis and our extremists because we don’t know how to perceive what 
happened.”

The undercurrent of excitement that coursed through the crowd refl ected the 
sense that the outpouring of international condemnation against Israel was a bless-
ing in disguise. “Erdogan, the Turkish anti-Semite and Jew hater and terrorist—he 
made a great service to us because I never seen such unity and I lived here for sixty 
years,” the older man with messy silver hair remarked to me.

A man in his thirties with closely cropped hair leaned against a parked car and 
told me with a wistful look in his eyes, “I’m very happy about what happened because 
it united the country. And everything now, all the Israelis, all the Jewish, everybody’s 
united for a cause. Now the world can see we’re a brave nation, we don’t do the things 
that Hamas do in the country, we all want peace.” He added, “It’s the fi rst time that we 
don’t have to kiss anybody’s ass; not the United States, not the United Nations. We are 
on our own, we did it about sixty years ago, and we can do it again. And I don’t care.”

Nearby, Lia had positioned her tripod on the median strip of the road. In front 
of her camera stood a cherubic boy who could not have been older than fi ve. Like 
many of the adults at the rally, he had donned an Israeli fl ag as a cape, like a football 
fanatic at the World Cup or a super hero. And like his elders, the little boy was able 
to recite the offi  cial government version of the fl otilla raid without missing a beat.

“The Turkish, in the night, two days, came with boats and with metal sticks, and 
we came and took control of their ship,” the boy explained to Lia in Hebrew.

“Why are you here?” she asked him.
“To support those who battled the Turkish.”
“When you’ll be eighteen, will you be in the army too?” 
“Yes.”
“What role?”
“The navy.”
“Is there anything else you’d like to say?”
The little boy closed his eyes momentarily to concentrate. When he opened them, 

a smile broadened across his cheeks. He announced with pride, “My brother is a 
commander.”

The spectacle outside the Turkish Embassy in Tel Aviv was a bit terrifying, but there 
was also something absurd about it. Worked into a petulant frenzy by their prime 
minister, Knesset members and the military-media complex, the workaday Israelis 
howling at the walls of an empty offi  ce building sincerely believed that a small con-
voy of rusty old vessels fi lled with Turkish Muslims and graying antiwar activists 
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transporting a shipment of hearing aids to the besieged people of Gaza posed an 
existential threat to their lives. Behind the Mavi Marmara they saw the Turkish Isla-
mist Recep Tayyip Erdogan, and behind him Iran and al-Qaeda and a grotesque 
gallery of Islamic evildoers were dead set on throwing the Jews into the sea. And 
behind all the fearsome Islamic beardies was the man with the moustache: Adolf 
Hitler, whom these Israelis discussed as through his brain had been preserved in 
a cryogenics lab somewhere in the jungles of South America and was emanating 
magnetic rays. 

I had not spent time in Israel for any prolonged period before , but it was not 
hard to believe that the political atmosphere had ever been more closed or suff used 
with paranoia. “Fascism” was a word the left ists used almost invariably as they told 
me about having their homes defaced with graffi  ti death threats by right-wing thugs 
or about being summoned to interrogations by a Shin Bet agent named “Rona,” then 
fi nding out that the police had been monitoring their every move for years. On the 
bus ride back to Jaff a, the “F” word came up again as Lia gave me her impressions 
of the rally we had just covered. I challenged her to defi ne what she meant by the 
term. How could she claim fascism was in the air when anti-Zionists like her were 
still allowed to conduct their journalism and activism without being jailed or simply 
eliminated? Wasn’t Israel at least a semi-open society?

“To explain the fascism in Israel, it’s not that easy,” Lia said, “because honestly I 
don’t let myself think about it that much. It’s so depressing and so terrifying that I 
usually repress my thoughts about it. But if you really want me to defi ne it, then I’d 
tell you that it’s not just the anti-democratic laws, it’s not the consensus for occu-
pation, it’s not the massive right-wing coalition government, it’s not watching the 
people who ask questions and think critically being interrogated by the Shabak [Shin 
Bet]. What it really is, is a feeling that you have sitting on a bus being afraid to speak 
Arabic with your Palestinian friends. It’s a feeling when you are sitting there having 
dinner—what you feel when you’re alive here. It’s the essence of what this society is. 
And the closer we get to the brink—and everyone is feeling that we’re getting to the 
breaking point—the worse it gets.”

A young woman in a pink cotton dress with streaks of red dye in her hair and a 
face caked with makeup had turned around and tuned in on our conversation from 
two rows ahead. We made eye contact momentarily. “Who are you for? Israel or Tur-
kiya?” she asked, looking at me with a raised eyebrow. Her tone was not accusatory, 
at least, not in an aggressive way. She seemed genuinely curious, but I also detected 
suspicion in her voice. 

“I’m just an American. You know, a tourist,” I said, hoping to defl ect a question 
that seemed to have only one right answer. Now a few others on the bus were paying 
attention. Their craggy faces shone with layers of half-dried perspiration; most likely 
they were returning from jobs in affl  uent North Tel Aviv to their homes in Bat Yam, 
a working-class Russian suburb south of Jaff a.

“You are American? You with us, yes?” the woman said, this time more forcefully. 
“You with Israel or Turkiya?”
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Someone had signaled for a stop, and the back door of the bus suddenly fl ung 
open. Without considering where I was, I darted toward the door and out into the 
humid night, shrugging at the woman on my way. As the doors closed, I caught a 
glance of her staring at me. Now Lia and I were standing on a corner of Yerushalayim 
Boulevard, almost a kilometer from home. I worried that she would be upset with 
my abrupt exit, but instead she off ered empathy. “You can kind of see what I mean,” 
she said. I nodded sheepishly and we started walking home.
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2 2

The Enemies

A few decrepit cargo vessels were not the only things driving the Israeli public into 
full panic mode. In the days aft er the fl otilla raid, a petite, bespectacled Arab 
woman with short hair and a small, mousy voice managed to shake the Jewish 

state to its core. She was Hanin Zoabi, a member of Knesset from Azmi Bishara’s 
Balad, the party that advocated transforming Israel into a “state of all its citizens” in 
which Palestinians and Jews both enjoyed the same rights. Zoabi had traveled aboard 
the Mavi Marmara, manning the loudspeaker system and using her Hebrew to con-
vince the Israeli commandoes to stop fi ring on unarmed passengers. Aft erward, with 
several other political leaders of Palestinian Israeli society still in jail, Zoabi returned 
to the Knesset determined to confront the majority of lawmakers who cheered on 
the raid, and to demand her peers’ release.

When Zoabi approached the Knesset podium on June , , to address her col-
leagues, Anastasia Michaeli, the six-foot-tall ex-Russian model-turned- dominatrix of 
the Yisrael Beiteinu party, charged from her seat and rushed her. Screaming hys-
terically and waving an unidentifi ed document, Michaeli came within inches of 
attacking Zoabi before the security guards assigned to Zoabi could hold her back. A 
melee erupted around the podium, as more members of the Knesset rushed forward 
to heckle Zoabi. “Terrorist!” one shouted. “Go to Gaza!” screamed another. Finally, 
Reuven Rivlin, the Knesset speaker, arrived to attempt to restore the order his acting 
replacement could not. 

Rivlin was an eighth generation Israeli sabra whose father had translated the 
Quran into Hebrew. Though he held a leading position in the right-wing Likud Party, 
embodying its pro-settler, Greater Israel philosophy, his instincts seemed far more 
liberal than many members of Kadima and even the supposedly left -of-center Labor 
Party. While Rivlin was absolutely opposed to dividing Israel and the West Bank 
into two states, he called Arabs “an inseparable part of this country” and “integral to 
Israeli society.” Rivlin derived some of his political tendencies from Ze’ev Jabotinsky, 
the Zionist ideologue who expressed a schizophrenic blend of Italian-style fascism 
and Enlightenment-era concepts of democratic pluralism. He also took inspira-
tion from Menachem Begin, the rightist former Israeli prime minister, a Jabotinsky 
protégé, who had opposed David Ben Gurion’s plans to impose martial law on Israel’s 
Arab citizens. As for the new generation of thirty- and forty-something Likudniks 
who made up much of the Knesset, Rivlin reeled in disgust. “The new Likud is not 
committed to the ethic of liberty, to the values of Jabotinsky and [former prime 
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minister] Begin,” he said. The fi asco in the Knesset highlighted Rivlin’s waning role 
in Israeli politics as the fanatics of his party took control.

Zoabi opened her speech by calling the raid on the Mavi Marmara an illegal 
“pirate military operation” that merited an international investigation. When she 
asked why the Israeli government opposed such an investigation and why it had 
destroyed all recordings of the raid by passengers on the ship, a chorus of furious 
legislators leapt up from their chairs in the gallery with insulting taunts, attempting 
to drown Zoabi with their heckling. “Go to Gaza, traitor!” shouted Miri Regev, a tele-
genic female lawmaker, who had formerly served as the Israeli army’s chief spokes-
person and who perfectly represented the “new Likud” Rivlin abhorred. Before the 
speech, Regev had called Zoabi a “Trojan horse,” remarking, “The sail to Gaza was a 
sail of terror. Zoabi must be punished.” 

Next, Yohanan Plesner, the director general of the opposition Kadima Party 
then led by self-proclaimed feminist Tzipi Livni, homed in on Zoabi’s gender. “I 
just wish you would go to Gaza for at least a week, and then we’ll see how you talk 
about women’s rights and civil rights,” Plesner barked at her. “Just one week, and 
we’ll see what happens. One week in Gaza as a thirty-eight-year-old single woman, 
and we’ll see how they treat you! You are the last person capable of preaching mor-
als to us.”

Among Zoabi’s few defenders was Mohammed Barakeh, an Arab lawmaker from 
the Hadash Party facing prosecution at the time on charges of assaulting a police offi  -
cer at an anti-occupation protest, even though videotape of the incident showed the 
opposite—Barakeh was attempting to intervene between angry demonstrators and 
the police offi  cers who were violently attacking them. When Barakeh rose to speak 
in the Knesset, cries of “Enemies! Enemies!” rang out from the gallery. David Rotem 
stood up, garbled a series of inaudible insults at Zoabi and continued shouting while 
Knesset guards led him limping out of the hall. Next, it was the turn of Rotem’s 
Yisrael Beiteinu comrade, Moshe Mutz Matalon, to heckle Zoabi. “Nice work,” he 
barked. “In one day you’ve managed to accomplish what the treacherous people 
around you have been trying to do for years. Unfortunately, the [commandos] acted 
with too much restraint. They left  only nine fl oating voters.”

Rivlin banged his gavel furiously and invoked his seniority over and over, attempt-
ing to silence the braying mob that was determined to silence Zoabi. “Gentlemen, 
please allow her to fi nish her words,” he appealed to the gallery. “Does your strength 
lie within what she might say? What do you care?” But Rivlin’s pleading was useless. 
In Israel, shouting down Arab lawmakers had become a form of electioneering. Each 
legislator, from the “centrist” Kadima to the far-right Yisrael Beiteinu, scored points 
with voters by hectoring Zoabi and her Arab colleagues. As one aft er another sprung 
up like kangaroos to confront her, they formed a competition for the most demean-
ing insult and extreme rhetoric. The prize was enhanced popularity with an Israeli 
mainstream overcome with anti-Arab eliminationism. 

Though Rivlin had promised Zoabi fi ve minutes to speak, he ordered her to leave 
the podium aft er only a minute and a half, a time period consumed almost entirely 
by heckling and interruptions. As she passed through the Knesset gallery, legislators 
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lunged at her again, one by one, shouting, “Where is your knife?” and calling her a 
“terrorist.” Finally, a female security guard lift ed Zoabi off  her feet and attempted 
to carry her out of the main hall. But when she reached the door, Zoabi broke free 
from the guard, stomped back into the hall, took a seat in her chair, and crossed her 
arms in a defi ant pose while the red-faced screamers surrounded her, their violent 
fury restrained only by a wall of security guards and a few of Zoabi’s colleagues 
from Balad. Many Israeli liberals were shocked by the spectacle, but the scenes were 
nothing new in Israel’s Knesset.
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By Right and Not Grace

During the early s, Israeli forces were engaged in a campaign of deportation 
sweeps in the Galilee, searching for “infi ltrators” who were in fact indigenous 
Palestinians driven from their homes in  and ’. When Arab legislators 

began to protest the sweeps, sometimes showing up during raids to block the path 
of military vehicles with their own bodies, Rehavam Amir, the Israeli governor of 
the Western Galilee, called for a “psychological war against the Arab public” to break 
their political will. Paranoia about Arab subversion peaked in October , when 
Israel joined an ill-fated plot with Britain and France to attack Egypt in a bid to retake 
control of the Suez Canal. (President Dwight Eisenhower, infuriated at the neoco-
lonial invasion, told Britain and France to withdraw—and the adventure collapsed.) 
Under the cover of war, Israeli military authorities initiated Operation Hafarferet, a 
top-secret blueprint for the expulsion of thousands of Palestinian citizens from the 
so-called Little Triangle, a concentration of Arab towns in the Galilee. During the 
initial stage of the abortive plan, a curfew was imposed in the area while many of the 
villagers were still working in their fi elds.

Unaware that they were violating any rules, the villagers of Kafr Kassem attempted 
to return home in the evening as they normally did. On the road leading toward their 
villages, they met Israeli armored vehicles and troops that immediately opened fi re 
at close range with automatic weapons, massacring  innocent people including 
over  children in the course of an hour. “I don’t want any sentimentality,” unit 
commander Yiska Shadmi had said when a commander asked what to do with the 
villagers. “Allah Yirhamu,” he added—Arabic for “may God have mercy on their 
souls.” Shadmi would be fi ned one piaster—the equivalent of a penny—for his role 
in the massacre. Despite his conviction for killing forty-three villagers in Kafr Kas-
sem in one hour, Lieutenant Gavriel Dahan was appointed “offi  cer responsible for 
Arab aff airs” in Ramle, a mixed city with a substantial Arab population. Other key 
participants were given plum appointments in the state bureaucracy, including at the 
top-secret nuclear reactor at Dimona.

In a stormy meeting with his cabinet, Ben Gurion said he wanted to hang the 
culpable offi  cers in Kafr Kassem’s town square. But instead of going to the public, 
the prime minister ordered a media blackout on the massacre, cordoning off  the 
village for several months to keep reporters away. News of the killings leaked out 
only because of Latif Dori, an Arabic-speaking Israeli journalist who reported for 
the offi  cial news outlet of Mapam, which was then in a coalition with Ben Gurion’s 
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Labor Party. Aft er sneaking into Kfar Kassem, Dori heard from villagers of the terror 
they endured and how they were convinced that the massacre was part of a wider 
campaign to drive them over the border to Jordan, which lay only ten kilometers 
from their village—a suspicion that was confi rmed only decades later. 

When Dori lobbied Knesset members from his party to lift  the curtain of silence, 
they rebuked him. He was forced to turn for help to Toufi q Toubi, the Knesset’s fi rst 
Arab representative and, like Hanin Zoabi, its most hated member. Dori also found 
support from Meir Vilner, the outspoken leader of the Israeli Communist party and 
survivor of the European genocide. “What we wanted to escape in Vilna [Lithuania] 
we found here [in Israel],” he said. “There, hatred was directed against Jews, here 
against Arabs.” Both Toubi and Vilner had issued lengthy Knesset speeches denounc-
ing the atrocities in Kafr Kassem, and each watched with frustration as their com-
ments were immediately stricken from the Knesset record. With Dori’s help, Toubi 
and Vilner managed to slip through a heavy police guard at a hospital in Petah Tik-
vah to interview wounded survivors. The two went next to Ben Gurion to demand 
he establish an independent investigative panel.

When Ben Gurion fi nally appeared before the Knesset to brief members on the 
massacre, he rejected the call for an investigation. The prime minister’s attitude 
infuriated Toubi, who accused the prime minister of whitewashing atrocities and 
allegedly shouted at him and his fellow Mapai members in the Knesset, “Murder-
ers!” Jewish Knesset members formed an angry mob and nearly set themselves on 
Toubi—just as they did with Zoabi—calling him a traitor and a Trojan horse for 
Arab nationalism. They were outraged that an Arab would have the chutzpah to 
criticize Jewish authorities, and especially the universally revered army. He should 
have been grateful to be allowed to participate in Israel’s magnifi cent democracy, 
they shouted at him. Ben Gurion, for his part, tried and failed to convince the Knes-
set to sanction Toubi for his outburst. “Is it possible that this, by a Knesset member 
who is nothing but an enemy of Israel and a traitor to the state as a member of the 
Communist faction, will be permitted and go unpunished?’ Ben Gurion boomed 
before the assembly. 

For several years, Toubi warned that Israeli society was approaching a political 
tipping point. “A fascist movement has emerged in Israel,” he declared. “We are wit-
nessing the growing fascistization of the right-wing.” While a crude populist element 
grew within Menachem Begin’s Herut Party, which would later morph into Likud, 
Toubi complained that “Every week Ben Gurion’s government opens a new page of 
racist provocation and national oppression.” Aft er his latest dust-up with the prime 
minister, who had made a point of refusing to meet with non-collaborationist Arab 
members of Knesset throughout his entire tenure as prime minister, Toubi braced 
himself for a possibly career-ending political backlash. 

Remarkably, one of Ben Gurion’s closest confi dants, Nathan Alterman, a writer 
known at the time as Israel’s national poet, stepped out of his customary role as a 
courtier to chastise the country’s leadership. Toubi served in the Knesset “by right 
and not by grace,” Alterman wrote. “His presence is legal and authorized; it is a basic 
freedom. . . . This is the essence of democracy. If it is not instinctively understood, 
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then we have no inkling of what it is about.” With Alterman’s backing, Toubi’s posi-
tion was secure in the young parliament, even if he remained an object of scorn and 
resentment by many of his colleagues.

In the days aft er the mob attack on Zoabi in the summer of , no Nathan 
Alterman emerged. Indeed, the incident in the Knesset was on the front page of every 
Israeli newspaper and broadcast at the top of the evening news, but with the excep-
tion of Amnon Levy, a columnist for the center-right Yedioth Ahronoth newspaper, 
almost no one with any standing expended a scintilla of energy in condemning it. 
Even Tzipi Livni, the opposition leader who once told of a personal feminist awaken-
ing in which she realized, “I’m part of a wider system, and that some of my struggles 
are because I’m a woman,” said nothing about the nearly all-male mob that bullied 
Zoabi, taunting her over her status as a single Arab woman. Meanwhile, the Knesset 
prepared a series of motions to strip Zoabi of her parliamentary privileges, paving 
a legal path for driving her and her party out of the political system altogether. As 
the Knesset deliberated Zoabi’s fate, David Sheen and I traveled to the development 
town of Askhelon to meet one of the many centrist lawmakers disgusted by the mob 
scene that had developed days before, a self-proclaimed feminist, confi dant of Livni, 
and friend of Zoabi’s who nonetheless had done nothing to counter her public abuse.

9781568586342-text.indd   1279781568586342-text.indd   127 8/3/13   11:49 PM8/3/13   11:49 PM





2 4

The Silence of the Lambs

Before the foundation of the State of Israel, the city of Ashkelon was a Palestin-
ian Arab enclave known as Majdal Asqalan. Though Israeli commander Yigal 
Allon ordered his forces to drive the town’s Arabs away, Majdal’s community 

of Palestinians managed to slip back in and gradually reconstituted. For two years, 
the Israeli government kept the indigenous residents—“infi ltrators,” they now called 
them—confi ned in a small ghetto surrounded by barbed wire, until Army Southern 
Commander Moshe Dayan, in , following consultation with the government’s 
“Committee for the Transferring of Arabs,” had his forces load the unwanted Pales-
tinians into trucks and dump them in the Gaza Strip, where they would be perma-
nently confi ned. 

Just prior to the expulsion, Naeim Giladi, a former member of the Iraqi Zionist 
underground who had immigrated to Israel, waited anxiously with other Iraqi Jews 
in a squalid transit camp administered by the Jewish Agency. “Be patient,” Giladi 
recalled a Jewish Agency director telling him. “Soon we shall expel the Arabs out 
of Majdal, and you will be able to have their homes.” The promise did not sit well 
with Giladi, who still identifi ed as an Arab and refused to internalize the prejudices 
of Israel’s Ashkenazi establishment. Soon aft erward, he and a few friends slipped 
through the barbed wire surrounding Majdal and met with its inhabitants, speaking 
to them in their native tongue. “Talking to them, we discovered that they were very 
peaceful people, very hospitably disposed toward us, and ready to behave as loyal 
citizens of the state that has just been founded,” Giladi recounted. “And it was those 
people they wanted to drive out to settle in their houses!” 

Today, Askhelon is a working-class development town populated by the off spring 
of the Arab Jews who once languished in transit camps. Their numbers were supple-
mented by thousands of Russian Jews who were brought to Israel aft er the collapse 
of the Soviet Union. The presence of Majdal’s Palestinians can be felt only through 
their absence and perhaps also by the occasional Grad rocket launched from the 
Gaza Strip into the city’s general vicinity. 

Sheen and I arrived in the city to meet with Marina Solodkin, a local resident 
serving her fi ft h term in the Knesset as the Kadima Party’s top Russian representative. 
A Muscovite who immigrated to Israel in  aft er years of Zionist underground 
activity in the Soviet Union, Solodkin emerged as a popular politician in Israel’s 
Russian sector and an accomplished Russian-language academic author. In the new 
Knesset, Solodkin had sought to establish herself by proposing a bill banning women 

9781568586342-text.indd   1289781568586342-text.indd   128 8/3/13   11:49 PM8/3/13   11:49 PM



 The Silence of the Lambs 

from wearing the niqab, or from otherwise covering their faces for religious reasons. 
Because only a tiny handful of Arab women inside Israel veiled their faces, the bill 
appeared to be another populist ploy to leverage anti-Arab resentment into political 
momentum.

Solodkin received us warmly when we entered her modest-sized condo, providing 
a spread of tea and cookies. She then introduced us to the collection of Crusader-era 
artifacts she had gathered from her yard and surrounding environs. She was a stout, 
cheerful fi ft y-eight-year-old woman who related to us like a Jewish mother, telling 
us fondly about her own children who were studying hard for their master’s degrees. 

When we fi nally reached the topic of her so-called burqa ban, Solodkin insisted 
she had proposed it in the spirit of liberalism—the same spirit that France embod-
ied in its own burqa ban and which the Soviets had brought to Afghanistan when 
they invaded and occupied the country. She read to us from an op-ed published in 
a Russian-language Israeli paper. The column praised her bill by recounting a scene 
from a Russian war fi lm depicting a Soviet commander “liberating” the women of 
Afghanistan by ordering them to “open your face.” “It is a blow to the freedom and 
respect of individuals to hide your face,” Solodkin told us. “That’s why for me it’s 
purely from liberal and equality reasons that I put this law forward.” 

The law ultimately failed to pass a fi rst reading, but only because it was seen as 
addressing a problem that did not exist. Jamal Zehalka, an Arab legislator who served 
alongside Hanin Zoabi in the Balad Party, said that Solodkin’s proposal revealed the 
arrogance of the recent immigrants who had arrived in Israel from Russia, thanks 
to the country’s Jews-only “Law of Return.” “There is a diff erence between laws like 
this in Europe, and here. In Europe, you are speaking about immigrants. I am against 
these laws there, as well!—but there you are speaking about immigrants. They came 
to France, they came to a secular state,” Zehalka remarked to Sheen and me. “But 
here, Mrs. Solodkin came to us. We were living here. We didn’t come to the State of 
Israel, the State of Israel came to us. So it’s going too far to make laws like this here.”

Despite having off ended Arab lawmakers with her proposal, Solodkin told us that 
she had forged a warm relationship with Zoabi and that she sometimes ate breakfast 
with her in hotels near the Knesset. The two had even discussed plans to cosponsor a 
bill providing special loans for female entrepreneurs. Following the mob scene in the 
Knesset, Solodkin conferred privately with Tzipi Livni, the chairperson of her party 
and one of her closest political confi dants. Both women were upset by the intimida-
tion and insults directed against Zoabi, even though they recoiled at her participa-
tion in the Free Gaza Flotilla. They were particularly displeased with the conduct of 
their party mate Yohanan Plesner, who had decided that her status as an unmarried 
thirty-eight-year-old woman was fair game. “It’s not Russian for one hundred to gang 
up on one,” Solodkin said. In her view, the appropriate response would have been to 
stage a mass walkout, just as many Jewish Israeli legislators did during the Second 
Intifada when members of Knesset Ahmad Tibi read out documentations of Israeli 
atrocities in the Occupied Territories. 

But now the question was how Livni should respond. In the end, the two women 
decided that condemning the treatment of Zoabi would be politically suicidal. 
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“Because my community [Russian Israelis] thinks it was horrible what Hanin did, I 
was not capable [of mustering a response] because I have to respect them,” Solodkin 
claimed. “I don’t want to get  letters and e-mails in big volume and the phones 
ringing.” Fearing a terrible backlash from her constituents, she advised Livni to act 
just as she did during the debates over various anti-democratic laws, from the Nakba 
Law to the Acceptance to Communities Bill: to keep silent and worry about the 
consequences later. 

Less than two weeks aft er Zoabi was shouted down, the Knesset House Commit-
tee voted to strip her of her parliamentary privileges. The vote was initiated through 
a measure submitted by Michael Ben-Ari, a former henchman of Meir Kahane. 
During the debate, which had the feeling of a Soviet kangaroo court, committee 
chairman Yariv Levin of the ruling Likud Party bandied around “evidence” of Zoabi’s 
treachery he had collected from the Balad Party’s website, including photos of an 
offi  cial visit she and other Arab members of Knesset had made to Libya. The only 
committee member who voted against the measure, Ilan Ghilon of Meretz—one of 
the few liberals in the room—made sure to qualify his opposition to the proceeding 
by fi rst suggesting his loyalty to the imperatives of the Jewish state, declaring, “I can’t 
stand MK Zoabi’s opinions on anything.” 

In a vote conducted by the full Knesset the next week, the assembly voted over-
whelmingly to punish Zoabi, even though she had broken no laws. She was summar-
ily stripped of her diplomatic passport and her right to be compensated for legal fees 
if taken to trial. Levin, who had presided over the earlier proceedings, denounced 
Zoabi in the most scathing language he could summon. “You have no place in the 
Israeli Knesset, you are unworthy of holding an Israeli ID, and you embarrass the 
citizens of Israel, the Knesset, the Arab population, and your family,” the Likud leg-
islator proclaimed. 

Finally, the Yisrael Beiteinu diva Anastasia Michaeli handed Zoabi a mock pass-
port from the Islamic Republic of Iran she had produced for the special purpose of 
her public humiliation. “Ms. Zoabi, I take your loyalty to Iran seriously and I suggest 
you contact [Iranian President Mahmoud] Ahmadinejad and ask him to give you an 
Iranian diplomatic passport that will assist you with all your diplomatic incitement 
tours, because your Israeli passport will be revoked this evening,” Michaeli exclaimed 
before being ushered out of the Knesset chamber by a team of guards. Michaeli was 
not punished for her histrionics. But a year later, the Knesset barred Zoabi from 
addressing the assembly or participating in committee votes for a full parliamentary 
season.

Behind the scenes, Zevulon Orlev, a religious nationalist politician known as the 
most prolifi c author of anti-Arab legislation in the Knesset, was preparing a new 
law targeting Zoabi and her Palestinian colleagues. Honored as the “champion of 
lawmakers” for his success in passing laws—twenty-one had been enacted during his 
tenure—Orlev topped the right-wing Institute for Zionist Strategies’ “Zionist Legis-
lation Scale.” He was the force behind the libel law that multiplied by a factor of six 
the fi ne journalists would have to pay the politicians wounded by their criticism. 
And his anti-boycott law threatened to punish those calling for economic sanctions 
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on Israeli companies operating in the occupied territories with unlimited lawsuits 
from Jewish settlers. 

But his most reactionary bill, which he proposed in part as a means of clamping 
down on Zoabi’s speech, was the Anti-Incitement act, which promised to criminal-
ize any peaceful act, even speech that suggested that Israel could not be “Jewish and 
democratic.” Seated behind his desk in his cluttered Knesset offi  ce, Orlev, a portly, 
clean-shaven settler with an eerie resemblance to Dick Cheney, fl ipped through a 
binder and told David Sheen and me that any Israeli who even convinced a fellow 
citizen to behave in a “disloyal” fashion would face a year-long prison term. He called 
speech like Zoabi’s “verbal terror.” But when we asked him what sort of speech con-
stituted “negating the Jewish character of the state,” he could not say, telling us that 
the issue would be decided later on in a Knesset committee.

Thus he suggested that the bill was just another means of turning up the heat 
on Palestinian legislators in the Knesset, intimidating them into silence. “If this bill 
passes,” Orlev told us, “I think Zoabi is going to have some big problems.” 

For several days aft er the fi asco in the Knesset, Zoabi did not appear in public 
without a security detail. An Israeli grocer off ered on Facebook free groceries for life 
to anyone who assassinated Zoabi, while a Facebook page spontaneously appeared 
entitled, “Execute Zoabi.” Featuring an image of Zoabi’s face behind sniper crosshairs, 
the site quickly garnered hundreds of enthusiastic Israeli supporters. Sami Shehadeh, 
the Balad activist who led Jaff a’s popular committee, made a frantic call to Jamal 
Zehalka, the most senior member of Balad, urging him to hire guards for himself. But 
Zehalka refused, casually dismissing the incitement as a fact of life in Israel. 

By the time I visited Zoabi at her offi  ce in Nazareth, her guards were gone. Unlike 
her antagonists, she showed little sign of fear. 
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2 5

Defensive Democracy

The city of Nazareth had survived as a center of Palestinian Christian cultural and 
political life, thanks in large part to a Canadian named Benjamin Dunkelman. A 
veteran of the D-Day landing at Normandy during World War Two, Dunkelman 

volunteered to assist the Israeli army during the fi ghting in , providing crucial 
assistance to its inexperienced offi  cer corps. In July , Dunkelman’s th Brigade 
easily captured Nazareth, whose local inhabitants put up only the lightest resistance. 
He quickly signed a pact with the city’s local leadership, who agreed to surrender 
and cooperate with the Jewish authorities on the condition that they would not be 
expelled. Soon aft erward, when Dunkelman received an order from the Israeli Gen-
eral Chaim Laskov to forcibly evacuate the city’s Arabs, he angrily refused, remarking 
that he was “shocked and horrifi ed” that he would be commanded to renege on the 
agreement he had just signed. 

Laskov went back to his superiors, demanding they override Dunkelman. David 
Ben Gurion, the prime minister and commander-in-chief of Israel’s armed forces, 
had just ordered the ethnic cleansing of Ramle and Lydda with the wave of his hand, 
thus avoiding leaving a written record of the high-level decision. When asked to 
provide a formally recorded order to evacuate Nazareth, Ben Gurion was forced to 
refuse. Thus the city’s population was saved from the terrible fate that more than 
seven hundred thousand other Palestinian Arabs suff ered. Aft er the war, Dunkel-
man promptly returned to his hometown of Toronto, where he spent the rest of his 
life.

During the s and ’s, Hanin Zoabi’s cousins, Abd-El-Aziz El-Zoubi, Sayf 
al-Din al-Zoubi, and Abd El-Rahman Zuabi were appointed by the Labor Zionist 
establishment to prominent roles in the political leadership in and around Nazareth. 
Prior to the foundation of Israel, Sayf al-Din had worked with the Jewish National 
Fund in arranging the sale of vast tracts of Arab land, receiving a sizable plot of cov-
eted land in return. In the years aft er, he was considered a key asset by the Shin Bet, 
which used him to neutralize “negative” infl uences like the communist Rakah Party. 
He soon became the state-supported mayor of Nazareth for more than a decade 
before being rewarded for his loyalty with appointment as deputy speaker of the 
Knesset. Aziz El-Zoubi became Israel’s fi rst Arab minister, appointed as the deputy 
health minister in Yitzhak Rabin’s fi rst government in . In , Abd El-Rahman 
Zuabi was the fi rst Arab to serve on Israel’s Supreme Court, though only for a tem-
porary term of nine months. 
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As the Jewish state’s so-called good Arabs, the Zoubi patriarchs helped inspire the 
Palestinian Israeli politician and author Emile Habibi’s classic book, The Secret Life of 
Saeed: The Pessoptimist, which told the tale of a hapless Arab collaborator who was 
repaid for his exaggerated displays of loyalty with harsh punishment and betrayal, 
and whose son turned toward violent resistance in the wake of the  war. In real 
life Israel, however, the true stories of collaborators were oft en more absurd than 
fi ction, and certainly as tragic. Abd al-Hamid, an Arab collaborator who worked for 
the Israeli army in  and was conscripted into an intelligence unit in the Gaza 
Strip at the end of the  Sinai Campaign (which culminated with the Israeli 
massacres in Rafah and Khan Younes), demanded medals for the valorous services 
he had performed for the Jewish state. Denied on the grounds that he was never offi  -
cially inducted into the army, the humiliated al-Hamid purchased a few army service 
pins in a Jerusalem shop with some loose change. Seen strutting around town with 
the surplus medals affi  xed to his jacket, Israeli police immediately arrested him for 
impersonating a soldier. 

During the early years of the state, those Arabs who attempted to agitate for 
equality outside the established Zionist political framework were marginalized and 
swift ly punished. The fate of a small Arab party called Al-Ard, or “The Land,” starkly 
illustrated the intolerance of the Israeli government. Founded in  by Palestinian 
intellectuals living inside Israel, Al-Ard advocated for the creation of a secular, dem-
ocratic state in which Jews and Arabs enjoyed equal rights and freedom of religion. 
It encouraged both Palestinian refugees and Arab citizens of Israel to agitate for their 
rights under international law, while calling for Israel to honor the refugees’ right of 
return and to follow the guidelines of the UN Resolution —the Partition Plan 
that it had violated—in order to establish a just solution to the confl ict. The party’s 
genesis signaled one of the fi rst cohesive surges of Palestinian political resistance 
inside Israel since .

Though the party’s program represented a direct and deliberate challenge to the 
exclusive nature of the Jewish state, its activities were entirely nonviolent, conducted 
in the open and in full keeping with Israeli laws. Israeli offi  cials nonetheless saw the 
tiny, fl edgling organization as a dangerous challenge to a status quo that confi ned 
Arab political activity to left -wing Zionist parties and the Arab-Jewish Communist 
Party. Israel’s adviser for Arab aff airs warned his superiors that Al-Ard could become 
“a natural home for most of the Arab citizens in the country” if it was not swift ly 
crushed. He called for an immediate government crackdown on its operations. In 
short order, the state banned Al-Ard’s newspaper, arrested its publishers, and put 
them all on trial. It was the fi rst time in Israeli history that anyone faced felony 
charges for the crime of publishing a newspaper.

Blocked from operating inside the “Jewish and democratic” state, Al-Ard sent a 
letter to the United Nations outlining in meticulous detail the repressive legal and 
political measures Israel imposed on its Arab minority. The authors appealed for UN 
protection against a state they saw as determined to sweep them and all Arab citizens 
of Israel away into refugee camps. Widely reported in Israeli media, the release of 
the document pushed tensions to a breaking point. Now convinced that Al-Ard was 
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possessed with a “poisonous nationalist character,” Israeli minister of defense Moshe 
Dayan banned the movement altogether. The outlawing of Al-Ard was validated by 
the Supreme Court, which justifi ed its ruling on the basis of “defensive democracy.” 
“I did what the people wanted,” boasted Justice Agranat, who delivered the major-
ity decision. As soon as Al-Ard was driven underground, its leaders were arrested, 
imprisoned, and released only aft er the imposition of severe restrictions on their 
freedom of movement.

By the s, in the shadow of the transformative trauma of the Land Day mas-
sacre, much of the Arab public inside Israel embarked on a process of Palestinianiza-
tion, replacing the Labor Party’s cast of collaborators with more assertive fi gures like 
Nazareth’s new mayor, Toufi q Zayyad, who were determined to act in concert with 
their brethren who lived under occupation and in refugee camps around the Arab 
world. Then, as the Oslo era dawned on Israeli in the mid-s, some Palestinians 
in Israel streamed back into the left -wing Zionist parties; a few Palestinian residents 
of Nazareth were seen hoisting the Israeli fl ag on “Independence Day,” a day that 
for most Palestinians symbolizes their dispossession. Creating a complaisant “Israeli 
Arab” community disconnected from Palestinians and the broader Arab world had 
always been a goal of the Zionist establishment. With the ratifi cation of the Oslo 
Accords, it suddenly seemed within reach.

One of the few prominent Palestinian Israeli fi gures to oppose Oslo and the atten-
dant Israelifi cation of the Arab sector was the founder of the Balad party, Azmi Bis-
hara. Bishara had organized Balad around the goal of transforming Israel into a “state 
of all its citizens” in which no group enjoyed privilege over any other on the basis 
of ethnic identity—a negation of Zionism’s exclusive essence. “I say that a nation 
should include all its citizens with all the national diff erences,” Bishara explained. 
“True, nations establish states, but aft er the state is established, a nation of citizens 
should arise, even if it’s made up of diff erent nationalities and religions. Ultimately, 
the element that will reinstate the concept of a nation, that will secularize it, won’t be 
a religious concept; it will be citizenship.”

Throughout Bishara’s adult life, he found himself at the center of the confl ict 
between Israel’s Palestinian minority, a group that he led, and the leadership of its 
Jewish majority, which loathed him and sought by any and all means to drive him 
into exile. A stout, eff usive philosopher-politician with a bushy moustache and a 
thick mane of jet black hair, Bishara peppered his speeches with elaborate musings 
rich with metaphors and references to fi gures ranging from Immanuel Kant to Mah-
moud Darwish to Ahad Ha’am, the father of “spiritual Zionism” who fi ercely opposed 
Herzl’s messianic ambitions. With his philosophy Ph.D. and fl uency in advanced 
political theory, Bishara projected his intellect defi antly against a state that insisted 
on viewing Palestinians as culturally retrograde—“hewers of wood and drawers of 
water” for the Chosen People, as former Labor Party operative Uri Lubrani said. 
Bishara’s ideas shook the foundations of Israel’s political and security establishment, 
which viewed them as a call for Israel’s destruction. 

Raised in Nazareth by a family from the Galilee town of Tarshisha, whose land 
was forcibly expropriated by the Jews-only Kibbutz Cabri, Bishara devoted himself 
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to academic pursuits at an early age. While in high school in , he was chosen for 
a Hebrew University camp for youth who excelled in math and science. It was there, 
on a bus trip to the West Bank, that he experienced Jewish Israeli racism for the fi rst 
time. “We went to Hebron,” he told the fi lmmaker and academic Ariella Azoulay, “and 
I saw how [the Jewish youth] perceived the Occupied Territories. And I heard their 
racist remarks about Arabs. I lasted through eight days of the three-week program 
and then told them, ‘I can’t take any more.’” A teacher scolded Bishara, accusing him 
of “isolating himself.” 

That day, Bishara retreated to East Jerusalem, strolling aimlessly down Sultan 
Suleiman Road, a long, bustling street lined with Arab vendors and restaurants. “I felt 
like myself fi nally,” he recalled. “I wanted to make amends with my surroundings. I 
was the only Arab boy among Jews from around the world getting the most intensive 
Zionist education possible when I was just becoming aware of my national identity.” 
Arabs attending Israeli high schools (especially the segregated schools in the “Arab 
sector”) shared Bishara’s sense of frustration. “The curriculum drove us crazy,” Bis-
hara recalled. “When they taught singular and plural, we had to say, ‘A Jewish teacher, 
Jewish teachers. An Arab shepherd, Arab shepherds.’ . . . The amount of Zionism we 
learned—we learned the history of this country with the most mainstream Zionist 
narrative. There was no mention of people existing here before ’. It was just too 
provocative, too alienating. Too much denial.”

In high school, Bishara organized Arab students against the curriculum, forming 
the fi rst nationwide Arab youth group in Israel’s history. When the Israeli army killed 
two female Arab high school students as they left  school for a demonstration—they 
were shot to death in their pin-striped uniforms—Bishara distributed their photos 
to Arab high schools around the country, galvanizing the activist spirit of his gen-
eration. A few years later, while at Hebrew University, he led protests aft er a group 
of Border Policemen stormed onto campus in search of Arabs to abuse, and wound 
up strapping an Arab student to the front of a jeep, then drove aft er his friend while 
he fl ed in terror. 

In , Bishara was elected to Knesset on the list of the party he founded, 
the National Democratic Assembly–Balad. As his prominence increased, so did the 
amount of incitement directed against him. In September , at the dawn of 
the Second Intifada, and on the eve of Yom Kippur, the holiest of Jewish holidays, a 
nationalistic delirium overtook many residents of Nazareth Illit, the Jewish develop-
ment town built above Nazareth to limit the city’s natural growth. Young men from 
the town descended on the Palestinian neighborhoods of Nazareth, waving Israeli 
fl ags while they assaulted Arab demonstrators and chanted, “Death to Arabs!” Amid 
the violence, a local radio host put out a call to torch Bishara’s home. While Bishara 
huddled inside with his pregnant wife, a mob vandalized the house’s exterior walls. 
“Imagine if Arabs had attacked the house of a Jewish member of parliament,” Bis-
hara said. “They would have shot them. At my house, the police were just trying to 
persuade the mob nicely to go home.”

The campaign against Balad intensifi ed during the next national elections in , 
when the Israeli Central Elections Committee deemed it a traitorous front group for 
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the enemies of the Jewish state. Through a Knesset vote, Balad and another Arab party, 
the United Arab List-Taal, were offi  cially banned. The Supreme Court overturned the 
decision, frustrating and angering the populists in the Knesset. Avigdor Lieberman, 
the leader of the far-right Yisrael Beiteinu Party, called for Bishara’s execution while 
demanding that Israel’s entire Arab minority “take [their] bundles and get lost.” 

To the delight of Lieberman and much of Israel’s political establishment, by April 
, Bishara had fl ed Israel for good. Following the humiliation of Israel’s defeat in 
the Second Lebanon war, the Shin Bet prepared charges against Bishara, accusing 
him of helping Hezbollah direct missile attacks against Israeli targets. “Hezbollah . . . 
has independently gathered more security information about Israel than any Arab 
Knesset member could possibly provide,” Bishara wrote in an editorial. “What’s more, 
unlike those in Israel’s parliament who have been involved in acts of violence, I 
have never used violence or participated in wars. My instruments of persuasion, in 
contrast, are simply words in books, articles, and speeches.” Rather than submitting 
himself to a highly politicized prosecution based on secret Shin Bet evidence, or 
standing trial in an Israeli courtroom where Arab citizens were convicted at a dra-
matically higher rate than Jews, Bishara went into exile, eventually becoming the 
general director of the Arab Center for Research and Policy Studies in Doha, where 
he was eventually credited with convincing the Qatari Emir to back the Syrian popu-
lar revolt against the regime of Bashar Al-Assad. He was stripped of his pension as a 
Knesset member. The state had ejected possibly the most forceful advocate of secular 
democracy ever to hold Israeli citizenship, but it was not done yet.

A month aft er vanquishing Bishara, the Shin Bet’s then-director Yuval Diskin sent 
a chilling letter to Adalah, a Palestinian Israeli legal rights group that had recently 
fi led a public complaint against the Shin Bet’s harassment of editors of the Balad Par-
ty’s journal. Diskin informed Adalah’s lawyers in no uncertain terms that his agency 
reserved the right to spy on anyone it deemed to be “conducting subversive activ-
ity against the Jewish identity of the state.” Diskin warned that the Shin Bet would 
not hesitate to crack down on groups like Balad that conducted activities within a 
legal, democratic framework, adding, “the [Shin Bet] believes that subversion may 
also include working toward changing the basic values of the state by obviating its 
democratic or Jewish character, as a form of subversion against the processes of the 
democratic regime and its institutions.” 

The Israeli Declaration of Independence had defi ned Israel as a Jewish and dem-
ocratic state. But according to Diskin, the state was “Jewish or democratic.” In such a 
system, his intelligence service was the last line of defense against democratic chal-
lenges to Jewish political and legal dominance. Israel’s then–attorney general Yehuda 
Weinstein attached his endorsement to Diskin’s letter, expressing the consensus opin-
ion of the elected government of Israel. Meanwhile, Diskin fretted about Balad in a 
private meeting with then-ambassador to Israel Richard Jones, complaining that the 
Palestinians inside Israel “take their rights too far.”

During the fateful  national elections, when the Israeli right consolidated its 
total dominance over the political fi eld, the Knesset voted to ban Balad and United 
Arab List-Taal for the second time. And this time, the Labor Party endorsed the 

9781568586342-text.indd   1369781568586342-text.indd   136 8/3/13   11:49 PM8/3/13   11:49 PM



 Defensive Democracy 

decision. “Balad just went a bit too far in its positions against Israel,” a Labor spokes-
man explained. Tzipi Livni’s Kadima also supported the vote. Though the Supreme 
Court overturned the decision, the calls for permanently ousting Arab parties were 
gaining momentum and support from inside the Israeli mainstream. Already, the 
state was preparing its case. “The Shabak [Shin Bet] has opened fi les on every one of 
Balad’s top fi gures,” Sami Shehadeh, Balad’s leading representative in Jaff a, told me. 
“Our entire leadership is under investigation. But we don’t tell our members because 
we don’t want to frighten them.”

Hanin Zoabi was among the Balad leaders who were certain they were being 
monitored, though she did not seem frightened. While she prepared instant coff ee 
and a spread of biscuits for me at her neatly appointed offi  ce in downtown Nazareth, 
Zoabi told me how a Palestinian journalist who had interviewed her hours before 
had just called to inform her laptop was seized during her detention at an Israeli 
checkpoint near the West Bank city of Nablus. 

I asked Zoabi if she ever feared for her personal safety. “This is a dangerous time, 
and it is dangerous for Jamal [Zehalka] and others in Balad,” she said. “I’m worried, 
but what worries me more is not the personal threats but the long-term political 
eff ect of this campaign because it represents a delegitimization of our party and our 
political platform.” The day when authentic representatives of Israel’s Palestinian 
community would be barred once and for all from the Knesset seemed to be rapidly 
approaching.

Zoabi grew active in Balad during the late s aft er becoming captivated by Bis-
hara’s stem-winding lectures about the crisis of citizenship in Israel. At the time, 
she was a Hebrew University media studies PhD who advanced a radical feminist 
critique of Jewish-Arab relations inside Israel-Palestine. Zoabi told me her interest 
in feminism preceded her advocacy for Palestinian rights, partly in reaction against 
a domineering father whose accomplishments as a lawyer and translator always 
seemed to overshadow those of her mother, a local high school teacher. In , 
Zoabi was elected to the Knesset on the party’s parliamentary list, which mandated 
at least one woman for every three members who received seats (Balad is the only 
party in Israel with a female quota). For more than a year, she remained virtually 
unknown to the Israeli public. All that changed with her post-fl otilla appearance in 
the Knesset.

“I was not so surprised,” Zoabi told me of the vitriolic reception from her col-
leagues. “I expected to be called traitor, to be asked, ‘Where are your knives?’ Or to be 
told, ‘You are the one who killed them!’ But they shouted at me without any political 
argument and such shallowness. I thought, this couldn’t be a parliament, these are 
just gangsters. If I gave them guns, they would shoot me. I said the soldiers on the 
fl otilla treated me more respectfully than them. At least aft er the soldiers killed nine 
people they tried to ask me for help.”

What shocked Zoabi the most was the muted reaction to her treatment by the 
Jewish Israeli public, and especially from its traditionally liberal elements. “Hardly 
anyone spoke up for me. Jamal [Zehalka, the veteran Balad legislator] said the 
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Knesset is the worst we’ve ever had,” she remarked. “The guards and the workers 
who’ve been around the Knesset for thirty years told me it’s never been this racist 
before. I think when you have a government led by the likes of Avigdor Lieberman 
it means that the extremists are not the margins of the Knesset; they are the main-
stream. Those who shouted at me were from Kadima, not from the extreme right. 
Even Meretz is becoming very center. And because of this it has lost power.”

She continued, “[Knesset Speaker] Rivlin was more afraid of hurting the image 
of the Knesset than of my rights being violated. There are no limits anymore and the 
famous slogan of Lieberman is now the slogan of everyone: ‘Citizenship depends on 
loyalty.’ He of course means loyalty in a fascist sense. Even when [Interior Minister] 
Eli Yishai asked to revoke my citizenship, there was only one article in the Israeli 
media saying that this was crazy. What kind of state is this? I read just one article 
about this!”

Zoabi explained that while Israel’s reaction to the Gaza Freedom Flotilla might 
have been the “beginning of a new historical moment” that spotlighted the state’s 
treatment of its Palestinian citizens for the fi rst time before a global audience, the 
clash between Israel’s Palestinian political leadership and its Jewish majority had 
begun years ago during the Second Intifada. “This [Intifada] was a clear message 
for Israelis that the state had failed to create the model of the new ‘Israeli Arab.’ This 
is what the state was trying to do, trying to create an Israeli Arab, someone who 
was not  percent Israeli because we were not Jews but of course not  percent 
Arab, either,” she commented. “We were told we could preserve our language and 
our culture but not our historical memory, our culture, or our identity except on an 
emotional, romantic level. Essentially we couldn’t be Palestinian. The Second Inti-
fada told Israel that it might control the schools, our history, and the media, but they 
couldn’t stop us from asserting our identity.” 

By the time I visited Zoabi, her cousin, the former Israeli Supreme Court judge 
El-Rahman Zuabi, had lost his patience. He would no longer allow his name to 
be used to promote the illusion of Israeli democracy, especially aft er Netanyahu’s 
approval of a new law requiring non-Jews to swear loyalty to the “Jewish and dem-
ocratic” state as a condition of obtaining citizenship. El-Rahman told Israel Radio, 
“There will be two countries in the world that in my opinion are racist: Iran, which 
is an Islamic state, and Israel, which is the Jewish state.” 

Two years aft er I met Zoabi, the campaign to expel her from public life contin-
ued without interruption. In , the Israeli police authorized a permit to extreme 
right-wing legislator Michael Ben-Ari for a march through the middle of the Naz-
areth. According to Ben-Ari, the theme of the march was, “Expel Zoabi from the 
Knesset.”

The same year, Alex Gedalkin, a local Nazareth Illit offi  cial from Yisrael Beiteinu, 
announced a private initiative to pay , to every local Arab family that would 
agree to sell its home “and leave town forever.” Gedalkin explained that his intention 
was to “maintain the Jewish character of Nazareth Illit.” Shimon Gaspo, the mayor 
of the mostly Jewish mitzpe town located just north of Nazareth proper, praised the 
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initiative, explaining that he was “all for a democratic Upper Nazareth, but fi rst of 
all a Jewish one.” 

Gaspo claimed his inspiration derived from the State of Israel’s founding fathers. 
“Just as [David] Ben-Gurion and [Shimon] Peres said in the s that the Galilee 
must be Jewish, we say the same about Nazareth Illit [Upper Nazereth],” he wrote in 
a message posted on the city’s offi  cial website. “The primary goal is to put the brakes 
on the demographic deterioration.”

For her part, Zoabi saw the confl ict inside Israel approaching a fi nal breaking 
point. “The state is pushing to a crisis,” she said. “If they disqualify Balad then no 
Arab party would enter the Knesset, and this would provoke a huge crisis. Arabs 
without a parliamentary role would result in a diff erent kind of relationship between 
us and the state. This would be the end of democracy. But we know this is what a 
Jewish state will lead to—the end of democracy is an inevitable outcome.”
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Caliber 3: “The Values of Zionism”

When I left  Zoabi’s offi  ce and tried to fi nd a minibus out of town, it was already 
dusk. And it was Shabbat, the Jewish weekly day of rest that turned vast sec-
tions of Israel into virtual ghost towns. Even in this mostly Arab city, there 

was virtually no public transportation that would take me back to my next desti-
nation, the coastal city of Haifa. My only option was to take a taxi to the town of 
Hadera, a minibus to Tel Aviv, and another one back up the coast to Haifa. It would 
be a tortuous journey, but I had interviews in Haifa I could not miss. 

As soon as I boarded the bus from Hadera to Tel Aviv, a frumpy, middle-aged 
American man with thinning hair and sweat-stained, white-collared shirt stumbled 
in, bumping his head on the roof as he looked for a seat. “Is this going to Tel Aviv?” 
he shouted as he slumped into the chair directly beside me. “Tel Aviv? Tel Aviv?” he 
said in a tinny voice, craning his head around for a response. I did not want to get 
into a conversation with him, but I needed to put a halt to his incessant questions, 
so I told him yes. “You’re from the US?” he immediately asked me. I tried to hide my 
grimace. I was exhausted and wanted to take a nap, but without any prompting, the 
man started into his story. He was a doctor from Long Island, New York, who had 
been working with a team of heart surgeons at a hospital in Jerusalem. With a few 
days off  from his assignment, he decided to see some of the Holy Land. 

As our minibus blasted down Israel’s central coast toward Tel Aviv, we passed Jew-
ish mitzpim built high on the hills to our left , and the remains of “abandoned” Arab 
homes on the coastal dunes to our right. The doctor peered out the window and 
nudged me with his elbow. “It’s amazing what they’ve built, isn’t it?” I was tempted 
to reply that it was almost as remarkable as what they had destroyed, but I had no 
appetite for antagonizing such a seemingly well-meaning, bumbling character. He 
was just another American Jew on the trip of his life to Eretz Israel, seeing what he 
wanted and projecting his dreams onto everything else. 

Out of the blue, a skinny Russian teenager with wraparound shades and a gelled 
up fauxhawk demanded my attention from a few seats away. “Hey! Israel good?” he 
said, fl ashing a thumbs-up sign at me. “Israel good, yeah?” I pretended I couldn’t 
hear him.

Aft er a few minutes of conversation with the doctor, it became clear he had no 
idea where he was. He told me he had just visited a kibbutz in Gush Etzion, but it 
was no kibbutz—it was an illegal settlement in the West Bank. He extracted a T-shirt 
from his duff el bag and presented it to me with pride. It was emblazoned with a logo 
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of a giant bullet inscribed with the name “Caliber .” “On the kibbutz I went to a 
shooting range and did an antiterror training session with some special forces guys,” 
the doctor told me. “These guys were elite soldiers, you know, they had been on mis-
sions in Lebanon, Gaza, everywhere. They did a drill for us and wow, you should have 
seen them knock down the targets, one terrorist aft er one another.”

“Israel is good? Number one!” the Russian guy with the wraparounds muttered 
at me again.

I decided that if I answered in the affi  rmative, he might shut up. “Yeah Israel is 
good. Real good,” I said in a fl at tone. “It’s the best country in the world. It made the 
desert bloom and invented the cherry tomato and the disk-on-key and nuclear ambi-
guity. You happy?” I fl ashed him a big, all-American thumbs up sign. 

“Yaaaaa!” the Russian kid exclaimed, pumping his fi st. He did not understand a 
word I was saying, but he seemed satisfi ed.

The doctor, for his part, had continued talking as though nothing had happened: 
“When we were on the shooting range, a few of the special forces guys told me the 
Hezbollah fi ghters, you know, the terrorists, are so wacked out on cocaine and PCP 
that they have to shoot them, like, forty times before they go down.”

The scene he had conjured of pious Shia Muslims crowded around a glass table in 
the Dahiya District blowing rails of dusty roads before rushing headlong into a hail 
of machine-gun fi re by a squad of Jewish Rambos was so absurd it could only have 
been lift ed from the outtakes of an Orientalist exploitation fi lm like Delta Force. But 
I did not dare ruin the doctor’s action-revenge fantasy by making light of his expe-
rience. He reminded me of one of my distant relatives from the American Midwest, 
and I felt a faint sense of pity for him. And besides, the thrill of shooting swarthy 
“terrorists” with burly Israel commandos lurking over their shoulder is what droves 
of Jewish-American tourists fl ocked to the Caliber  for. The more tall antiterror 
tales they heard, the more their lurid fantasies were satiated. According to Caliber 
’s promotional website, “At our program we combine together the values of Zion-
ism with the excitement and enjoyment of shooting, which makes the activity more 
meaningful.”

As soon as the tourists arrive at the Caliber  range, they are treated to a 
fi ft een-minute “antiterror” demonstration that features a small team of crack sol-
diers rushing through a gauntlet of targets, knocking down one aft er another in 
a lightning-quick hail of bullets. Each target depicts a diff erent Arab, though not 
necessarily the kind clad in a baklava that totes an AK- or bears any other iden-
tifi able “terrorist” trappings. Some look like average s-era Palestinian men, 
with bushy moustaches, sideburns, dark sunglasses, and tight button-down shirts. 
A few are smiling. This might seem dangerously irresponsible to outsiders, but in 
fact, it refl ects the genuine culture of an army that has seldom regarded distinctions 
between combatants and civilians as a top priority. “Twelve [years old] and up, you 
are allowed to shoot. That’s what they tell us,” an Israeli sniper told Ha’aretz corre-
spondent Amira Hass in , during the height of the Second Intifada. “This is 
according to what the IDF says to its soldiers. I do not know if this is what the IDF 
says to the media.”
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Aft er observing the drill, tourists turn from spectators to participants, fi ring 
on Arab targets with the guidance of their commando instructors. “Your mommy 
won’t be here to protect you, so stand up like a man,” an instructor shouted at a 
fourteen-year-old American teen aft er handing him an automatic rifl e. “Are you 
ready to take out a terrorist?” 

“Yes I am,” the boy proclaimed. 
According to a profi le of Caliber  published in Yedioth Ahronoth, a forty-year-old 

Miami banker named Michael Brown brought his entire family to the shooting range 
to “teach them values.” Yedioth reported: 

Upon entering the range, his fi ve-year-old daughter, Tamara, bursts into tears. 
A half hour later, she is holding a gun and shooting clay bullets like a pro.

“This is part of their education,” Michael says as he proudly watches his 
daughter. “They should know where they come from and also feel some 
action.”

Halfway through the minibus ride down the coast, the doctor from Long Island 
trailed off , allowing me to sink into a deep slumber. I awoke with the side of my face 
pasted to the grease-stained window of the sherut. We were parked at the base of Tel 
Aviv’s noisy central bus station, and the van was empty except for me. I stumbled 
toward the bus station entrance, opening my bag for the mandatory, slipshod search 
by a disheveled-looking private security guard posted at the gate. Then I headed into 
the bustling, soot-caked terminal, up the concrete reinforced staircase leading to the 
nuclear fallout shelter, to get a “toast” at one of the food kiosks on the sixth fl oor. The 
toasted cardboard-like sandwiches, fi lled with varieties of canned meat, salad vege-
tables, and processed cheese had become the staple of my diet inside Israel, where I 
rarely had time to sit down for a proper meal. 

My next stop was Haifa, a picturesque city on Israel’s northern coast that was 
home to about , Jews and , Palestinian Israelis. It was a “mixed” city 
known as a redoubt from the enforced cultural homogeneity that presided over 
much of the country. With its long history of socialist labor organizing and laid back, 
beachfront atmosphere, Haifa felt a bit freer than the demographically homogenous 
Tel Aviv. However, the deeper I explored Haifa’s Arab community, the more I was 
forced to conclude that there was no sanctuary.
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2 7

A Lesson in Israeli Democracy

Just a short walk away from Haifa’s Hof HaKarmel train terminal stands a warren 
of crumbling stone homes with windows fi lled with cement. They are “absen-
tee properties,” the once grand houses of upper-middle class Palestinians driven 

from the city by Zionist militias during  and ’, now left  empty by the state, 
which holds them in perpetuity for refugees whose return it will never allow, and 
which has placed some on the real estate market in violation of international law. 
The abandoned homes can be found all over Haifa—along the beach and on the 
hills overlooking the city’s municipal courthouse, itself constructed on confi scated 
Palestinian land. And only those who managed to maintain total ignorance to Haifa’s 
past and present could avoid seeing the remnants of the Nakba that fester like open 
sores on the city’s scenic landscape.

When Zionist militias descended on Haifa in early , the traditional coexis-
tence between Jews and Arabs still presided. But Mordechai Maklef, the commander 
of the Carmeli Brigade charged with ethnically cleansing the city, was determined 
to change all that. His soldiers blared orders through loud speakers for the Arab 
population to evacuate, then he instructed them, “Kill any Arab you encounter, torch 
all infl ammable objects, and force doors open with explosives.” The orders came to 
fruition in February  (months before Israel declared its “independence”), when 
Zionist militias rolled barrels of explosives from Haifa’s Jewish neighborhood down 
on the city’s Al ‘Abasyah Arab neighborhood, forcing its residents to fl ee in terror. 

Two months later, the Carmeli Brigade shelled Haifa’s central marketplace, send-
ing the rest of the Palestinian population rushing toward the shore. There, as they 
frantically boarded boats to Lebanon, Gaza, and Acre—now an Israeli city renamed 
“Akko” where many would be expelled again just weeks later—they were literally 
thrown into the sea. According to an eyewitness chronicle of the scene, “Men stepped 
on their friends, and women on their own children. The boats in the port were soon 
fi lled with living cargo. The overcrowding in them was horrible. Many turned over 
and sank with all their passengers.” 

When I fi rst arrived in Haifa in June , the port hosted a ship that served as 
a powerful reminder that the Nakba was an ongoing process—that the past was not 
even past, as William Faulkner had said of the American South. It was the rickety 
Turkish cruise liner raided by Israeli naval commandos and towed back to Haifa—
the Mavi Marmara—where the blood of its dead and wounded passengers was 
promptly hosed off  of the top deck. While the Israeli government turned a deaf ear 
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to Turkey’s requests to return the ship, Haifa mayor Yonah Yahav introduced a novel, 
if not remarkably macabre, idea: “If Israel decides to confi scate the Turkish ship, I 
ask for it to be given to the city of Haifa to turn it into a fl oating hotel opposite the 
city’s shore,” Yahav wrote in a letter to Defense Minister Ehud Barak. Without any 
apparent sense of irony, the mayor added, “I feel that Haifa, a symbol of coexistence 
and cooperation between all religions, would be the appropriate home for this ship, 
which will turn into an international symbol of reconciliation and hope.” 

While the Israeli government struggled to clean up the mess it made on the 
Mavi Marmara, Haifa’s Arab community reeled from the disappearance of one of 
its most forceful political leaders: Ameer Makhoul, a human rights activist who had 
emerged as one of the eff ective operators in Palestinian-Israeli civil society. Early 
in the morning on May , Makhoul’s wife, Janan Abdu, heard a hard knock at the 
door. Fift een men and one woman stood in the shadows demanding entry. Most 
were masked members of the Yassam—heavily armed Israeli riot police—while the 
rest were grim-looking Shin Bet agents. As soon as Abdu opened the door, the cops 
rushed inside, opening drawers and cabinets, tossed belongings on the fl oor, and 
rushed out with the laptops and cellphones, including those belonging to Makhoul’s 
two adolescent daughters. 

Still clothed in her pajamas, Abdu confronted a Shin Bet agent, demanding to see 
a court order giving them permission for such an invasive search. “Who is the man 
of the house? Where is your husband?” he bellowed.

Makhoul stepped forward and clasped onto Abdu’s hand. “We both are,” he 
answered. “This is our house.”

“Sit down,” the agent commanded Abdu, pointing to the family’s couch. “We are 
arresting your husband.”

As the police led Makhoul away in handcuff s, Abdu admonished the Shin Bet 
agent, “This is a great lesson for my daughters in their citizenship. What my daugh-
ters see of your hatred toward us, I will never be able to erase. This is a great lesson 
in racism and unfairness. And you will never be able to bullshit them later when you 
try to teach them about citizenship and Israeli democracy.”

Abdu welcomed me into the salon of her modest apartment in Haifa’s Wadi Nisnas 
neighborhood in late June , just weeks aft er the traumatic incident. She was slen-
der and strikingly pretty, with high, angular cheekbones and straight, naturally light 
brown hair. While we sat in her living room and talked, her daughters, both adoles-
cents who shared her sandy brown hair and her husband’s greenish eyes, scampered 
in and out of the house, seemingly impervious to the presence of yet another jour-
nalist. Abdu was still shaken by the Shin Bet’s invasion of her home. She trembled 
with anger when she recounted the nightmarish incident that seemed at the center 
of her thoughts, as though she relived it several times a day.

Abdu had recently learned that Makhoul’s arrest warrant was issued on April  
while he was attempting to help a group of Bedouins fi ght Israel’s plan to destroy 
their village in the southern Negev Desert. “They had two weeks to come to his offi  ce 
or to get him at home at a normal hour if they wanted,” she told me. “So it wasn’t by 
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accident that they chose to come at  a.m.—it was to terrify us and to take him away 
while he’s worried about his family and what’s going on. They used his concern about 
his family when they interrogated him. It was all about humiliation.” 

Only a week before I met Abdu, both her parents died—her father from cancer 
and her mother from an asthma attack compounded by grief. At almost the same 
time, she had to attend her oldest daughter’s high school graduation ceremony with-
out her husband. It was an emotionally wrenching time. “My daughters are fi lled 
with anger now,” Abdu confi ded. “When we wait at Gilboa prison, which is an hour 
away, for two hours in the hot sun and a bad situation, they stare at the jailers sitting 
inside with air-conditioning and burn with anger. Sometimes it’s so humiliating it 
becomes too much.”

Abdu said since her husband’s case made national news, she received an out-
pouring of support from people across the country who considered the arrest a 
grave escalation of the state’s authoritarian measures. She had also received a pile 
of hate mail, including several letters marked with swastikas. The case had begun to 
complicate her part-time job at a shelter for battered women and sexually abused 
children. “Now part of the trauma that aff ected me because of my husband makes it 
impossible for me to deal with others going through trauma,” Abdu told me. “I can’t 
bear the emotional eff ort anymore. We serve a mixed group of Arabs and Jews, and 
I’m not able to be in a place anymore where some of the women I work with can 
threaten me in a racist way for refusing to be her therapist. I just can’t take it.” 

Like many of the more assertive Palestinian political activists inside Israel, Mak-
houl and Abdu knew they were being watched, but didn’t know to what degree. 
Makhoul’s arrest exposed the state’s spying as an aggressive, hell-bent operation that 
had recorded thousands of his phone calls—as many as thirteen thousand—over 
the last decade. Once he was jailed, he had to endure what was perhaps the cruelest 
violation of privacy: all communications with his wife, from letters to phone calls 
to the “non-contact” visits he was limited to, would be monitored and recorded by 
the Shin Bet. 

The state had hounded Makhoul since at least , when he served as president 
of the Arab delegation at the United Nations Durban Conference Against Racism. It 
was there that he initiated the campaign to indict the State of Israel for the crime of 
apartheid, an eff ort that has since emerged as a central plank in the growing interna-
tional movement to boycott, sanction, and divest from Israel, known as BDS. As the 
years went on, Makhoul amplifi ed his calls for a single democratic state between the 
river and the sea in which all enjoyed equal rights and representations. He did so not 
as the chairman of any political party, but as the leader of Itijah, the most prominent 
civil society umbrella group campaigning for Palestinian rights inside Israel. At the 
grassroots level, he was arguably more infl uential than any Arab member of Knesset. 

In , Makhoul’s brother Issam, then a member of Knesset, went public with 
Israel’s worst-kept secret: its nuclear weapons program. In a Knesset debate in , 
Issam Makhoul warned that the production of nuclear warheads had turned the 
country into “a poisonous nuclear waste bin” that threatened the lives of all its res-
idents. With most right-wing legislators absent, the accusation of treason fell to 
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leaders of the Zionist left  like the Labor Party’s Ophir Pines-Paz, who denounced 
him for “committing a crime against Israeli Arabs today.” Three years later, Issam 
Makhoul narrowly survived an assassination attempt when a small, sophisticated 
bomb exploded beneath his car as he pulled out of his driveway. “I know your game. 
You eat Jews. People like you shouldn’t stay in this country!” a rightist former Knes-
set member barked at him during a debate on a popular radio talk show two weeks 
aft er the bombing. The Jewish terrorist who was later convicted of attempting to 
assasinate Issam Makhoul, Alexander Rabinovitch, received a prison term of just 
four years.

Ameer Makhoul’s prosecution marked the latest phase in the state’s campaign 
against the Palestinian-Israeli political leadership, which had already claimed the 
career of Azmi Bishara. Like Bishara, Makhoul was accused of spying for Hez-
bollah—“assisting an enemy in war”—a crime that carried a penalty of lifetime 
imprisonment. Just weeks before Makhoul’s arrest, Omar Said, a leading Balad Party 
activist, was arrested at the Jordanian border and eventually charged with meet-
ing the same Hezbollah offi  cial. According to the Shin Bet’s indictment, which was 
revealed despite a media gag order, Said met the offi  cial at a conference he attended 
in Egypt and rejected his request to spy for Hezbollah. 

As details of the case seeped out, the Shin Bet’s “evidence” appeared increasingly 
absurd. The alleged Hezbollah offi  cial who was said to have attempted to hire Said 
and Makhoul turned out to be Hassan Jaja, a landscape contractor from Jordan who 
operated an NGO in Lebanon dedicated to repairing the environmental damage 
caused by Israeli airstrikes during its  bombing campaign. Makhoul, a commit-
ted environmentalist, was said to have met Jaja, possibly to discuss his rebuilding 
projects. Unfortunately for Makhoul, Jaja had become the Shin Bet’s all-purpose 
“Hezbollah agent” whose name could be used to implicate virtually any Palestinian 
activist they deemed a threat to state security. 

Jamal Juma, a leading Palestinian activist known for his coordination of nonvi-
olent protests in the West Bank against the Israeli separation wall, was arrested and 
held incommunicado for weeks in an Israeli military prison, aft er being accused of 
meeting with Jaja. Curiously, Juma was released without being charged. For Mak-
houl’s part, he was accused of a grave breach of national security for his alleged 
coff ee date with Jaja, who happened to be an avid grower of herbs and a practitioner 
of traditional Arabic medicine with no known record of Hezbollah involvement. 

In Abdu’s view, her husband’s prosecution was a ploy to discourage Palestinian 
citizens of Israel from forging bonds of solidarity with the wider Arab world. “Ameer 
always said the Arab world is not our enemy—it’s our natural community,” Abdu 
remarked. “Now, if I meet someone abroad I’m supposed to be afraid that he’s an 
Arab and ask him if he’s from Hezbollah. It’s ironic that if I meet a French or Italian 
person at a conference, I don’t have to ask him if he’s from an illegal group, but if I 
meet an Arab, I am not only supposed to ask him, I’m supposed to tell the Shin Bet 
I met him as soon as I come back to Israel.” 

Orna Kohn, a Jewish Israeli member of Makhoul’s defense team who worked 
on the staff  at the Palestinian-Israeli legal rights group Adalah, told me Makhoul’s 
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indictment was simply part of an ongoing campaign to crush the new generation of 
Arab political leadership inside Israel. “The arrests are all related to the fear of these 
fi gures refusing to accept the Jewishness of the State of Israel. Once accepting Israel 
as a ‘Jewish state’ became the central demand of negotiations under [former prime 
minister] Ehud Olmert, it put intense pressure on the Palestinians living inside Israel. 
Forcing the Palestinians to accept the Jewishness of the state, which is like giving 
blacks the right to vote in South Africa only on the condition that they accept apart-
heid—that is the key issue now. Because of their refusal to give up their identity, the 
Palestinian citizens of Israel have become the biggest obstacle to the Zionist dream.”

In days aft er Makhoul’s arrest, while Abdu and her allies sought for his where-
abouts, the Shin Bet held him incommunicado, apparently torturing him during 
long interrogations designed to coerce him into confessing his “crime.” Finally, 
aft er twelve days, an Israeli judge allowed Makhoul to meet for ten minutes with 
Abdu and a team of lawyers who had assembled to defend him. “Ameer was not 
able to make eye contact with us,” Abdu recalled. “The lawyers were shocked—he 
was exhausted, with bruises all over his arms, between his fi ngers, and with yellow 
welts across his face.” 

Makhoul described to them the torture he had just endured, telling the lawyers 
how Shin Bet agents tied him in a low chair bolted to the ground, binding his arms 
and legs so each time he moved, it intensifi ed the amount of strain on his joints. He 
was not allowed to sleep for a full day and denied the chance to bathe. Then he was 
left  for almost two weeks in a tiny cell only two meters wide without a mattress or 
blankets. According to Abdu, the Shin Bet manipulated the temperature in the room 
in order to keep him in a constant state of discomfort, but without allowing him to 
develop hypothermia.

In a country that had not lift ed its state of emergency since its foundation, and 
which instead extended the emergency regulations to allow the state unfettered con-
trol over everything from land seizures to ice cream production, just about anything 
could be justifi ed on the grounds of national security. As Supreme Court Justice 
Elyakim Rubinstein attempted to explain in a decision affi  rming the continuation of 
emergency law, “Israel is a normal country that is not normal.” 

By cultivating an atmosphere of perpetual siege, the state was able to classify 
citizen activists like Makhoul as “security prisoners,” depriving them of basic civil 
rights protections, including the right to attorney-client privilege, without risking a 
substantial public outcry. “We can’t talk to Ameer without the phone taping system 
and a glass wall,” Kohn told me at the time. “We are not even allowed to talk through 
the glass without a phone. So we can’t discuss our defense. How do you prepare a 
defense when you can’t talk to your client about the most important factors without 
the Shabak [Shin Bet] recording everything for the prosecution?”

Aft er arresting Makhoul, the Shin Bet imposed a blanket gag order on the Israeli 
media, threatening to strip any Israeli news outlet of its press license for revealing 
details of the arrest. The clampdown on press freedom might have enraged members 
of the Israeli media, but none dared to risk the wrath of the dreaded Shin Bet. And 
so, for several days, the Israeli print and broadcast media faithfully observed the gag 
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order. On May , when tens of thousands of Palestinian Israelis gathered for a spon-
taneous rally to protest Makhoul’s arrest—“steps reminiscent of dark dictatorships,” 
according to the emergency announcement—Ha’aretz reported the massive protest 
in a small item on page ten, next to the obituary section, without specifying why the 
demonstrators had mobilized. Until the following day, when the gag order was lift ed, 
no Israeli news outlet even dared allude to Makhoul’s detention.

The role of publicizing Makhoul’s arrest fell to a small, defi ant band of left -wing 
Israeli bloggers. Besides Rechavia Berman and Yossi Gurvitz, the online writers 
included Idan Landau, a Ben Gurion University linguistics professor and protégé 
of Noam Chomsky who was denied part of his university salary and sentenced to 
prison for refusing to perform mandatory army reserve duty. And Richard Silver-
stein, a Seattle-based Jewish-American blogger who oft en broke Israeli gag orders 
on security-related stories, brought the disappearance of Makhoul to a worldwide 
audience by translating the bloggers’ reports into English. He then formed a “Free 
Ameer Makhoul” Facebook group that became a clearinghouse for commentary 
about Makhoul. “Media outlets in Israel won’t violate a gag order for fear of losing 
their press license, or they’re just cowardly,” Silverstein told me. “So this is where I 
came into the picture.”

Silverstein broke his fi rst Shin Bet gag order in March , when he became 
the fi rst person to publish details of the arrest of Anat Kamm, a twenty-four-year-
old Israeli journalist who had been serving at the time as a clerk in the offi  ce of 
Israeli army Central Command director Major Yair Naveh. For two months, news of 
Kamm’s arrest was suppressed by a Shin Bet gag order, and by the complicity of the 
Israeli media. Kamm was accused of leaking thousands of secret Israeli army docu-
ments to reporters, including the intrepid Ha’aretz military correspondent Uri Blau, 
revealing the army’s willful disregard for a Supreme Court ruling requiring soldiers 
to avoid assassinating Palestinian militants who complied with arrest orders. Accord-
ing to the documents Kamm supplied Blau, which he later revealed on the pages of 
Ha’aretz, the army was given explicit approval to execute unarmed militant leaders, 
even if they consented to arrest—a liberty they took in several cases. 

Kamm was initially charged with endangering national security, a crime that car-
ried a penalty of life in prison. But unlike Makhoul, who was held for a time in soli-
tary confi nement and kept under lock and key, Kamm was allowed to remain under 
house arrest. In fact, a journalist friend in Tel Aviv told me during the summer of 
 that Kamm was seeking a roommate who was willing to fetch her groceries and 
tolerate her chain smoking. 

Perhaps the principal diff erence between Kamm and Makhoul—besides the fact 
that she was Jewish and he was not—was that she was clearly guilty of the crime of 
exposing army lawlessness, while the charges against Makhoul were dubious at best. 
The bloggers’ coverage of Kamm’s case prompted an article in widely read online 
American publication, the Daily Beast, by Judith Miller, the former New York Times 
reporter. (Miller gained notoriety for her reports that Iraq possessed weapons of 
mass destruction, and went to jail to protect her conversations with Scooter Libby, 
Vice President Cheney’s chief of staff , who was indicted and eventually convicted of 
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perjury and obstruction of justice in a case stemming from the White House cam-
paign to defame former ambassador Joseph Wilson, who at the CIA’s behest reported 
that one of the George W. Bush administration accounts related to Saddam Hussein’s 
weapons of mass destruction was bogus, and reveal the identity of his wife, covert 
CIA offi  cer Valerie Plame.) The Miller article on Kamm led to a burst of coverage by 
major news outlets, embarrassing the Israeli government and possibly complicating 
its case against Kamm. But Makhoul received no such interest among mainstream 
American reporters. 

“Judy Miller was willing to do the Kamm story probably because she saw a nice 
Jewish girl in trouble, and the gag order was an attack on press freedom,” Silverstein 
commented to me. “But with Makhoul, there was no Judy Miller to tell the world 
about his persecution. If only some celebrity journalist had written about the case, it 
would have made a huge diff erence.” According to Abdu, “The Israeli media—most 
of it—made [Makhoul] appear guilty. Instead of referring to him as “the suspected 
spy,” they called him, ‘the spy.’ And as soon as he was charged, they all disappeared.”

Since , the State of Israel has detained at least , Palestinians in its prisons, 
including , women. According to the Palestinian prisoner rights group, Ada-
meer, Israel currently holds over , political prisoners, including more than  
children and  people jailed without charges—those it has labeled “administrative 
detainees.” In its prosecutions of so-called security prisoners like Makhoul, the state 
boasts a . percent conviction rate. Many of the magistrate judges who rule in 
such cases gained their initial legal experience presiding over the military justice 
system that rules the occupied West Bank, learning through a day-to-day routine of 
show trials to accept Shin Bet and army’s arguments as gospel. 

A perfect exhibit of the seamless nexus between Israel’s judicial system and the 
military was Einat Ron, the magistrate judge who approved the gag order in Anat 
Kamm’s case. For much of her career, Ron served as the army’s chief military pros-
ecutor, advising the army to lie to human rights groups to cover up the killing of an 
eleven-year-old Palestinian boy, Khalil al Mughrabi, by a group of soldiers in . 
Even aft er Ron’s deceit made the pages of the international media, she was promoted 
to serve in Israel’s civilian court system. With her record of complete deference to 
the army and the security services, perhaps she was the perfect judge to rule on a 
case like Kamm’s. In the end, Kamm received four and a half years in jail for expos-
ing the army’s illegal killings, a conviction that revealed the power the occupation 
exerted over Israel’s legal system and the whole of society. Uri Blau, the reporter who 
relied on Kamm’s documents to publicize the killings, was prosecuted and sentenced 
to four months in prison for possession of classifi ed information without intent to 
harm state security. 

Like so many other Palestinian “security prisoners,” Makhoul was presented with 
a stark option: go to trial and face an almost certain conviction, leading to a possible 
lifetime sentence, or sign a plea bargain granting him a lighter sentence in exchange 
for an admission of guilt. The plea deal would validate the Shin Bet’s bogus indict-
ment, but it would allow him to reunite with his wife and daughters in a few years. 
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On his lawyers’ advice, he accepted it, receiving a sentence of nine years in the Gilboa 
prison for a lesser charge than “aiding an enemy in war.” (Omar Said also took a plea 
deal, resulting in a seven-month sentence). There, he would share facilities with Pal-
estinians arrested in the Occupied Territories, helping coordinate and report on the 
landmark hunger strikes that they planned in the near future, and which weakened 
the impact of repressive Shin Bet measures such as administrative detention and 
solitary confi nement.

Left  at home without her husband, Abdu redoubled her eff orts to publicize his 
case, and despite the lingering trauma of his disappearance, delved into human rights 
activism with renewed intensity. “I have no choice but to campaign for my rights,” 
she told me. “It’s not enough to just live. This is about how to live. It’s not enough to 
eat and drink and be able to say, ‘I’m alive.’ You have to have the right to be proud 
of who you are and to hold on to your dignity, to preserve your rights as a human 
being and be part of a community. So for me, the choice is between two things: to 
be or not to be.”
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2 8

Just Being a Guy

An hour aft er I left  Janan Abdu’s home, I was sitting on a plastic chair in the 
garden at Youssef ’s, a local sheesha spot that served as one of the few gathering 
places for Haifa’s young Arab men. Seated across from me and sharing a hookah 

were Ala and Amir, both Haifa University graduates in their mid-twenties. Though 
neither was involved in any form of activism, the Shin Bet had called each in for an 
interrogation during the past year, a bewildering experience that neither could fully 
explain. Fearing more Shin Bet harassment, they asked me not to use their last names 
in anything I published. I had not expected anything beyond a leisurely chat, but as 
soon as we sat down, Ala and Amir made it clear they wanted to tell me all about 
their situation. They were not particularly political, but life in Israel was becoming 
unbearable for them and their community. And instead of joining the struggle, they 
were among those seeking an exit strategy.

With designer jeans and a polo shirt, Ala could have passed for a young profes-
sional in any city in the world. He had sandy brown hair with a tuft  that hung over 
his forehead, accentuating his boyish features. Amir arrived wearing a T-shirt and 
shorts. He was heavyset and jocular, laughing heartily at the sarcastic asides I used to 
break up the mood when I sensed the discussion was becoming excessively gloomy. 
The two were at the top of the Palestinian totem pole, with Israeli ID’s that allowed 
them the freedom to travel everywhere except “enemy” Arab states. When we met, 
Ala and Amir were preparing for a trip to Switzerland, a choice summer destination 
for young Western backpackers seeking rugged outdoor fun. 

The two earned a good living in Haifa’s booming tech sector, a conglomerate of 
start-up companies and multinational corporations drawing largely from the talent 
cultivated at the city’s Technion University, known as Israel’s version of MIT. Haifa’s 
tech “miracle” inspired the title of a best-selling book Start-Up Nation, coauthored 
by Dan Senor, an adviser to Mitt Romney in his presidential campaign and a for-
mer public relations offi  cial in the Coalition Provisional Authority that governed 
Iraq aft er the invasion. The book had become a key vehicle for Israeli hasbara, with 
innovative start-ups serving as a counterweight against charges of human rights 
violations. Jerusalem-based writer David Hazony hailed the publication of Start-Up 
Nation as one of the three biggest hasbara triumphs of , gushing, “Singer and 
Senor succeeded in changing the subject and constructing a positive image of Israel 
that is not all war.”
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Because Israel’s tech sector was intimately intertwined with its military appa-
ratus—Technion was a key idea factory for the army’s robotic warfare projects—it 
was virtually free of Palestinians. Indeed, Ala and Amir were among the only . 
percent of Arabs who had found places in Israel’s Start-Up Nation. The exclusive 
environment was largely the byproduct of the infl uence of Israeli army’s Unit , 
a hyper-secretive cyber-warfare division that trained soldiers in the dark arts of 
surveillance and hacking before sending them off  into the job market. As Tobias 
Buck reported in Financial Times, “One important reason for the ubiquity of  
alumni in the high-tech sector is personal connections. Many Israeli start-ups are 
founded by men and women who worked together in the unit. When hiring new 
engineers and programmers, [start-up founders] typically turn to their former unit 
[Unit ], safe in the knowledge that the military has invested heavily in selecting 
and training its recruits.”

Few start-up companies reported receiving so few applications from qualifi ed 
Arabs in Israel, while many of those who managed to fi nd jobs in the industry found 
the social climate unbearable. For Ala, the hostility began at the Technion, where 
one of his professors changed the username on his computer to “Terrorist.” Hired 
to work on nanotechnology at a local fi rm, Ala fell out of favor with his coworkers 
during Operation Cast Lead. 

“I work in a small fi rm so everyone is like family,” he told me. “And during the 
attack, all the Israelis I worked with were watching their news channels reporting 
from the outside, showing a little puff  of smoke and then announcing, ‘We’re win-
ning!’ I was watching Al Jazeera, and I saw the suff ering inside Gaza. One day, fi ve 
of them cornered me and began shouting all the propaganda at me that they were 
hearing on the news. I realized that if I wanted to keep my job I had to stop arguing, 
but that only added to my stress.” 

Ala had lost a close friend during the October  riots, during which young 
Palestinians demonstrated in solidarity with the West Bank and Gaza, and were 
mowed down by Border Police gunfi re. “I told them that you have the green light for 
any action necessary to bring about the rule of law,” Ehud Barak, then the prime min-
ister, said of his instructions to the security chiefs he gathered in his living room for 
a meeting about suppressing the demonstrations. When the smoke cleared, thirteen 
unarmed civilians—all young Palestinian citizens of Israel from the cities of Naz-
areth, Haifa, and Umm al-Fahm—lay dead. Scores more were badly injured by the 
fusillade of rubber bullets the Border Police sprayed into crowds of demonstrators. 
Aft er the killings, Ala watched with dismay as the Israeli government ignored the 
fi ndings of the Or Commission, a badly fl awed government inquiry into the police 
shooting of rioters that nonetheless admonished the state to “work to wipe out the 
stain of discrimination against its Arab citizens, in its various forms and expressions.” 

The October  killings were a transformative event for the Oslo generation of 
Arab youth inside Israel. “The Palestinian minority in Israel is more vocal and more 
aware in struggling for the rights it was denied during the Oslo era in the nineties,” 
Orna Kohn, the lawyer from the Adalah Center for Legal Rights, told me. “They are 
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thinking about more than what they have and what benefi ts they can receive, and 
instead about their rights as citizens. And since they have been told over and over 
that they live in a democracy, not a tyranny, the ongoing discrimination made it 
inevitable that the struggle would get more serious. Then, of course, there was also 
those who just gave up and want to leave for a better life somewhere else.”

Ala’s views neatly encapsulated the sensibility of the post-Oslo generation of Pal-
estinian youth inside Israel. “All we are asking for is equality,” he said, “for better 
schools, for new parks, and urbanization policies, but from their point of view, this 
would lead to social disorder. So they keep our villages in the old way—they rein-
force the patriarchy, the family feuds, all to keep distracted from our rights.”

 “What gets to me the most is that we are still called a demographic threat,” Amir 
added. “A state in the twenty-fi rst century where major government offi  cials use the 
term, ‘demographic bomb’? Never mind that the birthrate is going down so much 
that this isn’t even an issue. It’s just so insulting.”

According to Ala, though he had access to employment and opportunities for 
economic advancement, the gap between him and less-educated Arabs in Israel 
was yawning. Besides the fact that Arab schools were badly overcrowded and 
under-resourced—his younger sister was struggling to learn in a classroom with 
forty other students—the Judaization policies in the Galilee had deliberately sti-
fl ed development in Arab towns. “You can’t break out of the patriarchal structure, 
and you’re just stuck there,” he said. “Whether it’s the lack of health clinics or good 
schools, the whole program is systematic.” 

Ala pointed me to a report in Ha’aretz dated February , , that he said “drove 
him crazy.” It opened:

The Interior Ministry plans to submit to the government a proposal this year 
to build a new Arab city, Interior Minister Meir Sheetrit (Kadima) announced 
yesterday. If the plan goes through, it will be the fi rst time such a city is built 
in Israel, aside from towns meant to absorb the Bedouin.

“The aim is a modern city that any young couple will be able to buy a house 
in and live there, as in any other modern city in the world,” Sheetrit said. 

To Ala’s chagrin, just as soon as the new Arab city was proposed—the fi rst of its 
kind since Israel’s foundation—the plan was withdrawn following indignant protests 
by legislators such as David Rotem. “The government has lost its Zionism entirely,” 
Rotem howled. This left  Haifa as one of the only escapes from the state-engineered 
stagnation of village life. “There is limited parking and no parks in our neighbor-
hoods here,” Amir commented, “but Haifa is still attractive for Arabs. It has a more 
liberal setting than other cities. You can feel unbound from tradition here.”

But even in the big city, Arabs experienced sustained pressure to participate in 
the Jewish state’s security sector. “We overheard fi ve guys talking the other day about 
how they wanted to be a security guard at a coff ee shop or a hospital,” Ala recalled. 
“You can’t really be friends with most people here or talk to them about serious 
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things. It’s hard to blame them because they have no motivation to do anything out-
side the box. But then you start to feel alone when you only have four or fi ve friends.” 

The pressure was so extreme it played out in everyday conversations. “Every Arab 
here has made an active decision on whether they want to use the Arabic pronun-
ciation of the letter ‘r’ or the Jewish way when they speak Hebrew,” Ala remarked.

“A psychologist told me the Arabs who use the Jewish ‘r’ are trying to show the 
Jews that they are the Good Arabs,” Amir added. “Or they roll their ‘r’s the Arabic 
way to show they’re not inferior. There are no institutions in this country to promote 
multicultural values so everyone has to fi gure out their own way to deal with the 
situation.”

While typing Ala and Amir’s comments in my laptop, I thought about my friend 
Yasmina (name changed to protect identity), a twenty-four-year-old Arab woman 
who had left  Nazareth, where she was raised by a prominent Muslim family, for the 
hipster scene of Tel Aviv. She had dated Jewish men, including a soldier, partied at 
bohemian bars, vacationed in Berlin—a favorite summer getaway spot for young 
Israelis—and maintained a vegan lifestyle that annoyed her father, who was the 
quintessential meat-eating, conservative patriarch. If I accompanied Yasmina any-
where near Tel Aviv’s trendy Rothschild Boulevard, there was hardly a place we could 
go without a few Ashkenazi hipsters rushing forward to greet her. In fact, she hosted 
her own semi-satirical Facebook fan club with more than forty members—mostly 
Jewish Israeli guys who hung around the local bohemian and activist scene. 

Yasmina could speak Hebrew with a fl awless Jewish Israeli accent. She claimed 
this helped her insinuate herself into the homogenously Jewish cultural framework 
of Tel Aviv. Her linguistic skills came in handy when she dropped me off  at Ben 
Gurion International Airport in June . At a checkpoint outside the airport where 
Arabs were frequently taken out of their vehicles for lengthy searches, she passed 
through with ease. “The soldier thought I was Jewish,” Yasmina told me with a con-
tented grin. “With my Hebrew, I can convince most Israelis that I’m a Jewish girl, 
maybe from Iraq or Yemen.” 

Though she had easily assimilated into a mostly Jewish, Europeanized social set-
ting, Yasmina could hardly be called a “sellout” or even a “Good Arab.” Only a few of 
her Jewish friends knew that she had named her bicycle “Toufi q” aft er Toufi q Zayyad, 
the Palestinian Israeli poet and politician who helped organize the fi rst Land Day 
protests. She made no secret of her rejection of Zionism, and few of her Tel Aviv 
friends seemed threatened by it. “The Israeli fl ag will never represent me, and I will 
never feel at home in this place as long as it waves over my head,” she confi ded to 
me once. No one could have questioned her desire for equal rights, however; when 
faced with a choice between the suff ocating environment of village life, the activ-
ist path of unending, rancorous struggle, and the individualistic, cloistered cultural 
bubble of Tel Aviv life, with its Western European escape valve, the last option was 
the most appealing. For her and for many other educated, cosmopolitan Arabs, even 
the fl eeting illusion of normality was better than the destiny assigned to them by the 
Jewish state. 
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Ala and Amir told me they understood Yasmina’s choice, even if they chose to 
handle the same predicament in a diff erent way. I asked them if they ever thought 
about leaving Israel for good. “Only a few of us have the opportunity to leave, so there 
is not that much guilt around the issue,” Ala said. “But everyone who does have the 
opportunity—especially Arab Christians—they are at least thinking about it.”

He added, “In this place, sometimes you want to stop being an Arab and just start 
being a guy.”
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Leaving Haifa

Whenever I was in Haifa, I oft en arranged to rendezvous with my friends and 
contacts at Fatoush, a Palestinian restaurant that used to serve as a wine cel-
lar for the German Templars during the Crusades. This area, now known as 

the German Colony, is in a particularly touristy section of Haifa. The restaurant is 
located on Ben Gurion Avenue, a long promenade that leads west toward the spec-
tacular Bahai Gardens atop Mount Carmel, where the administrative heart of the 
world’s Bahai religious community is located. While seated at a long table in Fatoush’s 
outdoor garden, listening to a mélange of English, Arabic, and Hebrew amid a crowd 
of Palestinians, Jews, and internationals, it is sometimes possible to imagine the kind 
of place Israel could be if it ever managed to shed its settler-colonial armor. However, 
the atmosphere of easy coexistence that sometimes blossomed inside the gardens of 
Fatoush did not develop because of the prevailing culture of Haifa, but in spite of it.

Throughout the day, small groups of young soldiers can be seen milling around 
Ben Gurion Avenue. Some wear uniforms, while some just wear shorts and a T-shirt. 
But the automatic rifl e slung over the shoulder seems to be a requisite piece of fash-
ion. Many of the soldiers are on leave, staying at a hotel-style barracks on the street. 
Others are stationed at the nearby naval cadet school. They are the pride of Israeli 
society, members of its most respected institution—an army that most Jewish cit-
izens believe protects them from imminent destruction. But to local Palestinian 
Arabs, the uniforms and weapons represent an omnipresent symbol of hostility and 
aggression. “To them, they are serving their country,” Ala commented. “But to me, 
their presence is an attack on me and who I am.” Amir added, “I can’t stand seeing 
their guns every time I walk out on the street. I hate what it reminds me of.”

By chance, on the night aft er I met Ala and Amir, I encountered a young woman 
who dared to challenge Haifa’s militaristic environment, and whose symbolic act of 
defi ance led to her expulsion from Israeli society. 

Aft er I left  Youssef ’s café, my friend Fadi (name changed), a twenty-fi ve-year-old 
videographer I had met while he was studying at New York University, picked me 
up in a car fi lled with two twenty-something Palestinian women. We drove to an 
apartment in the hills of Haifa, high above the harbor, and gathered in a salon with 
a bottle of arak, a cheap, highly alcoholic anise-based aperitif. As Fadi, who was 
ubiquitous at left ist cultural happenings from Tel Aviv to Jenin, busied himself with 
the younger woman, I fell into conversation with the other, who spoke better English. 
She was a club promoter and bartender named Fidaa Kiwan. With a nose ring, a 
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leather armband, and a brash demeanor, she reminded me of a prettier, Levantine 
version of Janis Joplin. Fidaa had heard from Fadi that I was a journalist and was now 
eager to tell me about her year from hell. 

More than a year ago, Fidaa and a business partner opened a café in Haifa called 
Azad, or “Free People.” With its easygoing, bohemian atmosphere and constantly 
fl owing supply of Tayybeh, a local Palestinian beer, Azad became a favorite of young 
people and creative class types from around the country, both Arabs and Jews. To 
cultivate the café as a sanctuary of equal coexistence, its owners insisted on enforcing 
a policy that defi ed Israeli society’s culture of militarism: “No uniforms allowed” read 
the sign on its door. The policy applied not just to soldiers, but also to boy scouts 
and security personnel—to anyone identifi ed with the state’s exclusive institutions.

“It was our café, and we wanted to keep it clear of any barriers to an open dia-
logue,” she told me while I threw back another glass of arak. “We thought we would 
stand up for local values and that meant that our identity as Palestinians had to be 
respected. So why should we allow people to bring guns inside and wear uniforms 
that we identify with our own oppression?” 

In February , an army sergeant named Raviv Roth stomped into the café in 
his uniform with a gun slung over his shoulder and demanded service. “I told him we 
have a policy against uniforms, so if he comes back in civilian clothes I will be happy 
to serve him and I’ll give him the best service he’s ever had,” Fidaa recalled. Instead 
of returning without his olive drab, the young man called his father, a well-connected 
local politician, who promptly called the police, demanding they shut down the café. 
But when the police arrived, they told the angry young man there was nothing they 
could do: Azad had the right to refuse service to customers just as other private 
businesses in Israel did. “The guy was used to being treated like he ran the show,” 
Fidaa said. “I didn’t break any laws at all, but he and his father believed there was a 
higher law I had to follow.”

Within hours, reports of Fidaa’s policy and the insult it caused to the golden 
sons and daughters of Eretz Israel were broadcast on the Israeli national news to an 
audience of millions. As the national outrage mounted, one Israeli citizen took the 
initiative, forming a Facebook group called “Boycott Azad.” Thousands of Israelis 
joined almost overnight, fi lling the page with vitriolic commentary about Fidaa, her 
café, and Palestinians in general. “What really set me over the edge,” recalled Ala, 
“was seeing hundreds and hundreds of people posting all those racist talkbacks and 
threats on the Boycott Azad Facebook page, and doing it under their own names, 
next to their pictures, like they were proud to think this way.” 

In March, a mob of Israeli students and soldiers, including members of the 
Likud-linked Im Tirtzu student group, rallied outside the café, waving fl ags and 
holding signs that read “Don’t discriminate against soldiers” and “Soldiers keep us 
safe.” Aft er a raucous rendition of the Israeli national anthem, protesters climbed 
atop the roof of Azad and draped Israeli fl ags over the café’s sign, while blocking the 
view of the patrons inside with an even larger Israeli fl ag. A few police offi  cers stood 
by and watched without doing a thing. Images of the scene recalled images from 
Shuhada Street in Hebron, where violent Jewish settlers living under the protection 
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of Israeli soldiers have forced hundreds of Palestinian shops to close, marking the 
triumph of each store driven out of business by spray-painting a Star of David on its 
front door, or by planting an Israeli fl ag on its roof. 

The episode shook the local Palestinian community. At the left ist bars located 
near Azad on Haifa’s Masada Street, the attacks were discussed in terms of a decisive 
social rupture. “What happened with Azad was a terrible sign. We’re just waiting for 
the next escalation now,” a local theater director told me. 

To young Palestinian Arabs like Fadi, the episode smacked of hypocrisy. “I can’t 
get into half the nightclubs in Tel Aviv,” Fadi remarked to me, “because the bouncers 
will stand outside asking everyone for proof of military service. It’s the same for 
jobs: whenever I apply, more and more companies ask for proof that I did army. I see 
more and more want ads in the papers saying, ‘Army service required.’ This is just 
another way of saying, no Arabs allowed, because we don’t serve in the army. We are 
discriminated against all the time, but does the whole country stop to protest for one 
of us? Of course not.” 

In March, the Haifa municipality offi  cially sanctioned the mob campaign against 
Azad, issuing an order to shut down the café. But when Adalah, the local Arab 
minority legal rights center, challenged the order in the Haifa Court for Local Aff airs, 
a judge struck it down, noting in her decision, “The alleged discrimination [against 
Sgt. Roth] was not supported by even a shred of evidence when the motion was 
submitted to the court.” 

Frustrated by the restrictions imposed on him by the law, Sgt. Roth, the aggrieved 
soldier, fi led a civil lawsuit against Azad. On June , , Haifa’s Magistrate Court 
Judge Shimon Sher ruled that the owners of Azad had to pay Roth , in puni-
tive damages and around  to cover the legal costs they incurred when he sued 
them. Though they had broken no laws, Judge Sher placed the blame squarely on the 
owners for all the troubles they had caused the good people of Haifa. “The action 
taken by the restaurant owner only increased tensions and led to a situation where 
his attempt to bring about equality created inequality—which I am certain neither 
side desires,” Sher declared in his ruling.

Weeks aft er the ruling, Azad closed down for good. “Now I’m stuck with the legal 
bills, and I’m thousands of shekels in debt because I can’t pay back the fucking loan. 
All because one soldier decided he was the victim, and because the army turned out 
to be the real owner of my restaurant—because of that I am fucked,” Fidaa com-
plained to me.

She had gone from investing her money and energy into a space that encouraged 
“open dialogue” to gathering her bundles and preparing to relocate to Ramallah, the 
seat of the Palestinian Authority’s occupied Bantustan. I asked her if by leaving Israel 
for the West Bank she was essentially self-transferring. 

“It’s complete shit to live under occupation, for sure, but at least it’s honest,” she 
responded. “At least all the people know they are up against the Israeli occupation 
and don’t pretend otherwise. Here we are still occupied, all our lives are controlled; 
everything we do is subject to the power of the Jewish state. But we can’t be honest 
about it. Look,” she continued, “it’s not easy being a woman in the West Bank. It’s a 
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double occupation, you know—we have to deal with the Israelis and the fucked-up 
sexist attitudes. But I’d rather live with people who recognize the reality of the occu-
pation than be here where the occupation is hidden behind all these layers of fake 
democracy.”

The following morning, as the sun rose above the Mediterranean sky, sending a 
shimmering glow across Haifa’s port that illuminated the outlines of the Lebanese 
coast to the north, I wandered out into the road for a coff ee at one of the cafés on 
Masada Street. 

I realized that I was only blocks away from Azad, which lay empty on Hillel Street. 
Out of curiosity, I decided to pass by the shuttered restaurant. There, I found the 
café’s front windows shattered by vandals, who left  the ground covered in shards of 
glass. Later in the day, when I described the scene to Fadi, he muttered, “They did it 
again?”
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The Days of ’48 
Have Come Again

In the eyes of Palestinians, there are few symbols of Israel’s occupation more recog-
nizable than the Caterpillar D- bulldozer. Custom fi tted with explosive-resistant 
armor, the forty-nine-ton tractor was the instrument responsible for Rachel Cor-

rie’s death and the demolition of more than fi ft een hundred civilian homes in Rafah 
between the years of  and . Since the dawn of the occupation in , 
according to the Israeli Committee Against House Demolitions (ICAHD), the State 
of Israel has destroyed well over twenty-six thousand Palestinian homes. Most of 
these demolitions occurred in and around occupied East Jerusalem and in the Gaza 
Strip, but also in places such as the Jenin Refugee Camp, where a drunken bulldozer 
pilot nicknamed “Kurdi Bear” reduced densely populated neighborhoods to a canyon 
of doom, boasting that he “left  [Jenin’s] residents with a football stadium so they 
could play.”

As the state stepped up its campaign of “Judaization” under the watch of Prime 
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, Palestinian neighborhoods in mixed Israeli cities were 
becoming acquainted with the US-manufactured Caterpillar D- as well. Fift een min-
utes east of Tel Aviv, in the Lod ghetto, where Palestinian citizens lived surrounded by 
lower-class Jewish communities, I visited a de facto refugee camp fi lled with the resi-
dents of an entire neighborhood that had been leveled to the ground the night before.

On December , , seventeen-year-old Hamza Abu Eid was taken out of class 
at his high school in Lod and summoned to the principal’s offi  ce. “The Israelis are 
destroying your house right now,” the principal told him. “It is best that you remain 
here. The last thing we want is for you to have a confrontation with a police offi  cer.”

But Abu Eid could not stay. He rushed to his family’s house, hoping to salvage 
whatever belongings he could before the bulldozers from the Israeli Lands Adminis-
tration (ILA) rumbled through. When he arrived, it was too late. The bulldozers had 
destroyed virtually everything—all seven homes belonging to the Abu Eid family 
were reduced to rubble. A black-masked Israeli riot police offi  cer grabbed Hamza, 
restraining him while the bulldozers fi nished their work and preventing him from 
attempting to save his belongings. Three refrigerators and a TV set were among the 
appliances that Hamza’s family lost in the destruction.

In the end,  people were left  homeless—including  children—and were forced 
to sleep under the open sky during the coldest period of the year. No government 
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social workers arrived with assistance, nor did the state off er any temporary aid. 
The families gathered whatever belongings they could, pitching tents like so many 
Palestinian refugees have done in the past, and placing a sign over their land plot. It 
read, “Abu Eid Refugee Camp.”

When I arrived at the encampment, the area looked like Rafah aft er Israeli oper-
ations during the Second Intifada, or the Khan Younis refugee camp in Gaza aft er 
Operation Cast Lead. Unlike these occupied areas, however, the Abu Eid camp was 
located only  kilometers from Tel Aviv in the Abu Toq neighborhood of Lod. All of 
Lod’s Palestinian residents are citizens of Israel, but they are treated by the state like 
foreign aliens, or worse, as an existential threat to the survival of Zionism.

For years, the Abu Eid family applied for permits to allow them to renovate their 
homes to accommodate their growing family. But the state zoned their neighbor-
hood as agricultural land and refused their requests (applications for renovation 
and building permits are almost always denied to the Arabs inside Israel). Finally, 
the state ordered them to seek residency elsewhere because their homes were slated 
for demolition.

Directly beside the Abu Eid refugee camp, building has begun on a yeshiva 
directed by an Orthodox rabbi from the United States named Yaakov Saban. And 
plans were authorized to build a road directly through center of the neighborhood. 
Pressure on the Palestinian Israelis of Lod to leave intensifi ed day by day, thanks to 
the far-right takeover of the city.

Widespread corruption had prompted the collapse of the elected municipality, 
enabling the Israeli Ministry of the Interior to install an emergency government 
consisting of hand-picked military offi  cials. With the Ministry of the Interior under 
the control of Eli Yishai, who led the right-wing religious Shas Party, the new munic-
ipality became a means for meting out the wrath of anti-Arab populists against the 
local Arab population. “They are poor in culture, poor in behavior. No ambition,” the 
mayor of Ramle, a neighboring city, said of the Palestinians of Lod.

By the time the Abu Eid family’s homes were demolished, as many as  demoli-
tion orders hovered over the Arab residents of Lod, and , such orders had been 
issued across Israel against other Arabs. Aft er the homes were leveled, Yishai pledged 
to settle thousands of Orthodox Jews inside Lod. The Arabs of Lod were not only 
denied the right to renovate their own houses, they also claimed they were forbidden 
as Arabs from living in a giant, new public housing complex built in the heart of the 
city. Thus they were confi ned to an overcrowded ghetto doomed by state plans that 
prioritized Judaization.

I arrived at the Abu Eid camp on January , , to observe a protest by Sheikh 
Jarrah Solidarity, a national movement that grew out of the protests against East 
Jerusalem evictions of Palestinian families, and which was establishing a presence in 
mixed cities around Israel, as well as in the most threatened areas of the West Bank. 
Amiel Vardi, a veteran activist, explained to me, “For years I’ve been trying to say, 
‘Don’t think the occupation will stop at the Green Line.’ Now we see it’s not stopping. 
They’re using the same methods with the settlements, with the courts, and with the 
Shabak [Shin Bet] on both sides of the Green Line. Go to the Abu Eid camp in Lod 
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or to Al Arakib [a repeatedly demolished Bedouin village in the Negev], and there’s 
absolutely no diff erence from what I see in the Hebron Hills.”

I entered the remains of the Abu Eid family dwellings at the end of Lod’s Helen 
Keller Boulevard, fi nding small groups of grizzled men seated around open fi res and 
sipping tea, while small children clambered in and out of tents erected beside piles of 
rubble, debris, and shattered home appliances. A forlorn-looking middle-aged man 
named Riyah Abu Eid met me at the entrance and took me into the makeshift  camp.

“This place was here before ,” he said. “They destroyed it because they said 
we had no permit. But we can’t get permits because we are ’ Arabs. We asked many 
times and were denied every time. They say we are terrorists. But look around—this 
is the real terror. Throwing children into the street on the coldest day of the year—
that is terror.”

According to Riyadh Abu Eid, many children from camp were unable to attend 
school because they could not concentrate. A nine-year-old girl who was especially 
traumatized had refused to leave her bed for days. Riyadh did not try to conceal his 
desperation. “We do not feel safe here,” he said. “We want to ask the United Nations 
and Obama for international protection from a fascist government that has proven 
capable of massacring the unarmed.” He added, “The days of  have come again.”

Only a kilometer away from the Abu Eid camp was Dahmash, an unrecognized Pal-
estinian village tucked behind railroad tracks and a garbage dump, hidden from a 
Jewish neighborhood by a concrete separation wall, and cut off  from the surrounding 
city aft er the Lod municipality ordered most of its entrances sealed. In Dahmash, 
the family of Ali and Farida Sha’aban had defended their home for two years from a 
demolition order. When I met them encamped in a tent outside their home in July 
, awaiting the bulldozer that could come at any time, Ali Sha’aban told me, “If 
there is a democracy in Israel, then why are we forbidden from living here?” 

Faridah Sha’aban chimed in: “We are not much better off  than the people of Gaza. 
Here they portray us as well off , but we have nothing. Our situation is worse than that 
of the people in Gaza. We witness injustice and demolitions on a daily basis while in 
Gaza there is publicity, and they show the whole world what is happening there. Here 
they don’t show anybody what they are doing to us.”

On January , the Lod police violently arrested Ali and Farida Sha’aban and fi ve 
members of their family, accusing them of harboring illegal workers. Video of the 
arrests portraying the police kicking the Sha’abans while shouting, “Go to Gaza!” was 
shown during the court hearing. The family’s detention in the city jail was unknown 
until days later, when they were fi nally allowed to see a lawyer. A judge extended 
their imprisonment until the following week on the grounds of secret evidence the 
Sha’aban family’s lawyer was not allowed to view—a tactic familiar to Israel’s system 
of martial law in the occupied West Bank. 

On the night that I visited the Abu Eid camp, the Sheikh Jarrah Solidarity move-
ment planned a demonstration to demand the release of the Sha’abans, who were 
still locked in a local prison. Joining the activists were members of the Palestinian 
rap trio, DAM (“eternity” in Arabic and “blood” in Hebrew). Infl uenced by conscious 

9781568586342-text.indd   1679781568586342-text.indd   167 8/3/13   11:49 PM8/3/13   11:49 PM



 goliath

American hip-hop artists like Public Enemy and KRS-One, the group’s politically 
charged lyrics had elevated them to the status of cultural spokesmen for the post-
Oslo generation of Palestinians raised inside Israel. 

In the  anthem, “Born Here,” DAM’s Tamer Naff ar rapped in Hebrew: 

I broke the law? No, the law broke me!
Enough, enough, gentlemen
I was born here, my grandparents too,
You will not sever me from my roots
Even if I believed in this phony regime
You’d forbid me a porch to proclaim it from

In a large tent in front of the Abu Eid family encampment, activists and locals 
gathered for an impromptu open mic. Teenage guys from Lod took hold of the 
microphone, one aft er another, and recited rap lyrics they had composed about the 
situation in their city. Then, a small boy who could not have been more than six 
years old stood before the audience and began to recite DAM’s most popular protest 
anthem, “Min Irhabi” (“Who’s the Terrorist”). He had memorized it word for word. 
With a few members of the crowd singing along, the little boy rapped:

I’m not against peace,
Peace is against me.
It’s going to destroy me,
Erase my culture
You don’t listen to our voices
You silence and degrade . . . 
Who’s the terrorist?
I’m the terrorist?
How am I the terrorist when you’ve taken my land?!

Following the open mic, the crowd marched to a one-story Lod police station a 
few blocks away to demand the Sha’aban family’s release. At the front of the crowd, 
bellowing anti-occupation slogans into a megaphone was Michael Solsberry, a burly 
Jerusalem-based activist with jet-black hair and the word Emet, or truth, tattooed 
across his forearm. Solsberry was raised by right-wing Jewish nationalists from Pis-
gat Ze’ev, a settlement in East Jerusalem, but spent much of his youth in the ghettoes 
of Lod and Ramle, forging close friendships with impoverished Palestinians caught 
up in the city’s underworld of petty crime. 

Transformed through his experiences, Solsberry emerged as one of the most visi-
ble fi gures in the movement fi ghting the evictions of Palestinian families in the East 
Jerusalem neighborhood of Sheikh Jarrah. In March , during a crackdown on 
the marches in Sheikh Jarrah, Israeli police raided the settlement home of Solsberry’s 
family while they were holding a Shabbat dinner. “Get the hell out of my house!” 
Solsberry’s father shouted at the police as they led his son away in handcuff s. “You 
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threw us out of Gaza,” he screamed at the cops, referring to the settlers of Gush Katif, 
“and now you raid our homes on Shabbat?”

At the demonstration, Solsberry told me he was recently fi red from his job at a 
construction company when his boss learned that he was under investigation by the 
Shin Bet. “It’s almost impossible for me to fi nd work these days,” he said. “Everyone 
knows I’m doing this kind of activism, that I’ve gone to jail for it, so it’s not that easy 
to fi nd any opportunities anymore.” 

As the demonstration concluded, a few activists slapped stickers on the bumpers 
of the police cars outside, mocking Israel’s claim to be “Jewish and democratic.” Com-
posed in blue-and-white Hebrew script, they read, “Yahudit V’Gezanit,” or “Jewish 
and racist.”

Back in the Abu Eid camp, Solsberry took me behind the tents, into a warren of 
homes where some of the children made homeless by the demolitions were staying. 
There, we found Hamza Abu Eid, the seventeen-year-old high school student, seated 
on a plastic chair outside his grandmother’s home and chatting with a few friends. I 
asked him what his life has been like since his home was destroyed. 

“I get distracted when I’m in class now,” he told me. “Sometimes when I think 
about the aggressive way the police treated the women—one of them kicked my 
brother’s pregnant wife—I get so angry I can’t focus.”

Hamza said his family plans to buy trailers to live in until the state delivers them 
“a solution.” He said, “For now, we have no solution. I expect that I will stay in this 
life and it will keep going on. The government has done nothing for me but destroy 
my house. As a citizen, I have no rights.”

He paused, staring at the ground, and then said, “I see a future full of darkness.”
Despite being homeless and traumatized, Hamza said he was excelling in school. 

He told me had just received  out of  on a chemistry exam, and that he scored 
near-perfect marks in biology. When he fi nished high school, Hamza said he planned 
to pursue a career in economics or medicine.

“I know there is a hope,” he said. “I just don’t know what it is.”

At the other end of Israel, more than  kilometers away, in the heart of the Negev 
Desert, a larger but undeniably related campaign of ethnic cleansing was begin-
ning to unfold. This one was directed at the highest levels of the Israeli government, 
designed to remove the majority of Bedouin Arabs from their ancestral lands to 
make way for the construction of Jews-only communities and a massive foresta-
tion project that would “make the desert bloom.” The destruction focused on Al 
Araqib, a village inhabited by Bedouin citizens of Israel whose presence predated the 
arrival of Zionist settlers to Palestine, and who stood in the way of the next phase of 
state-planned “Judaization.” 

On July , , bulldozers leveled every structure in Al Araqib, marking the fi rst 
of at least forty-fi ve times at the time of this writing that the State of Israel would 
attempt to wipe the village off  the map. 
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At  a.m. on August , , a dozen Israeli activists gathered in a parking lot in 
Jerusalem’s Independence Park received text messages informing them of the 
danger that awaited Al Araqib. They were told that police helicopters were buzz-

ing above the village and bulldozers were parked nearby ready to destroy the village 
for the third time. Israeli Border Police had slipped into the area the night before 
and nabbed four activists staying with local families to document the demolitions. 
Having already witnessed the razing of their homes twice in the past two weeks, the 
residents of Al-Araqib expected the third round of demolitions to arrive tonight on 
the eve of Ramadan. During Ramadan, when the villagers fasted all day, the police 
and the ILA reasoned they would be too weakened to rebuild—it was prime time 
for destruction.

I joined the activists as they fi led into a small van and barreled south into the des-
ert, taking turns peering through the back window of the van in search of any police 
vehicle that might have been tailing. Seated to my left  was Tali Shapiro, a rail-thin 
writer and activist who could have passed for any other glamorous Tel Aviv bohe-
mian if her name did not appear so routinely in smear pieces by right-wing Israeli 
bloggers. Shapiro told me she began to question the imperatives of the state during 
the Second Intifada, when she was holed up as a soldier in an army base in North-
ern Gaza. “There were thousands of us in this heavily fortifi ed base,” she recalled, 
“and every day our commanders told us we were going to be overrun. They had to 
indoctrinate us to believe that we were the victims, that we were in constant danger 
of being thrown in the sea, when in fact we were the ones in full control of the lives 
of everyone in the Gaza Strip.” 

“They call me a yafeh nefesh now,” she said. “That means a beautiful soul or a 
do-gooder. It is one of the biggest insults in Israel.”

Shapiro pulled out her Israeli ID card and pointed to the section labeled “nation-
ality,” where she was classifi ed as Jewish. “There is no such thing as an Israeli nation-
ality,” she explained to me. “According to the Interior Ministry, you are either Jewish 
or Arab. Your citizenship is defi ned here by the ethnicity, and your privileges are 
aff orded to you accordingly. That’s the basis of apartheid. And what I want is to be 
able to choose my own identity instead of letting the state defi ne it for me.”

As a Jew born in the “Jewish and democratic” State of Israel, Shapiro inherited 
Type A citizenship. Her democratic rights were secure, and no matter how many 
times she was arrested, she was guaranteed due process. For the Bedouins we were 
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about to meet, being born in Israel as non-Jews relegated them not to “second-class 
status,” but to something like Type D citizenship, if not in letter, then in practice. 
Though many of them served with distinction in the army as elite trackers who 
helped regular units through densely populated areas of the Gaza Strip, engendering 
widespread resentment from Palestinians in the process, the state has always treated 
them as criminal invaders who had no property rights on their own land. 

Nearly half of the , Bedouins in Israel live in a series of forty-fi ve “unrec-
ognized villages” in the Negev, where they are oft en denied access to public health 
clinics and permits to engage in their traditional lifestyle of subsistence farming—
something residents of Jews-only kibbutzim have taken for granted. In fact, though 
the unrecognized village of Wadi al Na’am was located directly next to electricity 
grids and central water arteries, its residents have never been allowed to connect to 
them, something the village sheikh called “a criminal act of discrimination.”

As early as , the Knesset enacted discriminatory laws that prevented the 
Bedouins from grazing their goatherds on their ancestral lands, threatening to com-
pletely extinguish their agricultural traditions. Three years later, the state forcibly 
moved the Bedouins to a corner of the Negev known as the Siyag, or the enclosure 
zone, where they lived under martial law and were unable to leave without spe-
cial permits issued by the army. Those clans not immediately expelled to the Gaza 
Strip saw much of their land expropriated for the construction of army bases, fi ring 
ranges, and exclusively Jewish kibbutzim and moshavim. The subsequent construc-
tion of nuclear power plants and dumping of petrochemical waste near the Bedouin 
villages caused elevated cancer rates, while state campaigns of crop destruction and 
goat eradication carried out by a paramilitary “Green Patrol” claiming ecological 
motives have left  the Bedouins in desperate economic shape. 

Throughout the history of Israel, the Bedouins have been treated as a demo-
graphic threat that demanded neutralization. As Moshe Dayan said in , “With-
out coercion but with governmental direction . . . this phenomenon of the Bedouins 
will disappear.” Dayan proposed transforming the Bedouin tribes into an “urban 
proletariat” that would benefi t the state by performing manual labor for the Jewish 
middle class. By the s, the state managed to transfer nearly half of the Bedouin 
population into reservation-like communities built for the express purpose of ful-
fi lling Dayan’s vision. Plagued by crime and drug addiction previously unknown 
in Bedouin circles, the ramshackle municipalities happen to be the only new Arab 
towns authorized by Israel since . The towns are overseen by the Or Movement, 
a para-governmental division of the Jewish National Fund (JNF) run by former West 
Bank settlers on a mission to plant new Jewish towns in the Negev. According to the 
Or Movement’s website, “Rahat [the largest of the Bedouin municipalities] is one of 
the seven Negev towns planned to concentrate the Bedouin population.” 

The removal and “concentration” of the Bedouin tribes—a practice fi rst employed 
by the fascist regime of Italy during its campaign to colonize Libya—represented the 
fi rst step toward the utopian dream of Jewish redemption hatched in the exception-
ally active imagination of Israel’s fi rst prime minister, David Ben Gurion. In , 
Ben Gurion (original name: David Gryn) moved to Sde Boker, a small, windswept 

9781568586342-text.indd   1719781568586342-text.indd   171 8/3/13   11:49 PM8/3/13   11:49 PM



 goliath

kibbutz in the Negev. A self-described messianist who rejected the existence of God 
while simultaneously describing the Torah as his political guidebook, Ben Gurion 
saw the Negev as a blank slate for realizing his revolutionary dreams. In his mem-
oirs, he fantasized about evacuating Tel Aviv and settling fi ve million Jews in small 
settlements throughout the Negev, where they would be weaned off  the rootless 
cosmopolitanism they inherited from life in the diaspora. Just as he disdained the 
worldly spirit of Tel Aviv’s urbanists, Ben Gurion was repelled by the sight of the 
open desert, describing it as “a reproach to mankind,” “a criminal waste,” and “occu-
pied territory”—from his standpoint, the Arabs were the occupiers. In the place of 
sand dunes, he imagined a Jewish replica of Northern Europe.

“When I look out of my window and see a tree standing [in the Negev],” Ben 
Gurion wrote, “that tree gives me a greater sense of beauty and personal delight than 
all the vast forests I have seen in Switzerland or Scandinavia. . . . Not only because I 
helped to grow them, but because they constitute a gift  of man to Nature, and a gift  
of the Jews to the cradle of their culture.”

With the ethnocentric Ashkenazi outlook characteristic of early Labor Zionism, 
Ben Gurion held the Arab world in total contempt, even to the degree that he refused 
to carry the standard Israeli ID card because it featured Arabic writing, forcing the 
government to print a unique, Hebrew-only card especially for his use. He wrote, “In 
all the centuries of their existence on this earth, the Palestinian Arabs remained at 
the most rudimentary levels of human existence.” In his public writings about the 
Negev, Ben Gurion did not mention the tens of thousands of Arab Bedouins whose 
villages abutted his kibbutz, nor would he acknowledge the legitimacy of their pres-
ence. They were a non-people he viewed as intruders, even though they had tended 
the land of Palestine for centuries while his ancestors languished in the frostbitten 
shtetls of Lithuania. 

In private, Ben Gurion was unalterably committed to replacing the Bedouins 
with masses of Jews. Well before the United Nations approved the partition of Pal-
estine, Ben Gurion had vowed to colonize the Negev through military might. In a 
letter to his son, Amos, written on October , , Ben Gurion wrote, “We can no 
longer tolerate that vast territories capable of absorbing tens of thousands of Jews 
should remain vacant, and that Jews cannot return to their homeland because the 
Arabs prefer that the place [the Negev] remains neither ours nor theirs. We must 
expel Arabs and take their place. Up to now, all our aspirations have been based 
on an assumption—one that has been vindicated throughout our activities in the 
country—that there is enough room in the land for the Arabs and ourselves. But if 
we are compelled to use force—not in order to dispossess the Arabs of the Negev 
or Transjordan, but in order to guarantee our right to settle there—our force will 
enable us to do so.”

Over seventy years later, the Israeli government remained stubbornly commit-
ted to fulfi lling Ben Gurion’s mission. However, the Jewish middle-class essentially 
turned its back on the Negev, refusing to budge from its Europeanized, urban enclave 
on the central coast. Their interest in the early Zionist dream of “redeeming the 
wilderness” was negligible at best. “If we don’t work fast, we might fi nd ourselves in 
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a situation, which is on the verge of catastrophe, with  percent of our land which 
is not disputed today,” fretted Dany Gliksberg, the founder of Ayalim, a group that 
aims to encourage young Israelis to settle in Jews-only communities in the Negev.

But the Bedouins have held fast to their unrecognized villages, refusing to submit 
to the state’s plan to “concentrate” them in development towns. And their population 
grew apace, making them one of the fastest growing demographic groups in the 
world. Naturally, this fact disturbed the state’s strategic planners, who saw the main-
tenance of the Jewish demographic majority as the key to Israel’s survival. In , 
before entering the Knesset to cosponsor the Acceptance to Communities Bill, Shai 
Hermesh served as the director of the Jewish Agency’s eff ort to engineer a “Zionist 
majority” in the Negev. “The trouble with the Bedouin is they’re still on the edge 
between tradition and civilization,” Hermesh told the Guardian at the time. “A big 
part of the Bedouin don’t want to live in cities. They say their mothers and grand-
mothers want to live with the sheep around them. It is not in Israel’s interest to have 
more Palestinians in the Negev.”

The Israeli government’s in-house “Arab Counter,” Arnon Sofer, echoed Her-
mesh’s despairing assessment in his infl uential report, Israel: Demography and Den-
sity –. Sofer identifi ed the Bedouin of the Northern Negev Desert as a key 
“strategic threat” to the state’s survival, warning, “At present the Bedouins form a 
bridge between Egypt and the West Bank, between Egypt and Jordan, between Gaza 
and Jordan and the West Bank (a connection that could be fatal!).” Sofer claimed that 
if Bedouin population growth rates continued, “Tel Aviv will become Masada”—an 
encircled, suicidal fortress of Jewish fanaticism—by . To stave off  the nightmare, 
Sofer recommended the Israeli government implement a steep reduction in child 
allowances to Bedouin communities, initiate construction of “a wedge of Jewish set-
tlements intervening between the Gaza Strip and the Bedouins in the south,” and 
move Israeli army bases from the center of the country to the south to interrupt Bed-
ouin communities—all demographic fi xes that he confessed “will not sound sweet to 
those who forever show concern for the rights of the other man.”

The demographic warnings were translated into concrete action through the Jew-
ish National Fund’s “Blueprint Negev,” a  million Judaization project funded in 
part by the billionaire Republican Party donor and cosmetics baron Ron Lauder, 
a close friend and longtime benefactor of Benjamin Netanyahu. Lauder pro-
moted the Judaization of the Negev as the modern incarnation of early American 
settler-colonialism, remarking, “The United States had its Manifest Destiny in the 
West. . . . For Israel, that land is the Negev.” Russell Robinson, the president of the 
Jewish National Fund’s wing, saw the project as a defensive maneuver that would 
consolidate the Negev as exclusively Jewish domain. “This land is ours,” Robinson 
said. “There is no controversy, no argument, no discussion. But if we don’t take care 
of it, it can become desert; it can be taken from us.”

Formally introduced in , Blueprint Negev aimed to establish a conglomerate 
of twenty-fi ve Jews-only colonies surrounded by a lush landscape implanted on 
top of the former “wasteland.” President Shimon Peres marketed the colonies to 
American Jews as ideal communities for those “who want to make aliyah and live 
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in style,” promising them golf courses, Olympic-sized swimming pools, and elegant 
homes with central air-conditioning. An article in B’nai B’rith magazine attempted 
to highlight the Negev’s diaspora appeal: “Central Israel is already developed, West 
Bank settlement is politicized and socially divisive, and Zionism is in short supply 
among the cosmopolitan, post-Zionist yuppies of metro Tel Aviv. In southern Israel, 
far from the strip malls of Tel Aviv’s suburbs, the Negev is the closest thing to the 
tabula rasa many of Israel’s pre-state pioneers found when they fi rst came to the Holy 
Land.” Among those who signed up to live in one of the new colonies was Rabbi 
Asher Lopatin, a Chicago-based Modern Orthodox synagogue leader whose con-
gregation included some of the city’s most infl uential political elites. “Pure Zionism” 
is how Lopatin described Blueprint Negev.

But fi ve years aft er its inception, almost none of the gleaming American expat 
communities had come to fruition. According to the writer Rebecca Manski, the 
apathetic American response and delayed Israeli construction revealed Blueprint 
Negev as “less a concrete development plan than a public relations and fundraising 
campaign seeking to inspire American Jewish investment in Jewish settlement of 
the Negev.” 

By , only one colony from the proposed demographic beachhead had taken 
root. Called Givot Bar, the small community was legally authorized to discriminate 
against non-Jewish residential applicants by the newly passed Acceptance to Com-
munities Bill. As it grew under the auspices of the Jewish National Fund, the town 
demanded land claimed by the Bedouin village of Al Araqib. And so the ILA, a gov-
ernment agency controlled by the JNF, resolved to wipe the obstinate Bedouin town 
off  the map. 

The planned demolition and mass expulsion hardly raised an eyebrow among 
mainstream Israelis. While Israel’s liberal Enlightened Public kept up a curious 
silence, as they so oft en did about human rights abuses that occurred behind the 
Green Line, a few dozen scraggly radical left ists stood up against the plan, throwing 
their bodies against waves of burly riot cops and bulldozers in a futile bid to slow the 
inexorable pace of ethnic cleansing. 

As the activists’ van arrived in Al Araqib at  a.m., a Bedouin couple welcomed them 
to the side of their trailer, then hauled out foam mattresses and blankets and poured 
small cups of coff ee. They were waiting for the next round of destruction, which they 
planned to endure as they had before, with sumud—the Bedouins of Al Araqib had 
adopted the Palestinian culture of steadfastness.

“I’ve had enough of sleeping,” the man grumbled as he reclined next to his wife. 
He seemed grateful to have company. I stared at the stars glimmering across the 
desert sky, listening as he described the experience of watching his neighbors’ homes 
crumple under the teeth of bulldozers again and again. As he trailed off , I heard a 
low droning sound in the distance. Were they here already? I looked around at the 
others. No one registered the slightest sign of concern. Aft er a few minutes, I slipped 
into a light slumber.
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Two hours later I was torn from my sleep. “They’re here!” someone shouted in 
Hebrew. I scrambled up a dune until I reached the center of the village. A phalanx 
of one hundred Yassam (riot cops) stood in a tight formation. They were bristling 
with assault weapons and Plexiglas centurion shields. Flanked by Caterpillar D- 
bulldozers and demolition equipment, the police quickly ringed the activists and 
journalists, who numbered about two dozen, and began forcing them away from the 
site of the demolitions, sending a short Israeli woman tumbling off  her feet when she 
attempted to make a stand in front of one of the homes. “Just give him fi ve minutes! 
Five minutes!” screamed Ashley, a young woman who had come from Brooklyn to 
stay in Al Araqib and guard it from destruction. She, too, was tossed away like an 
empty crate, leaving her host family’s home exposed to destruction.

As the bulldozers trundled around the village, tearing tarps from plywood pylons, 
crushing tin roofs, and dragging the shattered structures into hulking piles, the peo-
ple of Al Araqib watched with resignation. A girl wiped a few tears from her eyes, 
grimacing at the sight before her. She was seated on her bed in the middle of the 
naked desert. On a nearby hill, a man quizzed his daughter on surahs from the Quran 
before sending her to collect mattresses from beneath the dusty waste of what used 
to be their sleeping quarters. An old woman stood impassively by a fl ock of birds 
perched on the collapsed remains of her house. It was only one among more than 
twenty-six thousand Arab homes the State of Israel has demolished since . The 
plague of homelessness known by so many of Palestinians had arrived in Al Araqib, 
courtesy of the Jewish National Fund and Israel’s Green Patrol.

Having completed their demolition, the riot police squad assembled in a neat 
triple-fi le line and marched out of the village, escorting the vehicles out toward the 
main highway. At the end of the convoy, a truck towed away Al Araqib’s lone water 
cistern as well. Only minutes aft er the wrecking crew left , the people of Al Araqib 
began piecing together the rubble of their community with help from the activists. 
Within days they would have their village rebuilt, or at least some semblance of it, 
without the trees and crops that were uprooted during the fi rst demolition. And then, 
the bulldozers marked with Jewish National Fund insignia would come to destroy 
it all over again. The cycle of destruction and rebuilding likely cost the state more 
than it would have if it had allowed Al Araqib to connect to the public electric and 
water supply, or to provide its residents with public schooling and a health clinic. But 
according to Yediot Ahronoth, “[Israeli] Land Administration offi  cial Shlomo Zeiser 
said the state was seeking a permanent solution to the al-Arakib issue.”
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The Summer Camp 
of Destruction

Though there are few experiences as jarring as witnessing the demolition of an 
entire village while its inhabitants helplessly stand by and watch, I had only 
begun to discover the perversity of Israel’s activities in the Negev. A week before 

I watched Al Araqib be razed to the ground, I visited the village with a delegation 
from Ta’ayush, a joint Israeli-Palestinian initiative that began by staging direct action 
protests against settler activity in the south Hebron Hills of the occupied West Bank, 
but which had begun devoting an increasing amount of energy to abuses occurring 
back inside the Green Line. Upon their arrival, they gathered on the fl oor of an open-
air tent to hear about the fi rst time the bulldozers rampaged through the community. 

Jillian Kestler-D’Amours, an independent journalist who had stayed in the village 
for over a month, told me the children had begun to suff er from nightmares, chronic 
bedwetting, and the inability to complete their schoolwork. Nearby, a local resident 
named Ata Abu Madyam led the visitors on a tour of the land around Al Araqib. He 
pointed out the vast plot that the all-Jewish town of Givot Bar sought to expropriate. 
“They are off ering massive benefi ts to the families of former soldiers to settle here,” 
he said. “And if there is a two state solution, this is where they will move the settlers. 
They want to make peace on top of my head.” 

I asked Abu Madyam about a report I had read in CNN. According to the article, 
the hundreds of Israeli riot police who stormed the village were accompanied by 
“busloads of cheering civilians.” Who were these civilians? And why didn’t CNN or 
any outlet investigate further? I asked him. Abu Madyam happened to be a journalist 
who published a local Arabic language newspaper called Arab Negev News. The cover 
of the paper’s latest issue featured a photo of Palestinians being expelled to Jordan 
in  juxtaposed with a photo of a family fl eeing Al Araqib one week before. The 
headline read “Nakba .” For the Bedouins of the Negev, as for the Palestinians of 
Gaza, the West Bank, and across the Holy Land, the Nakba was a continuous, ongoing 
process of dispossession.

In response to my question, Abu Madyam whipped out his cellphone and dis-
played for me a series of shocking photographs. In one image aft er another, I saw 
Jewish Israeli youth volunteers participating in the destruction of his village. “What 
we learned from this summer camp of destruction,” Abu Madyam told me, “is that 
Israeli youth are not being educated on democracy, they are being raised on racism.”
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I studied the photographs closely. One showed a group of teens inside a local 
home; they had apparently amused themselves by smashing mirrors and littering 
the fl oor with family photographs. Another depicted the youth emptying the homes 
of furniture in advance of the demolition. And another showed the teens posing on 
couches and chairs in the open desert. They looked proud, with a sense of swagger, 
their arms folded and heads cocked like rappers in an album cover photo shoot. 
According to Abu Madyam, when the bulldozers moved in, belching up smoke while 
they smashed down house aft er house, the youth stood on a hill singing, “Am Yisrael 
Chai!”—the people of Israel live.

Who were these teenage boys? Most appeared to be mizrahi, with olive skin and 
strikingly similar features to those of the people whose homes they had vandalized. 
The rest looked like Ethiopian Jews or Russians. They were the kind of kids that 
affl  uent Ashkenazim elites from North Tel Aviv denigrated as arsim, or brown trash. 
Ben Gurion once demeaned Jews who had immigrated to Israel from Arab countries 
as “savage” and as “a primitive community” that revered pimps and thieves. Stuck at 
the bottom of the totem pole in a militaristic settler society, the lower-class Jews of 
the periphery remain consigned to carrying out Israel’s ugliest projects, as low-wage 
ushers for the Green Patrol and perhaps when they came of age, as Border Police 
grunts. To the frontlines of ethnic cleansing they marched to secure their status from 
the Ashkenazi elite who issued them with their orders.

Aft er showing the disturbing photos to several Israeli friends and examining the 
insignia on the work vests the teenagers wore, we were able to determine that they 
had probably been employed by a private security company in Kiryat Gat. Named 
for the ancient Philistine city of Gath, which actually existed  kilometers away, 
Kiryat Gat is a run-down Jewish development town that sits on the ruins of al-Faluja, 
a Palestinian village ethnically cleansed by Israeli forces in , months aft er Israel 
signed its armistice with Egypt. Today, the city is home to the Intel Corporation’s 
microchip plant, which mostly employs upwardly mobile commuters from Tel Aviv 
while many residents of Kiryat Gat subsist on state welfare, comprising one of the 
highest unemployment rates in Israel. One of the few aft erschool centers in the city 
is operated by the International Fellowship of Christians and Jews, a US-based group 
funded by Christian Zionists who believe Israel is the future site of the Rapture. 
Indeed, there is little to prevent youth from the city from joining a gang or seeking 
a living on the black market.

With its proximity to the Negev, the enforced culture of separation between Jews 
and Bedouins has occasionally broken down, even if only in a marginal sense. In 
several cases, this has resulted in romantic relationships, usually between young 
Bedouin men and Jewish women. But in a generally segregated society like Israel, 
relationships like these can easily turn sour, and even abusive.

Rather than encouraging a culture of coexistence, Kiryat Gat’s municipal wel-
fare department did all it could to maintain the structure of ethnic separation. The 
department’s youth education program included the screening of a short video for 
local high school students called “Sleeping with the Enemy.” In the fi lm, the local 
police department chief, Haim Shalom, declares, “The girls, in their innocence, 

9781568586342-text.indd   1779781568586342-text.indd   177 8/3/13   11:49 PM8/3/13   11:49 PM



 goliath

go with the exploitative Arab.” At a subsequent “emergency” anti-miscegenation 
conference in Kiryat Gat, a local police spokesman warned participants that the 
Bedouins’ “goal is to take advantage of the girls. There is no element of love or an 
innocent-friendly relationship here.”

Unlike more affl  uent teens from Tel Aviv who attended summer camp in the 
verdant north of the country, or who headed off  to Europe with their families, a 
low-paying job as the member of a village demolition advance team was proba-
bly among the few summertime activities open to the youth of Kiryat Gat. And 
in an environment where racism against the Bedouins and other non-Jews is offi  -
cially sanctioned, and where youth are encouraged to confi rm their Jewish identity 
through confl ict with the “exploitative Arab,” participating in an operation to drive 
away the Bedouin might have guaranteed serious bragging rights back home. 

Of course, the kids were just pawns in a much larger operation of ethnic cleans-
ing and colonization. Behind the curtains of Al Araqib’s theater of destruction a 
little-known but internationally infl uential South African televangelist who was the 
project’s most fl amboyant backer.
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Preparing the Land for Jesus

As the Blueprint Negev project progressed, an unlikely and virtually unknown 
character injected the plan with his titanic fundraising prowess and seem-
ingly unlimited messianic zeal. He was Rory Alec, the founder and owner of 

GOD-TV, a Jerusalem-based cable television network that claimed to reach half a 
billion people around the world with programming blending New World Order con-
spiracism with Greater-Israeli zealotry. Alec’s wife, Wendy, is the author of a series of 
books called Chronicle of Brothers that depict a race of humans blessed with God’s 
DNA doing battle with Black Magi, the Dread Warlocks of Ishtar, Demon Witches 
of Babylon, and other Satanic villains. According to Rachel Tabachnik, an expert 
researcher on the international Christian Right, “The narrative parallels widespread 
New World Order conspiracy theories.”

Alec’s role in the activities around Al Araqib was fi rst exposed by activists from 
the Alternative Information Center in Jerusalem, who noticed a large sign posted on 
the highway near the village marked with the emblem of the Jewish National Fund 
but which read as follows:

god tv forest
a generous donation by god-tv

made ,, saplings available to be planted 
in the land of israel and also provided the creation 

of water projects throughout the negev

When I investigated further, I found that Alec was funneling millions to the JNF 
to plant a non-native forest on what would be the former site of Al Araqib. In a pro-
motional page on GOD-TV’s website, Alec solicited donations for the project from 
his rapture-ready fl ock. “GOD TV is planting over ONE MILLION TREES across 
the Holy Land as a miraculous sign to Israel and to the world that Jesus is coming 
soon,” the page informed visitors. “This is a unique opportunity to make your mark 
on the land of Israel.” 

A video accompanied the donation drive depicting Alec, a stocky, potbellied man 
with a s-era mod rock mullet, standing less than one kilometer from Al Araqib 
among a fi eld of saplings planted by the JNF. “He’s coming back, and the Lord’s say-
ing to us, ‘Prepare the land, and this is the land that He’s preparing,’” Alec excit-
edly declares into the camera, extending his arms to frame the Negev Desert in the 
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background. At the conclusion of the video, Alec is seen with Sigal Moran, the mayor 
of Givot Bar, the Jews-only colony that has claimed Al Araqib’s land as its own, and 
whose handful of residents the JNF describes as “twenty-fi rst-century pioneers mak-
ing the desert bloom.” Alec hands over a check for , to the visibly grateful 
Moran, who seems to have no reservation about accepting the benefi cence of a fi gure 
who openly declares his interest in preparing Israel for the End Times. 

Countless evangelical Christian leaders have adopted Christian Zionism as a cen-
tral article of faith, linking their international ministries to the cause of Israel while 
sending millions to West Bank settlements and various Israeli charities, all in expec-
tation of a glorious rapture in which the non-Christians would suff er, their “bodies 
bursting open from head to toe at every word that proceeded out of the mouth of 
the Lord,” according to Tim LaHaye’s best-selling End Times pulp fi ction novel Left  
Behind. LaHaye, a key player in the American radical right who joined the Christian 
Zionist cause in the s, has led a “Where Jesus Walked Tour” tour through the 
Jezreel Valley, where his followers measure the river of blood that will fl ow from the 
two and a half billion impure non-Christians who are due to be ritually slaughtered 
during the Rapture. 

During the s, the government of Menachem Begin sought to expand Israel’s 
base of support in the United States by cultivating Christian right leaders such as Pat 
Robertson and Jerry Falwell to promote Zionism among their multimillion-member 
TV fl ocks. (Falwell arrived for the fi rst time in Israel on a private jet supplied by 
Begin.) Robertson, Falwell, and others like them were active supporters of Israel’s 
allies among the right-wing military juntas of Central America and the apartheid 
government of South Africa. Perhaps for them, joining the pro-Israel fray was just a 
logical progression. Benjamin Netanyahu cemented the evangelical alliance when he 
fi rst entered the prime minister’s offi  ce, keynoting a massive  rally convened by 
Falwell against then-president Bill Clinton’s attempts to pressure Israel to withdraw 
from small slivers of the West Bank as gestures toward a fi nal status peace agreement. 

When Netanyahu returned to power in , he had a massive army of Christian 
soldiers at his disposal, ready to lobby for an all-out push to consolidate full Israeli 
ownership of “Judea and Samaria.” The product of long-term collaboration with the 
American Israel Public Aff airs Committee (AIPAC), the offi  cial arm of the Israel 
lobby, they called themselves Christians United For Israel (CUFI). At the helm of the 
organization was an infl uential Texas mega-church pastor named John Hagee, who 
had described the Holocaust as divine providence and publicly predicted that the 
anti-Christ would be homosexual and “half-Jewish, as was Adolf Hitler.” In July , 
Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu welcomed the leading Christian Zionist pastor 
John Hagee and hundreds of members of his Texas congregation as VIP guests at 
a rally the night before Vice President Joe Biden arrived in Jerusalem to demand a 
freeze on Israel’s settlement activity. “Israel loves you, and the Jewish people love you,” 
Netanyahu told the cheering crowd, with a host of top government offi  cials seated by 
his side. Against the threat of “delegimization,” the new fear that consumed the prime 
minister, the Israeli government did not seem to think it had the luxury of picking 
and choosing its friends, even if they happened to hold views that many Jews might 
fi nd peculiar if not highly disturbing.
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While Christian Zionists pumped their money into Israeli settlements, even vol-
unteering to pick grapes for wine companies based in the West Bank, the involvement 
of GOD-TV’s Alec in Blueprint Negev represented the Christian right’s most direct 
role in Israeli human rights abuses to date. With help from a handful of writers and 
activists, I publicized GOD-TV’s participation in the destruction of Al Araqib in a 
series of widely distributed blog posts and articles, which led to coverage in Ha’aretz. 
The wave of reporting compelled Alec to issue a defensively worded statement on 
GOD-TV’s website: “It has come to our attention that reports have been posted on 
the Internet. These reports mislead readers to believe that GOD TV may be respon-
sible for displacement of Bedouin people in the Negev Desert in Israel. These claims 
are false.” Placing the blame squarely on the Israeli government, GOD-TV pleaded, 
“We do not want to become involved in political debate.”

The JNF was also feeling the heat from its role in destroying Al Araqib. Its March 
 newsletter included a strident diatribe by the organization’s CEO Russell Rob-
inson against the critics of Blueprint Negev. “I can tell you one simple thing,” Rob-
inson wrote. “No other organization is doing anywhere near as much as the Jewish 
National Fund is to help enhance the quality of life for this [Bedouin] population.”

Despite having been fully apprised of the human cost of their activities in the 
Negev Desert, neither Alec nor the JNF curtailed their destructive activities. The 
demolitions continued apace, with Israeli police unleashing teargas and rubber bul-
lets against the families who dared to resist. A year aft er the demolitions began—aft er 
the ILA had leveled the Al Araqib twenty-seven times—the State of Israel fi led a 
formal lawsuit against the residents of Al Araqib, seeking , from the defen-
dants, demanding that they foot the bill for the State’s repeated bulldozing of their 
homes and villages. According to the lawsuit, thirty-four residents of Al Araqib were 
accused of a “permanent illegal invasion” of Israel state lands.

Nuri el-Okbi was not named in the lawsuit, but he had also suff ered at the hands of 
the state for attempting to live on his land in Al Araqib. El-Okbi, a tireless activist 
who founded the Association for the Protection of Bedouins in Israel, had saved his 
family’s deed to their plot in Al Araqib in a halvah tin. He even carried aerial photos 
from  proving that his family’s home and agricultural fi elds existed before the 
foundation of Israel. But, according to el-Okbi, the state’s records clerks deliberately 
refused to accept Bedouin land ownership claims from  to , hoping that all 
the witnesses would die of old age so that the documents would simply disappear. 
But el-Okbi persisted, becoming a major annoyance to a state determined to deny 
property rights to all non-Jews under its control.

“We had been sitting on this land for generations,” el-Okbi told an interviewer. “We 
have houses on this land, stone structures built in the Turkish era. We have water-
holes. We have vineyards. We never did anything against the state, against the Jews. 
We accepted the State of Israel, but despite everything, they forced us off  our lands.”

In , the Israeli army forcibly removed el-Okbi’s family and all other Bed-
ouins living around the Al Araqib area, promising them they would be allowed to 
return aft er the military carried out a series of training exercises. Years passed, but 
the el-Okbi clan was never allowed to return. Instead, like hundreds of thousands 
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of Arabs displaced by the Israeli army, they became “present absentees”—internal 
refugees who lived inside Israel, but were legally forbidden from returning to their 
homes and property, which had been placed in the hands of Jewish colonists through 
the Absentee Property Law and various other discriminatory ordinances. For el-Ok-
bi’s part, his family’s land had been seized by the ILA, which authorized the JNF to 
carry out its stated mission of developing it “on behalf of its owners—Jewish people 
everywhere.”

Since the inception of Blueprint Negev, el-Okbi began camping on his fami-
ly’s privately owned land. Each time he appeared near Al Araqib, he was forcibly 
removed by private security guards hired by the JNF, who oft en found themselves 
physically restraining him from blocking the advancing bulldozers. Aft er his forti-
eth attempt to return to the land of his childhood, an Israeli court slapped el-Okbi 
with a restraining order that forbid him from setting foot anywhere near the area. 
Shlomo Sizar, an offi  cial from the ILA who has overseen the destruction of Al Araqib, 
remarked, “Every year, [the Bedouins] invade, and we remove them. They invade, and 
we remove them. We’re not going to let this land be invaded.”

Severed from his family’s land, el-Okbi was relegated to operating a garage in 
Ramle, the rough twin city of Lod, located in the center of Israel. Though he was hun-
dreds of kilometers from Al Araqib, el-Okbi was not safe from the vindictive designs 
of the state. In December , aft er applying for a license to operate his garage 
with the local municipality and being repeatedly denied, el-Okbi was summoned 
to a Ramle courtroom and sentenced to seven months in prison and a , fi ne. 
In meting out the draconian penalty, the judge drew a clear connection between 
el-Okbi’s unlicensed garage and his human rights activism, proclaiming that a lenient 
sentence “would constitute a negative message to the public, and especially to the 
Bedouins.” El-Okbi, who was sixty-eight years old at the time, collapsed upon the 
reading of his verdict and was taken to a hospital, where he lay handcuff ed to a bed.

Just days later, aft er a Tel Aviv district court convicted former Israeli president 
Moshe Katsav of raping one female subordinate while sexually assaulting two more, 
Katsav’s successor, Shimon Peres, trumpeted the decision as proof of his country’s 
vibrant democracy. “There are no two states of Israel, just one state,” Peres declared. 
“There are no two kinds of citizens here; citizens of only one kind exist in Israel—
and all are equal in the eyes of the law.”

That same month, as the JNF’s bulldozers sought to clear the northern Negev of 
the Bedouins to make way for the GOD-TV Forest, a spark caught some tinder at 
the base one of the fi rst forests the JNF ever planted in Israel. With a gust of wind, 
the fl ames quickly grew into a massive wildfi re that consumed large swaths of the 
Carmel forest in northern Israel. As the fi re overwhelmed towns and bore down on 
Haifa, it laid bare a terrible history concealed by layers of mythology, offi  cially sanc-
tioned political repression and piles of fallen pine needles. 
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There Are No Facts

On December , , a burning tree trunk fell into a bus full of Israeli Prison 
Service cadets on their way to Damon Prison, a detention center described 
by female Palestinian inmates as “the worst jail ever.” Forty of the cadets were 

immediately killed by the felled tree, marking the opening chapter of a rapidly 
unfolding national tragedy that generated an outpouring of anti-government rage 
that had rarely been seen in Israel. Within four days, hundreds of thousands of trees 
planted along the Carmel Mountains had been turned to ash, while the outskirts of 
Haifa were engulfed in smoke. More than , acres were burned in the Mount 
Carmel area, a devastating swath of destruction in a country the size of New Jersey. 

In characteristically apocalyptic language, Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu 
described the fi re as “a catastrophe the likes of which we have never known.” A prison 
guard who visited the site of the bus accident collapsed in his friend’s arms. “It’s 
worse than a terrorist attack in Gaza,” he cried. “They just laid there on the fl oor, 
dozens of people, and there was nothing to do.”

But once Israelis progressed beyond grief, they quickly turned their anger on their 
leaders. At a memorial for the prison guards, Netanyahu was heckled by dozens of 
infuriated mourners, who interrupted him with insults so many times he was unable 
to fi nish his eulogy. At one point, the prime minister’s bodyguards were forced to 
shield him when the mourners surged forward, threatening to attack him. The part-
ner of Ahuva Tomer, the Haifa police chief who died in the fi re, stood before the 
vigil and demanded that Interior Minister Eli Yishai immediately leave. As mourners 
stormed out in anger, the ceremony was only able to proceed once the crowd was 
informed that Yishai had left . 

Netanyahu’s government had confronted the fi re with complete passivity. The day 
aft er the confl agration began to spread, he informed the country, “We do not have 
what it takes to put out the fi re, but help is on the way.” Having prioritized the pro-
curement of advanced military gear and occupation maintenance over the country’s 
infrastructure, Netanyahu was powerless in the face of natural disaster. 

Forced into a corner, Netanyahu begged for assistance from his counterpart in 
Turkey, Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan, the man he had accused during the 
fl otilla imbroglio of collaborating with al-Qaeda and Hamas in Israel’s destruction. 
Next, Netanyahu beseeched the Palestinian Authority, another entity he frequently 
demonized, for fi refi ghting assistance. Having spent years carping about the whole 
world being against Israel, Netanyahu found that even those he had labeled as 
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murderous terrorists were willing to help. And his government repaid them with 
humiliation and disrespect. Aft er the PA sent its most able team to help snuff  the 
blaze, most of its fi refi ghters were refused entry to Israel to attend a ceremony orga-
nized to honor their contributions, forcing Israeli offi  cials to cancel the ceremony 
altogether. In the words of Arab member of Knesset Ahmed Tibi, the incident was 
“not just a march of folly or a theater of the absurd but stupidity and the normative 
lordly attitude of the occupation regime.” 

The bulk of Israeli public anger focused on Yishai, the Shas leader who headed 
the Interior Ministry. It was up to Yishai to ensure the viability and preparedness 
of Israel’s fi refi ghting corps, however, he seemed far more interested in diverting 
public money into the settlements, especially those that were home to his religious 
Mizrahi constituents. As he declared in June , “I promise to use my ministry, 
all the resources at my disposal, and the ministry’s impact on local authorities for 
the good of expanding settlements.” With his near-criminal negligence exposed and 
his cabinet post in grave danger, Yishai claimed he was the victim of anti-Mizrahi 
prejudice, moaning, “What is happening here is a lynching.” Adding insult to injury, 
the spiritual leader of Yishai’s Shas Party, former Chief Israeli Rabbi Ovadiah Yosef, 
blamed the fi re on the sins of its victims, proclaiming in his weekly sermon, “Fires 
only happen in a place where Shabbat is desecrated. Homes were ruined, entire 
neighborhoods wiped out, and it is not arbitrary. It is all divine providence.”

As the circular political fi ring squad unloaded in the wake of the disaster, with 
one minister blaming another for a failure that indicted the government as a whole, 
the Carmel fi re inadvertently exposed an open wound at the heart of the country’s 
character and identity as a Jewish state. The pine trees that had burned so easily 
across the Carmel mountains were originally intended as instruments of conceal-
ment, strategically planted by the JNF atop the sites of the hundreds of Palestinian 
villages the Israeli military evacuated and destroyed in  and ’. With forests 
sprouting up where towns once stood, those who had been expelled would have 
nothing to come back to. And that was exactly what the JNF intended.

The JNF’s showcase forest, Canada Park, is built on the ruins of the Palestinian 
villages that once stood in Latrun—Imwas, Yalu, and Beit Nuba. Having failed to 
remove the villages in , the nd Regiment of the Israeli army returned to 
Latrun in  to fi nish the job. Besides the desire for revenge aft er the punishing 
loss at Latrun in ’, the state considered the villages an obstruction to building 
a direct highway from Jerusalem to Tel Aviv. At nine in the morning, the soldiers 
gathered the eight thousand residents in an open area and, with direct orders from 
General Yitzhak Rabin, ordered them at gunpoint to march to Ramallah. Hours later, 
bulldozers arrived to destroy the villagers’ homes. 

“The chickens and the doves were buried under the ruins,” the regiment com-
mander, Amos Kenan, later recalled. “The fi elds turned desolate before our very eyes, 
and children walked down the road sobbing. That was how we lost our victory that 
day.”
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Though some of the enlisted soldiers cried as they witnessed the pathetic scene 
unfolding before them, none disobeyed their orders to guard the bulldozers. Moshe 
Dayan reassured Israeli skeptics that the expulsions were conducted “with Zionist 
intentions.” 

During the s, the JNF constructed Canada Park with generous donations 
from the Canadian government, planting thousands of non-indigenous pine trees 
on the rubble of Imwas, Yalu, and Beit Nuba. Today the park is an idyllic setting for 
cyclists, hikers, and families who spend Israel’s Independence Day picnicking in the 
sun. However, those who venture too deeply into the forest may risk stumbling over 
the still-intact spring and water wells belonging to the scattered refugees of Yalu, or the 
rubble of a church where the Christians of Imwas worshipped each Sunday until the 
Israeli bulldozers sent it crashing to the ground. Though few Israelis realize it, when 
they stroll in the shade of Canada Park’s pines, they are actually inside a section of the 
West Bank captured from the Palestinians—that the JNF trees mask the occupation.

Until , the JNF omitted the history of the Palestinian villages from the 
explanatory signs it posted around the park, instead presenting details of life in the 
Second Temple, Hellenic, and Roman periods, adhering to a strictly Eurocentric nar-
rative. When Zochrot, an Israeli non-profi t dedicated to preserving the memory of 
the Nakba, petitioned the Supreme Court to amend the signs to include the history 
of Arab habitation, the JNF fi rst attempted to defl ect all responsibility onto the Israeli 
government before it fi nally conceded to the demand. But almost as soon as the 
revised signs were posted, one mysteriously disappeared, while vandals meticulously 
blacked out the section mentioning Palestinian villages on another. 

The JNF was intimately involved in the Nakba, with its then-director Yosef 
Weitz establishing the Transfer Committee, where a pantheon of leaders orches-
trated the fi nal and most brutal stages of ethnic cleansing, which they called Plan 
Dalet. Described by the Israeli revisionist historian Ilan Pappe as “the quintessential 
colonialist,” Weitz personally guided the expulsions with a deliberate, calculated 
hand, dispatching his staff  to identify Palestinian villages to destroy—a practice 
David Ben Gurion called, “cleaning up.” “It must be clear that there is no room in 
the country for both peoples,” Weitz declared at the time. “If the Arabs leave it, the 
country will become wide and spacious for us. . . . The only solution is a Land of 
Israel . . . without Arabs. . . . There is no way but to transfer the Arabs from here to 
the neighboring countries, to transfer all of them, save perhaps for [the Palestinian 
Arabs of] Bethlehem, Nazareth, and the old Jerusalem. Not one village must be left , 
not one tribe.”

In the ethnically pure Israel of Weitz and Ben Gurion’s dreams, a distinctly Euro-
pean, alpine landscape would be able to fl ourish atop the “wilderness” the Palestin-
ians had supposedly failed to cultivate. Having fulfi lled most of the goals of Plan 
Dalet, namely, expelling as many Arabs as possible and replacing them with new 
Jewish immigrants, the JNF planted hundreds of thousands of trees over the freshly 
destroyed Palestinian villages. In establishing the Carmel National Park in north-
ern Israel, the JNF strategically concealed the ruins of al-Tira, a once-populous and 
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picturesque town that joined the hundreds erased from the map. As the trees matured 
and developed into a full-fl edged forest, an area on the south slope of Mount Carmel 
came to resemble the landscape of the Swiss Alps so closely that Israelis nicknamed 
it “Little Switzerland.” 

But the nonindigenous trees of the JNF were poorly suited to the dry Mediterra-
nean climate of Palestine. Most of the saplings the JNF plants at a site near Jerusalem 
die soon aft er taking root, requiring constant replanting. Elsewhere, needles from 
the pine trees have killed native plant species and wreaked havoc on the ecosystem. 
And when the wildfi res swept through the Carmel Mountains, “Little Switzerland” 
quickly went up in smoke.

Among the towns evacuated during the Carmel fi res was Ein Hod, a bohemian 
artists’ colony nestled in the hills to the north and east of Haifa. During the great 
confl agration, residents of the village came pouring out in search of escape, with 
some seeking shelter in nearby Arab villages. It was not the fi rst time Ein Hod was 
evacuated. The fi rst time was in , when the town’s original Palestinian inhabi-
tants were driven from their homes. 

Before the establishment of Israel, Ein Hod was called Ayn Hawd. The town had been 
continuously populated since the twelft h century, aft er Arabs from Iraq settled the 
area. During the Nakba, Israeli troops expelled most of Ein Hod’s residents to refugee 
camps in Jordan, Syria, and Jenin in the West Bank. But a small and exceptionally 
resilient clan fl ed to the nearby hills, set up a makeshift  camp, and watched as Jewish 
foreigners moved into their empty homes.

In , when the army authorized plans to bulldoze the town, a Romanian Dada-
ist sculptor named Marcel Janco successfully lobbied them against it. Janco was not 
acting out of humanitarian concern but self-interest: in place of the Arab village, he 
proposed establishing an all-Jewish art commune to generate tourism and contrib-
ute to the culture of Zionism, which he claimed would benefi t from the modernist 
traditions he had brought over from Europe. 

Thanks to Janco, the rustic stone homes that once belonged to Palestinians con-
tain quaint artist studios and a large museum dedicated to his paintings. Janco drew 
his scenes of Arab life in typically Orientalist fashion, depicting the indigenous res-
idents of the Galilee as a faceless, agrarian mass or as cartoonish stereotypes. The 
mosque that once served Ayn Hawd’s Muslim population has been converted into 
an airy bar called Bonanza, where Goldstar beer fl ows from the tap and pizza bakes 
in a woodburning oven. Visitors to the town are greeted at the entrance by Benjamin 
Levy’s The Modest Couple in a Sardine Can, a sculpture depicting a nude woman 
and a suited gentleman in a sardine can, which was unveiled at a ceremony led by 
President Peres in .

Having survived the catastrophe of , the al-Hija clan of Ayn Hawd set up a 
new village three kilometers away from what is today known as Eid Hod. They thus 
joined the eighty thousand Palestinians classifi ed by Israel as “present absentees,” 
or refugees who had been permanently driven from their homes but not outside 
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the borders of the country. In the decades that followed, the villagers resisted state 
attempts at removal. Unable to dislodge the al-Hija clan, the state surrounded them 
with a fence to prevent them from expanding their unrecognized village. In , 
aft er decades of deliberate offi  cial neglect and a sustained campaign to highlight 
their plight, the residents of Ayn Hawd won offi  cial recognition—a stunning rarity 
for an unrecognized Arab village. For the fi rst time, they were able to receive public 
services like trash removal and electricity.

I visited Ein Hod in June . The village was charmingly quaint, and if I had 
not arrived with the intention of investigating its history, I might have felt welcome 
enough to spend a night or two at the local bed and breakfast. But Ein Hod’s residents 
had apparently been conditioned to treat the overly curious outsider poking around 
for details about the ghosts that still haunt them with extreme wariness. When I 
pulled out my video camera and began to ask the local artists about their studios, 
I was met with a mixture of suspicion and outright hostility. “I know what you’re 
doing!” a silver-haired woman sneered at me, insisting that I not fi lm her. 

Inside the Bonanza bar, I asked patrons if the place was in fact a converted 
mosque. “Yeah, but that’s how all of Israel is,” a talkative young woman from a nearby 
kibbutz told me as she sipped on a beer. “This whole country is built on top of Arab 
villages. So maybe it’s best to let bygones be bygones.”

Near a cluster of stone homes, I joined a group of aging Israeli tourists with waist-
packs and big, fl oppy hats as a professional guide led them around Ein Hod. Speaking 
in Hebrew, the guide took them through the studios, informing them that they were 
inside “third generation houses,” deceiving them into believing that Israeli Jews were 
the original owners. While browsing the studios, I noticed that much of the art being 
produced was Judaica kitsch for sale to foreign tourists—generic shtetl scenes from 
the long lost world immortalized in Yiddish scribe Sholom Aleichem’s Tevye and His 
Daughters, a play that concluded with a tragic scene of Russians expelling the Jews 
from their shtetl. 

Later, before taking her group to the town’s Hurdy Gurdy museum, a rustic work-
shop dedicated to the restoration and preservation of medieval European instru-
ments, the guide mentioned a “welcoming committee” that vetted potential residents. 
This was apparently one device the residents of Ein Hod used to keep the Arabs 
down the road from returning home. Then there was the Absentee Property Law of 
, which placed all “abandoned” Arab property in the hands of the JNF and the 
ILA, consolidating the state-sanctioned theft  committed during the Nakba through 
democratically approved legislation.

During a break in the tour, the guide pulled me aside and demanded to know who 
I was. Introducing herself as Shuli Linda Yarkon, a PhD candidate at Tel Aviv Uni-
versity, the tour guide told me with great modesty that she was the leading authority 
on Ein Hod. She insisted that I allow her to review all the footage I planned to shoot, 
claiming that this would ensure that I not mistranslate words she used like kibbush, a 
Hebrew term that means “conquest” but is commonly used to refer to the occupation 
of Palestine.
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“So what about the conquest you mentioned?” I asked her. “Why didn’t you tell the 
tourists who lived in the houses before ?” Visibly irritated, Yarkon resorted to the 
dreary vocabulary of post-structuralism to justify her revisionism. “I’ve concluded 
aft er years of research that there are really no facts when you discuss this issue,” she 
stated coldly. “There are only narratives.” 

She assured me that Ein Hod’s Jewish population maintained excellent relations 
with the expelled residents: “Go ask them. They will tell you how they feel.”

So I did. Aft er following a winding dirt road around a hillside for several kilo-
meters, I was inside Ayn Hawd, the Arab village. There was no installation art here, 
just a collection of mostly ramshackle houses, dirt roads, a mosque with a tall min-
aret, and crowds of scruff y kids playing in the streets. Almost immediately some of 
the town’s residents appeared from their homes to greet me. Among them was Abu 
Moein al-Hija, a village council member and schoolteacher who invited me to spend 
the rest of the aft ernoon with his family on a patio beside his home, which appeared 
newer and more stately than those of his neighbors. 

Al-Hija told me his ancestors arrived in the village more than seven hundred 
years ago from what is now Iraq. Those members of his family who were expelled 
to Jenin in  never returned home, even to visit. They told him they would be 
too angry to even lay eyes their former homes with the new Israeli occupants inside. 
When I mentioned the bar built into the old mosque, al-Hija shook his head in dis-
gust. “It’s very bad. It’s an insult,” he said.

Al-Hija took me inside his home for a tour, showing me the spacious, immacu-
lately clean parlor and the picture window with a sweeping view of the valley below. 
He had built the whole place, he said with pride. Down a hall, his thirteen-year-old 
daughter, Ansam, was reclining on the fl oor of her room reading John Knowles’s 
novel of American prep school boys, A Separate Peace. She leapt to attention when I 
entered and spent the next ten minutes showing me her library. 

With night setting in, Moein and his family took me back on the patio. There, he 
unfurled the map of Mandate-era Palestine that so many Palestinian families I have 
visited kept in their homes. It was maps like these, which highlighted the hundreds 
of towns disappeared by the State of Israel, that Uri Avnery called “more dangerous 
than any bomb.” Al-Hija ran his fi ngers over the names of scores of villages destroyed 
on the coast between Jaff a and Haifa by Zionist forces in , pointing to Kafr Saba, 
Qaqun, al-Tira, and Tantura, the site of a massacre of unarmed Palestinian prisoners 
on the beach just one month aft er the Deir Yassin massacre. Moein was a history 
teacher, but the state had forbidden him from discussing these events in his class-
room and was in the process of criminalizing their public observance. 

As darkness blanketed the hills, I realized that I had lost track of time. I told 
al-Hija that I needed to get back to Tel Aviv. With that, his wife rushed into the house 
and gathered a bunch of grapes she had picked from a tree in the family’s garden, 
handing them over to me in a Tupperware bowl. On the drive down the coast, as I 
breezed by the dunes and sandy fl ats where the heart of Palestine once pulsed with 
life, I thought of a quote by the seventeenth-century Jewish mystic Baal Shem Tov 
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inscribed on a wall at Yad Vashem, the Israeli Holocaust memorial museum. “For-
getfulness leads to exile,” it read, “while remembrance is the secret of redemption.”

In his  short fi ction story “Facing the Forests,” the Israeli author A. B. Yehoshua 
portrayed a mute Palestinian forest watchman taking revenge by burning down a 
JNF forest to reveal the hidden ruins of his former village. Imagining that the fi c-
tional tale had come to life, right-wing Israelis began demanding a search for the 
Arab who must have sparked the blaze on the Carmel Mountains, which the Israeli 
police described as a deliberate act. While Yedioth Ahronoth blared without evidence, 
“Hezbollah Overjoyed by Fire,” Michael Ben-Ari, a extremist member of Knesset 
from the National Union Party, called for “the whole Shin Bet” to be mobilized to 
investigate what the settler media outlet Arutz Sheva said “may turn out to be the 
worst terror attack in Israel’s history.” Aft er the damage was done, an offi  cial investi-
gation determined the fi re to be the result of simple negligence.

9781568586342-text.indd   1899781568586342-text.indd   189 8/3/13   11:49 PM8/3/13   11:49 PM



9781568586342-text.indd   1909781568586342-text.indd   190 8/3/13   11:49 PM8/3/13   11:49 PM



PA RT  V I

T H E  Y E A R  O F 
D E M O C R AC Y

9781568586342-text.indd   1919781568586342-text.indd   191 8/3/13   11:49 PM8/3/13   11:49 PM



9781568586342-text.indd   1929781568586342-text.indd   192 8/3/13   11:49 PM8/3/13   11:49 PM





3 5

These Things That 
Were Done to Us

In the early aft ernoon on December , , at Yad Vashem, a museum and research 
institute that describes itself as “the Jewish people’s living memorial to the Holo-
caust,” fourteen Palestinian women arrived to learn about the Jewish genocide in 

Europe as part of a program organized by the Israeli Bereaved Families Forum, which 
promotes dialogue and understanding between Jewish Israelis and Palestinians who 
have lost family members in the confl ict. The women received special passes to travel 
from the occupied city of Nablus through the separation wall to Jerusalem, a place 
that is off  limits to most West Bank Palestinians except under special circumstances.

Accompanied by a group of Jewish Israeli women who planned to visit a Pales-
tinan village destroyed in the Nakba the following week, the women from Nablus 
had hoped to achieve a cultural breakthrough. Despite all they and their families 
had suff ered under Israel’s occupation, they were willing to expose themselves to the 
historical trauma that had impacted the psyche of their neighbors living on the other 
side of the wall. But instead of the hearty welcome they expected, they earned curses 
from a mob of preadolescent Jewish children.

“Sharmouta!” the children shouted at the women, using the Arabic word for 
“whore.” “Zonot!” the kids continued, this time employing the Hebrew for “hookers.”

For the Palestinian women on the tour, the behavior of the Israeli children was 
completely foreign. “In Palestinian culture, older women are most honored, and they 
could not believe their ears,” said Siham Abu Awwad, a Palestinian coordinator of 
the tour. “We never talk like this to older women. The Palestinians, who were all 
grandmothers, were very shocked and off ended.” 

The Jewish women on the tour were just as horrifi ed, attempting to mitigate 
the damage the children had caused with profuse apologies on their behalf. But as 
mothers and educators, they understood the roots of the racist outburst were fi rmly 
implanted in the foundations of Israeli society. Tamara Rabinovich, an Israeli facili-
tator of the trip, remarked to a reporter from the Hebrew news site Walla!, “For these 
children, it doesn’t matter where they are, even at Yad Vashem. They have been taught 
to see the Palestinians as enemies, so that’s how they behave.”

In the cultivation of the Israeli psyche, there is no more important historical episode 
than the Holocaust. A two-minute-long siren sounds across Israel on Yom Hashoah, 
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or Holocaust Memorial Day, bringing all traffi  c to a standstill and marking the 
emotional zenith of the springtime holiday season in Israel, which spans a highly 
compressed period from Passover to Independence Day, showcasing the foundation 
of Israel as the salvation of the Jews around the world from thousands of years of 
endless anti-Semitism. 

Throughout Israel’s history, the state’s leaders have justifi ed the country’s seem-
ingly permanent state of siege by invoking the immediate prospect of a second 
Holocaust. In , when Prime Minister Menachem Begin attempted to rally the 
Israeli public behind the army’s invasion of Lebanon, he declared, “The alternative 
[to war] is Treblinka, and we have decided there will be no more Treblinkas.” Five 
years later, in a speech at Israel’s Holocaust Memorial ceremony, as the First Intifada 
was approaching its crescendo, then minister of defense Yitzhak Rabin proclaimed, 
“In every generation they rise up to destroy us, and we must remember that this 
could happen to us in the future. We must therefore, as a state, be prepared for this.” 

With the onset of the Second Intifada and the deepening of Israel’s regime of 
separation, an all-consuming sense of doom and despair began to pervade Israeli 
society. A study by the Israeli political scientist Uriel Abulof showed that in the six 
years aft er , the number of articles in Ha’aretz focusing on existential threats to 
the country increased by  percent from six years before— a year compared to 
. The narrative of existential doom has intensifi ed even further thanks in large 
part to Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, the “Fearmonger-in-Chief” who has 
repeatedly identifi ed Iranian President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, a fi gure with no 
control over his country’s military, as a “new Hitler,” while comparing its nascent 
nuclear facilities to Auschwitz, the engines of Jewish annihilation. 

“Netanyahu is well entrenched through the socialization process to be a typical 
representative of a Jew who views the world through the prism of Jewish persecu-
tion,” the Tel Aviv University political psychology professor Daniel Bar-Tal told me. 
“When he talks about Iran being a Nazi country or Ahmadinejad being Hitler, he 
really believes it. But it also falls on a really fertile soil. When he speaks in these terms, 
many Israelis believe what he’s saying. It falls on very open ears, this kind of rhetoric, 
with people who are used to the trauma of Hitler and the Holocaust.”

The Holocaust is a focus of history classes and Jewish education in Israeli public 
schools and is relentlessly invoked in Israeli media, with Palestinian militants oft en 
portrayed as “Nazis” while Jews are presented as victims requiring heroic rescue from 
brave Israeli soldiers. In , well before Netanyahu’s time, and before the Eichmann 
trial forced the Holocaust into the Israeli national ethos, Yedioth Ahronoth colum-
nist Eliahu Amikam justifi ed the massacre at Deir Yassin in  by claiming that 
Nazi storm troopers were found among the Palestinians slaughtered in the village. 
“In Deir-Yassin there were soldiers of regular foreign armies, including Nazis with 
swastika emblems,” Amikam wrote. “Among the corpses there were Iraqis, Syrians, and 
Yugoslavs lying in their military uniform. Swastika ribbons were torn off  their sleeves.” 

Giulio Meotti, a neoconservative Italian commentator who maintained a column 
for Yedioth Ahronoth until he was dismissed for chronic plagiarism, channeled Ami-
kam’s moral exceptionalism when he wrote in , “Because of the Holocaust, Men-
achem Begin ordered the destruction of the nuclear bomb plant built by Saddam 
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Hussein on the outskirts of Baghdad. Because of the Holocaust, Golda Meir ordered 
Mossad operatives to kill Palestinian terrorists who slaughtered Jewish athletes at the 
 Olympic Games in Munich. Because of the Holocaust, Israel raided Tunisia to 
kill Abu Jihad, Yasser Arafat’s terrorist chief.” By Meotti’s reasoning, which expressed 
the mindset upheld by Israeli prime ministers from Ben Gurion to Netanyahu, 
because of the Holocaust Israel had the exclusive moral right to inaugurate a nuclear 
weapons program of its own and to conceal it from International Atomic Energy 
Agency (IAEA) inspectors. And under that logic, Israel was justifi ed in raining shells 
containing an experimental, mint-smelling poison gas down on Gaza’s Khan Younis 
refugee camp that caused hysteria and “thrashing of limbs” among its victims.

The lessons of the Holocaust have been imparted across the world to promote 
greater tolerance for minorities and marginalized social groups. But in Israel, they 
are routinely exploited to advance narrow nationalistic goals. “In Israel, people relive 
the Holocaust every day,” Gal Harmat, a thirty-fi ve-year-old peace education profes-
sor at Tel Aviv’s Kibbutzim Teachers College, told me. “People are trained to think 
that the Arabs are going to unite with the Nazis and come and kill us. This chip was 
planted in my brain at a very young age. In kindergarten, our teacher told how they 
made soap out of Jews and described it to kids in very graphic terms. So every night 
as a fi ve-year-old, I had nightmares about being made into soap. Then in fi rst grade, 
they took to us the Yad Vashem, but only to the children’s house. When the siren 
blew that year on Yom Ha’Shoah (Holocaust Memorial Day), I smiled a little for 
some reason. For smiling, I was publicly humiliated in front of the whole class. The 
teacher shouted, ‘You disrespected the Holocaust victims who died for you, Gal!’ The 
fears I developed from all this made me want a strong and capable boy to protect 
me. I wanted a pilot in the Air Force because we were told they were the strongest.”

While living in Austria as a young adult, Harmat encountered a teenage neo-Nazi 
on a train from Salzburg to Vienna. “I asked him why would he wear a swastika on 
his jacket. And he told me he truly believed in white supremacy, in fascism, and these 
kind of ideas,” she recalled. “From this short conversation I had with this teenager, 
it made me want to leave everything behind and come home to strengthen Israel. 
There was a chip planted in me that made me think every racist incident or misbe-
havior was a reason for me to strengthen the Jewish nation.”

Daniel Bar-Tal has produced some of the most comprehensive research to date 
on the impact of the Holocaust on the Jewish Israeli psyche. In a  survey Bar-Tal 
conducted with Israeli university students, Bar-Tal found that those who experienced 
the Holocaust personally or through family members were actually less resentful 
toward Palestinians than those without direct experience with loss. Bar-Tal also 
found that people who had formed their opinions of the Israel-Palestine confl ict 
through direct contact with Palestinians were more likely to express tolerance and 
empathy toward the other. In stark contrast, test subjects who had experienced the 
Holocaust or interacted with Palestinians only through “collective experiences”—the 
Israeli education system, the media, and mass Holocaust observances—were most 
likely to fall captive to the kind of anti-Arab outlook that bolstered Israel’s militaristic 
objectives. A prime example of the kind of person who embodied the latter phenom-
enon, according to Bar-Tal, was Benjamin Netanyahu.
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“People like Netanyahu did not live through the Holocaust, but you have to 
understand what the Holocaust plays in the life of youngsters in this nation,” Bar-Tal 
explained to me. “It is through memorials through trips taken during the adolescent 
period, the Holocaust is a central feature of the Israeli identity. So it doesn’t matter 
at the moment whether you came directly from the Holocaust or you came from an 
Arab country that didn’t experience it, or you are fourth generation. It is a kind of 
lever that can be pulled to bring everyone into the Israeli experience. It unites people.”

In recent years, more than  percent of Israeli eleventh-graders have been 
fl own to Poland to tour Auschwitz and other extermination centers—always one 
year before they begin army service. A  study by the Education Ministry found 
that most participants had experienced a dramatic surge of positive feelings for the 
army and the Jewish state aft er completing the trip. “The army was less important 
to me before I saw the soldiers at Majdanek. Now I have more motivation,” one 
participant remarked aft er witnessing a brigade of Israeli troops march through a 
concentration camp. The trips were so successful that in , the Education Minis-
try began requiring all students to participate in initial preparations for the journey, 
even if they would not be traveling to Poland. To support the new policy, the ministry 
increased funding for the school trips from one million to six million shekels—a 
symbolic fi gure that seemed likely not to have been chosen arbitrarily.

In his  documentary Defamation, a biting commentary on the exploitation 
of anti-Semitism, Israeli fi lmmaker Yoav Shamir embedded himself with a group of 
Israeli eleventh-graders on a class trip to Auschwitz, Poland, fi lming them as they 
participated in the annual “March of the Living” Holocaust commemoration. Shamir 
began recording the students during their preliminary preparations, depicting a 
briefi ng in which a school counselor warned the kids, “Israel was founded as a result 
of the Holocaust, but anti-Semitism still exists. . . . You as Jews, as the next generation 
who are about to join the army, you will also have to face this aspect of our life.” 

The students seemed primed for indoctrination. A girl named Adi told Shamir 
before embarking on the trip, ‘“We were raised in this spirit, that we know we are hated.” 

“Everybody knows Jews are hated,” added her classmate, Notar. “We were raised 
in that way.” 

And so the students fl ew to Poland along with a Shin Bet offi  cer assigned by the 
state to prevent the kids from interacting with the Polish locals—people “who do not 
like us,” according to the school counselor. Aft er sundown the students were ordered 
by the Shin Bet agent to stay in their rooms. Neo-Nazis were lurking in the streets, 
waiting to kill the Jews, or so they were told.

Yet even aft er days of visits to dank showers and dark crematoria where Jews 
were turned into fertilizer, and even aft er being subjected to graphic tales from the 
tour guide about “Bloodthirsty Brigitte,” a notorious camp commander who tortured 
women with a barbed-wire whip, the students appeared to maintain a degree of 
critical detachment. “I wonder if our threshold might be too high,” one participant 
confessed to Shamir. “When we see an Arab home demolished by the army on the 
news, we might say it’s not too bad. We faced worse.” 

The trip concluded with an intense candlelit ceremony in a dank basement in 
which each student was compelled to take on the persona of an actual teenage 
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Holocaust victim. It was there that the kids were broken, and one aft er another, they 
fell to the fl oor in tears. 

Following the ceremony, one of the girls who had complained to her counselor 
a day earlier about lacking any emotional connection to the Holocaust remarked to 
Shamir, “Would I like to kill? All of them . . . the Nazis. Our enemies who did this.” 

When Shamir informed her that the Nazis were dead, she snapped back, “They 
have heirs. They may be diff erent, but they’re there.”

Only one member of the tour group seemed to have remained skeptical until 
the end. He was the class teacher, Assaf. Seated on a bench, the teacher confi ded 
to Shamir, “The Germans started it all, and we are perpetuating it. I thought a lot 
about it. Whether this March of the Living is good or bad, this death industry. . . . 
We perpetuate death, and that’s why we will never become a normal people, because 
we emphasize death and what happened. We live too much in it, and it’s preventing 
us from being a normal people.” (An Israeli tour guide interrupted the teacher to 
admonish him for sitting on the bench: “Excuse me, please don’t sit there,” the guide 
said. “More than twenty people died here in this spot.”)

The misgivings that the intense Holocaust tour stirred inside the teacher were 
also common among combat veterans who had served in the Occupied Territo-
ries. Indeed, a staggering number of Israeli army offi  cers who participated in 
government-sponsored trips to the death camps of Poland have returned home with 
lingering doubts about Jewish nationalism. A  Israeli army study revealed that 
the program, “Witnesses in Uniform,” which sent three thousand career offi  cers a 
year to Auschwitz in order to promote nationalistic values, wound up producing the 
opposite of its intended eff ect. According to a summary of the study published in 
Ha’aretz, aft er the soldiers participated in the trip, “the researchers found a drop in 
commitment to all values related to Jewish identity, including the importance of the 
Land of Israel for the Jewish people, the importance of the IDF’s existence, feelings 
of national pride in being Israeli, and a sense of a shared Jewish fate.” While the trips 
also produced a steep decline in the offi  cers’ commitment to the Jewish state and the 
army, the participants experienced a stunning rise in their commitment to universal 
democratic values.

The Israeli army’s in-house researchers were befuddled by the fi ndings. Why did 
the Holocaust trips to Poland promote a surge in nationalistic feelings among the 
eleventh-grade students while provoking an existential crisis among veteran army 
offi  cers? Perhaps the answer lay in the fact that the high schoolers had yet to experi-
ence the realities of army service, while the offi  cers were intimately familiar with the 
harsh duties of occupying and controlling an immiserated, demonized, indigenous 
population confi ned in ghettoes, behind checkpoints and concrete walls. Could the 
emotional intensity of the tour have provoked an outpouring of refl ectiveness among 
the army offi  cers? Had they suddenly come to see themselves perpetuating what the 
Germans started, as the class teacher, Assaf, told Shamir?

An anonymous testimony by a female offi  cer to the non-profi t, Breaking the 
Silence, which collects confessions from soldiers who committed abuses while 
maintaining Israel’s occupation, off ers a possible insight into the soldiers’ crisis of 
conscience:
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I recall once, this was aft er we moved to Mevo Dotan, to the base there, 
some Palestinian was sitting on a chair, and I passed by several times. Once I 
thought: Okay, why is he sitting here for an hour? I feel like spitting at him, at 
this Arab. And they tell me, go on, spit at him. I don’t recall whether anyone 
did this before I did, but I remember spitting at him and feeling really, like at 
fi rst I felt, wow, good for me, I just spat at some terrorist—that’s how I’d call 
them. And then I recall that aft erward I felt something here was not right.

Why?
Not too human. I mean, it sounds cool and all, but no, it’s not right.
You thought about later, or during the act?
Later. At the time you felt real cool.
Even when everyone was watching, you felt real cool?
Yes, and then sometimes you get to thinking, especially say on Holocaust 

Memorial Day, suddenly you’re thinking, hey, these things were done to us, it’s 
a human being aft er all. Eventually as things turned out he was no terrorist 
anyway, it was a kid who’d hung around too long near the base, so he was 
caught or something.

A child?
An adolescent.
Slaps?
Yes.
Blindfolded and all?
Yes. I think that at some point no one even stood watch over him.

Consistent with the Israeli army’s culture of Yorim u’Vochim, or shooting and 
crying, the soldier did not express her misgivings about the abuse of the Palestinian 
child until well aft er the incident occurred. Similarly, during a March  Israeli 
army raid of the Tulkarm refugee camp, no soldier disobeyed his orders to inscribe 
in ink identifi cation numbers on the forearms and foreheads of the blindfolded Pal-
estinian prisoners they had yanked from homes and detained. Only aft erward did 
anyone complain, with a spokesman for then–prime minister Ariel Sharon agreeing 
to halt the practice, but only on the ground that “it confl icts with the desire to convey 
a public relations message.” 

And when a few soldiers manning a checkpoint outside Nablus ordered a local 
Palestinian man named Wissam Tayem, to remove his violin and “play a sad song,” 
no soldiers intervened to stop the humiliation. Instead, they gathered around Tayem 
and mocked him while he played. Thanks to Machson Watch, an organization of 
mostly middle-aged Jewish Israeli women who monitor and videotape checkpoint 
abuses, Tayem’s humiliation was one of the rare incidents of cruelty that penetrated 
the Israeli army’s information cordon. Yoram Kaniuk, a famous Israeli author who 
had published a book about a Jewish violinist forced to play for a concentration 
camp commander, wrote that the soldiers who abused Tayem should be punished 
“not for abusing Arabs, but for disgracing the Holocaust.” He explained, “Our entire 
existence in this Arab region was justifi ed, and is still justifi ed, by our suff ering; by 
Jewish violinists in the camps.”
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The Forbidden Tour

In April , a tour guide at Yad Vashem risked his job to challenge the nation-
alistic perspective the museum administration and its state-level overseers were 
attempting to promote. While most guides took tourists from the darkened halls of 

the museum toward the giant cattle car installed on its grounds that seems to hang 
in the air, pointing toward Jerusalem, the spiritual center of the Jewish state, Itamar 
Shapira, a former combat soldier turned human rights activist, led his group in a 
diff erent direction. In an interview one month aft er the incident, Shapira told me that 
when he guided the visitors out of the museum, he ushered them to the hillside and 
pointed them to the ruins of a village clearly visible in the valley below. 

Before the visitors was Deir Yassin, the site of the massacre of over one hundred 
Palestinian civilians during the  war by the Stern Gang, a right-wing Zionist 
militia. Today it is home to the Kfar Shaul Medical Health Center, an Israeli mental 
institution where tourists who suff er from the religious delusions known as Jerusa-
lem Syndrome are treated. Surrounding the mental hospital are the crumbling homes 
that once belonged to Deir Yassin’s families, who now live in refugee camps across 
the Arab world.

“By the end of the offi  cial tour,” Shapira told me, “Yad Vashem leads you in an 
impressive manipulation, maybe an emotional climax. You go down into the ground, 
until you get to the lowest place, Auschwitz, then you go up; the museum goes up 
from the ground and you are looking over the battlefi elds of our Independence War. 
And it doesn’t say specifi cally before you go out, you pass through David Ben Gurion 
declaring independence. It has connotations to people saying this is our indepen-
dence, this is our place, thanks to the establishment of the state.”

In Shapira’s alternative tour, visitors were forced to acknowledge the toll Israel’s 
foundation took on the indigenous Palestinian population. “I was saying to them 
that from this war, many of the Israelis who participated in it, were coming from the 
Holocaust with no families, fi ghting the Palestinians—many of them did not know 
where it was, where they were, and they just had nothing to lose,” he explained. “This 
was their shelter, they thought. On the other hand, I was saying that on these same 
battlefi elds massacres happened of Jews massacring Arabs, and this was the root of 
the refugee problem of the Palestinians.” 

Shapira added, “I thought this was the best way to end a tour of Yad Vashem, to 
say we have passed through our suff ering, and now we have to acknowledge that in 
this place there are other suff erings, and if we don’t understand them we will have 
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no political means of resolving them. This was the best way: What do we remember 
about the Holocaust, and how do we apply it later?”

Unfortunately for Shapira, right-wing members of a group from the Jewish set-
tlement of Efrat overheard his presentation and complained to Yad Vashem admin-
istrators. “They said, ‘How can you say this?!’ No one cared that I talked about Arabs 
besieging Jerusalem, fi ghting for our independence,” he recalled. “The last sentence 
about the refugee problem, this was when they protested. How can you justify the 
violence of the Palestinians? People think acknowledging their suff ering supports 
their violence!”

Shapira was summoned to a hearing, where he was instructed by the museum’s 
directors to excise any mention of Palestinian suff ering from his tour. When he 
refused, they fi red him, accusing him of politicizing the Holocaust by likening it to 
other historical events. “Yad Vashem would have acted unprofessionally had Itamar 
Shapira continued his educational work for the institute,” a museum spokesperson 
told Ha’aretz at the time. 

Aft er losing his job, Shapira became more aware of the rising climate of repression 
in Israeli society. The anti-democratic laws pouring out of the Knesset fi lled him 
with visions of a frightening authoritarian future. “This is an acceleration process of 
violence and support of violence because of fear and then legalizing this kind of vio-
lence,” Shapira calmly remarked. “This is what happened in Gaza despite the strong 
will of the people to protest. Now, when laws like that are passing, in order to fi nish 
the Gaza massacre, you make it also illegal to say something against it. 

“And this is the path we’re going on. For me, thirteen hundred dead people in 
three weeks is already frightening. We’ve already passed the limit. The next cycle of 
violence will be more, and there will be less Israelis saying anything against it, not 
because they don’t want to, but because they fear the laws and breaking with the 
Knesset.” 
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Bleeding Over the Party

Soon aft er meeting Itamar Shapira, I became friendly with his older brother, 
Yonatan. Born to an Air Force squadron commander who fought in the  
Yom Kippur War, Yonatan Shapira was reared to continue his family’s dis-

tinguished military legacy. During his adolescence and early adulthood, he was 
shaped to be the virile but sensitive scholar who wrote poetry and played guitar 
aft er landing his helicopter on a verdant hillside—the quintessential enlightened 
Israeli alpha male. So while he was weaned on humanistic, liberal values, Yonatan 
prepared to enter an elite unit of the Israeli Air Force. During the raid on the Gaza 
Freedom Flotilla’s Mavi Marmara, it was Yonatan’s Blackhawk helicopter transport 
and rescue unit that lowered the Shayatet  commandos onto the ship’s upper 
deck. But Yonatan was not in the pilot’s seat anymore. Instead, he was on his way 
to Poland to meet coordinators of the international, Palestinian-led movement to 
boycott Israel.

In late June , Yonatan joined Ewa Jasiewicz, a Polish human rights activist 
who had just sailed on the Gaza Freedom Flotilla, for a special event near the War-
saw Ghetto, at the outer wall of what had once been the cramped, disease-ridden, 
Nazi-administered hellhole where the city’s Jews were held until the Final Solution 
turned most of them to ash. The ghetto was also the site of the fi ercest Jewish armed 
rebellion of World War II, when scores of ragtag partisans took up arms against 
the Nazis in a futile but ferocious fi ght for dignity. On a wall across the street from 
the symbolic site of armed resistance against transfer and genocide, Yonatan, the 
grandson of Polish Holocaust victims, spray-painted a slogan in Hebrew: “Liberate 
All Ghettoes.” Then, another in English: “Free Gaza and Palestine.” Finally, he and 
Jasiewicz hoisted a Palestinian fl ag over the crumbling cement wall.

“When I walk in what was left  from the Warsaw Ghetto, I can’t stop thinking 
about the people of Gaza who are not only locked in an open air prison, but are 
also being bombarded by fi ghter jets, attack helicopters, and drones fl own by people 
whom I used to serve with before my refusal in ,” Yonatan declared aft er the 
event. “I am also thinking about the delegations of young Israelis that are coming to 
see the history of our people but also are subjected to militaristic and nationalistic 
brainwashing on a daily basis. Maybe if they see what we wrote here today they 
will remember that oppression is oppression, occupation is occupation, and crimes 
against humanity are crimes against humanity, whether they have been committed 
here in Warsaw or in Gaza.”
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As soon as Yonatan returned to Israel, news of his provocative action was rever-
berating across the country, generating visceral anger and befuddlement. Israel’s 
deputy minister for Pensioner Aff airs, Leah Nass, demanded swift  and stern punish-
ment. “This vile act demonstrates how imperative commemoration is these days, in 
order to prevent Holocaust denial,” Nass proclaimed. “I plan to contact the author-
ities in Poland to prosecute the law-breakers and anarchists.” In the meantime, the 
Israeli embassy in Poland urged local authorities to paint over the slogans as soon 
as possible.

I met Yonatan just days aft er the event in Warsaw, and hours aft er he appeared 
on Israeli National Radio, where a lieutenant colonel from the army accused him 
of being mentally ill, then said he should be punished with a caning like scoffl  aws 
in Singapore. Yonatan responded, “The International Criminal Court should decide 
whether I’m the criminal or those who bomb civilians in Gaza.” 

When Yonatan was training in Israel’s Air Force Academy, he and his fellow cadets 
constructed a giant cardboard diamond and placed it in the courtyard of their base 
in the Negev Desert. The mock sculpture referred to a humorous Israeli saying: 
“When you become a pilot in the Air Force, you get a diamond on the tip of your 
dick.” Toward the end of the training course, a commander gathered the cadets for a 
pep talk. He told them that Israel was a large country with millions of people. Within 
Israeli society was the military, he explained, which was comprised of its best people. 
Inside the military was the Air Force, which consisted of the best of the best. And 
inside the Air Force were the pilots who were the best of the best of the best. “We 
felt like the ubermenschen of Israel,” Yonatan recalled. “We might not have liked the 
fascist mechanisms of the state, but we wanted to be the best of the best. And if you 
are sure that you’re the best, you can’t possibly commit war crimes! How can the best 
of Israel be war criminals?”

Yonatan saw his fi rst action during the most violent phase of the Second Intifada. 
On June , , he was sent on a rescue mission in Itamar, a northern West Bank 
settlement whose extremist residents had a long record of violent attacks on Palestin-
ian farmers in the area. A group of Palestinian militants had attacked the settlement, 
killing a mother and three of her children in cold blood, while badly wounding two 
other kids. Aft er the militants holed themselves up in a house full of settlers, the army 
attacked, seeking to free the trapped hostages. Though the soldiers managed to kill 
the two militants, eight more children were wounded in the fi ghting. Yonatan’s job 
was to load the children in his Blackhawk helicopter and ferry them to a hospital in 
Ramat Gan, a suburb of Tel Aviv, before they bled to death.

While swooping into Ramat Gan, Yonatan said he briefl y hovered over a wedding 
party. The scene captivated him. “I was carrying these kids in the back, who were 
bleeding badly, and I didn’t know if they were going to live, and there was this giant 
party, with everyone dancing and drinking right below me,” he said. 

An hour later, Yonatan returned to Itamar to load more bleeding kids in the back 
of his Blackhawk. When he returned to Tel Aviv, the wedding party was still rocking. 
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“It began to dawn on me,” he recalled, “that the people in Tel Aviv had no idea about 
the violence in the West Bank, that they were not connected to reality.”

Back at the base, Yonatan became consumed with questions about the psycholog-
ical disconnectedness of Israeli society and doubts about the objectives of the mili-
tary’s means of crushing the Second Intifada. He was encouraged to air his criticism 
publicly, to challenge his superior offi  cers, to vent so that he could return to duty with 
a clear conscience. “We were like a family,” he explained, “and even though you are 
just a lieutenant, you could criticize the general when you fl ew together because we 
believed were all equal when it came to the actual operations. They planted the idea 
in our heads that the system would only improve and become progressive through 
internal, collective criticism. So the notion that things could go very wrong, with war 
crimes and abuses of power or rape and sexual harassment on the base—that was 
out of the question. We developed a sense of cognitive dissonance that allowed us to 
push away all the bad thoughts.”

In one of the most glaring instances of Israel’s disregard for civilian life during 
the Second Intifada, then–Air Force commander Dan Halutz and Shin Bet chief Avi 
Dichter authorized the assassination of a top-ranking Hamas military commander, 
Salah Shehadeh, while he slept with his family in a crowded apartment bloc in down-
town Gaza City. That night, an Israel F- combat jet dropped a one-ton bomb on 
Shehadeh’s building, killing him and fourteen civilians, including at least six children, 
the youngest of whom was eighteen months old. Halutz remarked aft erward that he 
was “militarily and morally” comfortable with the assassination. “If you nevertheless 
want to know what I feel when I release a bomb, I will tell you,” he remarked in an 
interview with Ha’aretz about the incident. “I feel a light bump to the plane as a result 
of the bomb’s release. A second later, it’s gone, and that’s all. That is what I feel.” (In 
, an Israeli military court completely cleared Halutz of all responsibility for the 
civilian deaths.)

The killing destroyed Yonatan’s lingering faith in the integrity of the Israeli army, 
and thrust him into a personal crisis that would unfold over the coming years. “I 
realized that I was the one who was the most detached from reality,” he said. “In the 
Air Force, I was disconnected from the kids who were being blown to pieces. The 
pilots don’t meet the people who are suff ering. They are invisible or just dots on a 
screen. And now I could not go on with things as they were.”

In September , Yonatan organized twenty-seven active-duty and veteran Air 
Force pilots to sign on to a letter he had draft ed declaring their refusal to fl y any 
mission that endangered civilians in the West Bank or Gaza Strip. Among the orig-
inal signatories was Yift ah Spector, a high-ranking Six Day War veteran who was 
involved in the USS Liberty incident, in which Israeli aircraft  and torpedo boats 
attacked an American warship in the Mediterranean Sea, killing thirty-four sailors. 
Other refusers included a member of a coordinating unit who walked through a 
Lebanese marketplace that had just been bombed in a major harbor city and smelled 
the aroma of freshly charred fl esh. “Everyone who refused had a specifi c story of a 
direct encounter with death,” Yonatan said. 
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The pilots’ letter of refusal read: “We, veteran pilots and active pilots alike . . . are 
opposed to carrying out illegal and immoral attacks, of the type carried out by Israel 
in the territories. We, who have been educated to love the State of Israel, refuse to 
take part in air force attacks in civilian population centers. We refuse to continue 
harming innocent civilians.”

At the time, Yonatan believed that the act of protest would shock the army into 
compliance with normal rules of war, and that its commanders might cease the 
relentless attacks on Palestinian civilian centers. However, Defense Minister Shaul 
Mofaz immediately lashed out at the refuseniks, accusing them of handing “a pro-
paganda weapon to the enemy.” “A soldier has no right to refuse a legal order, and 
the IDF issues only legal orders,” Mofaz declared, announcing that the refuseniks 
would have to publicly apologize or face stern punishment within the military. Next, 
Minister of Education Limor Livnat banned the pilots from speaking before public 
school students, while Israel’s National Student Union announced a boycott of the 
two hundred left -wing professors who had written their own letter supporting the 
refuseniks. 

 “For those of who decided to refuse, we found out our whole family was rotten,” 
Yonatan refl ected. “We were forced to break away from the collective.” 

When he attempted to expand the refusenik movement’s ranks within the Air 
Force, Yonatan ran up against an iron wall of denial. In , many of Yonatan’s 
friends attended a Roger Waters concert in Neve Shalom, the Jewish-Arab com-
munity dedicated to peace and dialogue. The day aft er his buddies sang along to 
“The Wall”—“We don’t need no education, we don’t need no thought control”—and 
chanted for peace, he said they embarked on deadly bombing missions over the ref-
ugee camps of the Gaza Strip. He realized that those who fashioned themselves as the 
biggest peaceniks in their civilian lives could be the most effi  cient killing machines 
as soon as they received their orders from above.

“I tried to convince my friends and I failed,” he recalled. “I began grieving the loss 
of their humanity. This failure forced me to conclude that arguing and philosophiz-
ing would not lead to any big changes. I had discovered that the whole narrative I 
grew up on was false—I had been lied to and became extremely angry.”

Aft er leaving the army, Yonatan went to work as a commercial pilot for a foreign 
company that conducted maintenance work for an electric utility inside Israel. His 
boss, a former commander of a helicopter division in the army, treated his activism 
with hostility, fi ring him soon aft er he took time off  to attend an academic summer 
course in Europe. When Yonatan demanded a letter of dismissal so he could fi le a 
lawsuit, the CEO told him, “If you want a letter, get one from Arafat.” 

Just as Yonatan’s employment situation collapsed, a former classmate from the 
Rimon School of Jazz and Contemporary Music, the Israeli folk-pop singer Aya 
Korem, released a musical tribute entitled “Yonatan Shapira.” The song, which fea-
tured Korem humorously proclaiming her desire to marry Yonatan and have his 
baby, became a smash hit inside Israel. While one commercial fl ight company aft er 
another boycotted Yonatan, he simultaneously witnessed young Israelis blithely sing-
ing along to Korem’s lyrics, ignorant of who he was or what he had been through. By 
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the time I met Yonatan, he had been forced to travel to the hinterlands of Northern 
California and the rural American South to fi nd work.

Yonatan’s close friend, Gal Harmat, the peace education professor at Kibbutzim 
Teachers College, told me that like Yonatan, many of her coworkers had been forced 
out of the country for their activism. She said her apartment had been broken into 
twice, but nothing was taken. More recently, she was interrogated at the airport and 
had her laptop seized. “They don’t have to put us in camps,” she remarked. “Yonatan 
has been pushed out, and almost everyone I’ve worked with is gone now. They are 
all living in Berlin or other European capitols. Those of my friends who stayed, they 
are getting strange phone calls warning them not to go to protests in the West Bank, 
or they are having their computers seized. Honestly, I don’t know how much longer 
I’m going to be able to live here.”
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A Date with the Devil

At the start of my meeting with Yonatan, he took the battery out of his cellphone 
and placed it on the table. He learned in the Air Force that this was the surest 
way to stifl e spies. Several other Israeli activists did the same when I met them. 

They were all concerned about monitoring by the Shin Bet, which had begun to 
scrutinize activists with unprecedented ferocity, monitoring their movements and 
calling them in for interrogations, one by one. 

One aft ernoon in July, about two weeks aft er my fi rst meeting with Yonatan, he 
called me with an urgent request to meet him in North Tel Aviv. The Shin Bet had 
just called, demanding he come in for an “interview.” Yonatan insisted he be allowed 
to bring a journalist to the interrogation, so he selected me. 

On the cab ride from Jaff a to Tel Aviv, I started to entertain second thoughts. 
What would happen if I confronted the Shin Bet face to face, I wondered. I called 
up an Israeli lawyer I knew who spent most of his days defending Palestinian polit-
ical prisoners, including children, who had been detained without charges by Israeli 
forces for participating in unarmed protests against the occupation. The lawyer was 
alarmed when I told him what I was about to do. “You are not an Israeli citizen, 
okay?” he told me in a stern voice. “You are messing with Shin Bet—the big devil—
and you will pay for it. They will put you on a blacklist, and when you leave the coun-
try you will be interrogated and deported, banned for ten years at least. Do not go.” 
The lawyer added that even publishing information about the interrogation before 
it became public knowledge would place me at serious risk.

I hated to disappoint Yonatan, and more importantly, I did not want to let what I 
considered a major story fall into some other reporter’s hands. But when I met Yona-
tan on the corner of Ben Gurion Street and Dizengoff  to explain my predicament, he 
agreed that I should not take the risk. So he walked alone to a nearby police station 
to meet “Rona,” the pretty, bespectacled, Shin Bet agent in her early thirties whose 
job was to interrogate Jewish Israeli left ists and intimidate them against continuing 
their acts of public dissent. 

As soon as Yonatan entered the police station, he was subjected to a full body 
search to ensure that he was not recording the interrogation. Then he was led into 
a small room where Rona seated herself across from him and demanded that he 
not discuss any details of their conversation. “I promise you I will publish every 
single word that you say to me,” he responded. Rona grew agitated and argued for a 
moment before realizing her protests were futile. 
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Rona said she was puzzled by Yonatan’s graffi  ti on the wall of the Warsaw ghetto, 
asking him to explain his motives: “Did you understand that you hurt the feelings of 
the general public? You know you really crossed a line with the graffi  ti.” Rona repeated 
this over and over, attempting to draw Yonatan into a political discussion. “Who do 
you work with?” she asked. “Who is this BDS [boycott, divestment, and sanctions] 
group you work with?” She asked if he would be attending the anti-occupation rally 
at Bank Hapaolim or the one meeting at Aza Park in Jaff a—the Shin Bet knew exactly 
where both protests were and at what time they began.

Yonatan held his ground throughout the interrogation, refusing to take her bait. 
“Everything I do is public and nonviolent, and I have nothing to add,” he said multi-
ple times. “I give lectures with the people I work with and explain everything there. 
If you want, you can bring the whole Shin Bet to my next talk.” 

But he wondered, “How do you know so much about me? Are you listening to 
my phone calls?”

“You won’t talk about BDS. So why should I tell you?” Rona responded.
Rona went on to explain that the Shin Bet considered Yonatan one of the most 

widely recognized Palestine solidarity activists inside Israel and therefore believed 
he merited monitoring. In recent months, the Shin Bet detected an uptick in his 
activism and protest activity. The graffi  ti in Warsaw triggered a general intelligence 
alert that led to the interrogation.

Then came a chilling disclosure: Rona said a new law had been proposed in the 
Knesset that was certain to pass in some form. When it was fi rst introduced, the 
bill promised to criminalize supporting the BDS movement, or even promoting the 
boycott of settlement goods, inside Israel. Israeli citizens participating in BDS-related 
activity would face fi nes and possible jail time. And international activists would be 
deported for supporting BDS in their home countries. “We are just waiting for the 
law to pass,” Rona said. “But you should be aware of the consequences you face since 
you are so involved in this kind of activity.”

Later, when Yonatan debriefed me about the interrogation, he remarked, “I 
was just questioned about a crime I might commit in the future aft er my actions 
become illegal. It is like I’m in a science fi ction movie about a future crimes unit or 
something.” 

The interrogation of Yonatan Shapira read like a short story by Franz Kafk a: a 
young man summoned for police questioning for writing on a wall in a foreign 
country, but not for any crime, and threatened about any future thoughts he might 
have. Or perhaps the incident was like something from the Oscar-winning fi lm The 
Lives of Others, about the constant monitoring of the relationships and conversations 
of people in totalitarian East German by the Stasi secret police. Or perhaps Shapira 
had entered the science fi ction universe of Philip K. Dick, who in his short story, 
“The Minority Report,” predicted a system that would arrest people for “precrime.” 
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3 9

Delegitimization

Throughout its history, Israel’s deterrence strategy focused on military threats, 
from terrorist hijackers from the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine 
(PFLP) to guerilla fi ghters from the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) 

to entire Syrian and Egyptian tank divisions. Its military-intelligence apparatus had 
honed smashmouth tactics to neutralize these dangers while its diplomatic elements 
easily leveraged violent incidents to brand Israel as a plucky underdog surrounded 
by a mass of fanatical Arabs hell-bent on its genocidal destruction. In the years aft er 
the Second Intifada, a time when armed Palestinian resistance had ebbed to the point 
that it was barely a nuisance, the BDS movement caught the Israeli government off  
guard. 

The BDS movement took form in  in the wake of the International Court of 
Justice’s ruling that the Israeli separation wall constituted a grave breach of interna-
tional law. Instead of taking action to enforce the ruling, the Palestinian Authority 
sent troops trained by General Keith Dayton and the private security contractor 
DynCorp to arrest uncompliant Palestinians and political rivals in droves, oft en 
sending them to dark chambers where they were subjected to abuse. 

One hundred seventy Palestinian civil society groups, including refugee rights 
organizations, political parties, feminist NGOs, and trade unions, converged into 
the Palestinian BDS National Committee. The ad hoc group organized around the 
BDS call, a strategy inspired by the global boycott that helped end apartheid rule in 
South Africa. The call demanded various means of creative grassroots pressure and 
boycotts until Israel met three key obligations under international law:

 . Ending its occupation and colonization of all Arab lands occupied in June 
 and dismantling the wall;

 . Recognizing the fundamental rights of the Arab-Palestinian citizens of Israel 
to full equality; and

 . Respecting, protecting, and promoting the rights of Palestinian refugees to 
return to their homes and properties as stipulated in UN Resolution .

During its embryonic phase, the BDS call generated little attention inside 
Israel-Palestine while gathering momentum at a slow pace across the West. Then 
came Operation Cast Lead, the assault on the Gaza Strip of December  that 
killed nearly fourteen hundred Palestinians, most of them civilians. The wave of 
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protest that ensued propelled a new crop of activists into the ranks of the BDS move-
ment, breathing life into the moribund Palestinian struggle. For the fi rst time, there 
existed a nonviolent strategy of international scope. 

Among the new generation of campus activists was Sara Shihadah, a University 
of Pennsylvania student whose parents immigrated to the US from the Gaza Strip. 
Shihadah had little interest in Palestine solidarity activism until her fi rst trip to the 
West Bank in . At the Israeli occupied frontier on the border of Jordan, she was 
subjected to a humiliating interrogation. She recalled: “They kept me for six hours 
and said things that weren’t true about my family.” Shihadah’s entry into the Palestine 
solidarity movement typifi ed the experience of the mostly fi rst and second gener-
ation corps of Arab-Americans asserting their cultural identity on campus against 
fervent opposition from pro-Israel administrators, powerful outside political inter-
ests and in many cases, from their own immigrant parents.

When she returned to UPenn’s notoriously apolitical campus, Shihadah assumed 
the presidency of the newfangled group, Penn for Palestine, which joined the scores 
of Palestine solidarity groups sprouting up each year on campuses across the United 
States. Then, in February , she and a diverse group of UPenn students organized 
the fi rst National BDS Conference on campus. Even before the conference began, 
the Jewish Federation of Philadelphia hastily arranged a counterevent that featured 
David L. Cohen, a top Democratic Party donor and vice president of the broadcast-
ing giant, Comcast, reading a letter of support from UPenn president Amy Gutman. 
With nine hundred deeply concerned, mostly affl  uent Jewish Federations supporters 
gathered in the auditorium, Alan Dershowitz, the Harvard Law School professor and 
high-profi le attorney in controversial cases, who has thrown himself into the fore-
front of Israeli government hasbara advocacy, appeared onstage to rail against BDS. 

In November  at the Jewish Federation’s General Assembly in New Orleans—
the largest annual gathering of Jewish American groups—a small group of youthful 
Jewish Americans arrived at the conference determined to make their voices heard. 
With backing from Jewish Voice for Peace, an emerging national group that pro-
moted targeted boycotts of companies involved in Israel’s occupation, they called 
themselves Young, Jewish, and Proud. Among them was Rachel Roberts, at the time 
a thirty-three-year-old civil rights attorney from Los Angeles, California. 

Roberts was upset that an all–African American conference security crew was 
given badges reading “Bitachon”—Hebrew for “security”—as though they were 
guarding a shopping mall in Israel or manning a checkpoint in the West Bank. 
While browsing through the convention’s exhibition hall, Roberts and a few friends 
came across a particularly striking display table run by the Canadian Jewish Public 
Aff airs, a pro-Israel public relations outfi t. At the table were promotional materials 
for a hasbara campaign specifi cally designed to combat the BDS movement. Called 
“Size Doesn’t Matter,” the campaign invoked a slogan most commonly identifi ed with 
insecure men to brand Israel as a tiny but potent bastion of biotech innovation and 
cultural enlightenment. The campaign revolved around a fi ft y-fi ve-second adver-
tisement rolled out at the Jewish Federation’s conference that depicted an attractive 
young couple lying in bed together. Here is the complete transcription of the ad:
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[Close-up of woman gazing at crotch area of shirtless man] 
Man: What?
Woman: Don’t be mad, but it’s, uh, small. 
Man [with wounded expression]: Small?! 
Woman: I don’t know if I can go there. 
Man [looking toward his crotch area]: I consider this a spot of worship. It 

may be small, but it’s brought the driest places to life. Baby, this is paradise.
[Camera pans out with a wide-angle shot revealing tour guides covering the 

man’s groin area. The camera quickly zooms in on a map of Greater Israel, 
showing no delineation of occupied Palestinian territory.] 

Woman: Okay. But—if I go down there for you, you have to promise you go 
down south for me next winter. 

[Final card fl ashes onscreen: Size Doesn’t Matter: Israel, Small Country, Big 
Paradise.]

While Roberts watched the ad in astonishment, an ultra-Orthodox man stomped 
up to the booth to berate staff ers from the Canadian Jewish Public Aff airs group, 
accusing them of corrupting conference attendees with immoral, pornographic smut. 

Later in the day, at a panel on “delegitimization,” a group of lobbyists introduced 
the Israel Action Network, a  million fund to battle BDS in the United States. 
“It was pretty obvious why they chose the six-million-dollar fi gure,” said Roberts, 
who attended the session. “They were playing on the fears of a second Holocaust, 
which just fed the paranoia of many of the older people there.” The panel featured 
an appearance from a top Israeli Foreign Ministry offi  cial, D. J. Schneeweiss, who 
had become the Israeli government’s de facto “delegitimization” liaison to the Jewish 
American establishment. 

While the PR professionals honed their tactics, the activists from Young, Jewish, 
and Proud launched their planned action. During a speech by Israeli prime minister 
Benjamin Netanyahu at the conference’s closing ceremony, the activists rose from 
their seats, one by one, to interrupt him with a cleverly craft ed message. “Young Jews 
say the settlements delegitimize Israel!” one protester shouted in the middle of Net-
anyahu’s speech before being gang tackled. “Young Jews say the loyalty oath delegiti-
mizes Israel!” screamed another before she was throttled by a group of middle-aged 
men who had been enjoying their catered dinner just moments before. Finally, when 
a protester attempted to hoist a banner reading, “The Occupation Delegitimizes 
Israel,” Rabbi David Eliezrie, a member of the messianic Chabad sect, snatched it 
away and ripped it into two with his teeth, provoking wild applause from the crowd.

Roberts refl ected on the feelings that prompted her to join the protest: “What I 
felt in that conference hall was just complete disappointment in the older generation 
of Jews, in the way their stewardship of the community has so badly betrayed the 
wonderful things that came before. The decision to deny and block out the other 
side of the argument and mute the Palestinians has just resulted in a betrayal of our 
generations, which is why I participated in the action. I feel like what’s going on in 
Israel-Palestine is going to change the face of what it means to be Jewish throughout 
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the world, so it’s up to people like me to pick up the mess we’ve inherited and hope-
fully turn it into something that could be healing.”

In New York City, the local Palestine solidarity group Adalah-NY held annual 
Christmas carol protests outside the jewelry stores owned by Lev Leviev, a Bukharian 
Russian-Israeli billionaire diamond baron whose construction fi rm, Africa-Israel, 
has built thousands of homes in major settlements in the West Bank, from Ariel to 
Har Homa to Modiin Illit. In , while lobbying New York–based human rights 
groups and the United Nations, Adalah-NY activists contacted celebrity endorsers of 
Leviev’s jewelry products, including the actresses Halle Berry and Drew Barrymore, 
and informed them about Leviev’s company record of human rights abuses in the 
West Bank and Africa, where his diamond mining operations have been accused of 
widespread labor violations. 

By the end of the year, most of the celebrities cut ties with Leviev’s company, forc-
ing his staff  to remove their photos from his promotional website. Then, in Novem-
ber , as the embarrassment mounted, Leviev’s Africa-Israel announced that he 
would quit building settlements in the West Bank.*  The Yedioth Ahronoth article 
about the BDS movement’s success was hyperbolically headlined, “Anti-Israel boy-
cotters increasingly successful in strangling economy of Jewish state.”

Internationally acclaimed recording artists from Elvis Costello to the Pixies to 
Carlos Santana have pulled out of Israeli tour dates aft er BDS activists, including 
Israelis like Yonatan Shapira, beseeched them to heed the Palestinian boycott call. 
Roger Waters, the former Pink Floyd front man who performed a major “peace 
concert” in Israel in , the largest of its kind in the country, pledged not to 
return to the country until the separation wall is fully dismantled. Noting that his 
 anti-authority anthem, “Another Brick in the Wall Part ” was banned by the 
apartheid government of South Africa, Waters wrote, “Artists were right to refuse 
to play in South Africa’s Sun City resort until apartheid fell and white people and 
black people enjoyed equal rights. And we are right to refuse to play in Israel until 
the day comes—and it surely will come—when the wall of occupation falls and 
Palestinians live alongside Israelis in the peace, freedom, justice, and dignity that 
they all deserve.”

The gathering momentum of the cultural boycott sent Israel’s wealthiest and most 
prominent concert promoter, Shuki Weiss, into a sputtering panic. Aft er the famous 
alternative rock band, the Pixies, canceled a June  gig in Tel Aviv, Weiss lashed 
out at the BDS movement, calling it a form of “cultural terrorism.” Then, at a Febru-
ary  Knesset hearing on combating BDS, he pleaded for high-level government 
action to compel reluctant recording artists to perform in Israel. “The state must 
intervene,” he demanded. 

Ronit Tirosh, a legislator from the Kadima Party, proposed compensating con-
cert promoters like Weiss for the fi nancial damages they incurred from boycotts 
with some form of government insurance or state compensation. But in lieu of a 
taxpayer-funded program in place to cover the losses of rich bon vivants like Weiss, 

* Africa-Israel may have started building new settlements in .
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Tirosh conceded that all the government could do was pump more resources into 
hasbara.

The Reut Institute, a Tel Aviv–based think tank led by the former Ehud Barak 
adviser Gidi Grinstein, rose to the occasion. In the fi rst of a series of white papers, 
Reut warned, “The wave of cancellations by international artists and the increasing 
calls to boycott Israel are being led by the BDS movement, which under the disguise 
of a progressive liberal movement is in practice promoting delegitimization.” Reut 
presented the paper, “The Delegitimization Challenge: Creating a Political Firewall,” 
to the  Herzliya Conference on Israeli national security, then off ered its fi ndings 
to a special session convened by the Israeli National Security Council. 

Reut’s recommendations blamed Israel’s problems on an international “delegiti-
mization network” centered in cities throughout the West. The white paper avoided 
any discussion of the occupation or institutional discrimination against Palestinians 
in Israel. In one section of the report and in subsequent statements by its staff , the 
Reut Institute recommended summoning Israeli “intelligence agencies to focus” on 
infi ltrating and undermining the BDS movement by “sabotag[ing] network catalysts.” 

But a prominent fi gure soon suggested that the whole “delegitimization” cam-
paign was misguided. Britain’s ambassador to Israel, Matthew Gould, appeared in 
 on Israel’s Channel  to speak frankly. The fi rst English Jew to serve in his 
position, Gould was especially attuned to views of Israel both among the cultural 
elites of London, which the Reut Institute had identifi ed as a key “hub of delegitimi-
zation,” and in parliament.

Asked by his interviewer about perceived “British media bias” against Israel, 
Gould dismissed the question, replying that “Israel is now seen as the Goliath and 
it’s the Palestinians who are seen as the David.” He acknowledged that the BDS move-
ment had begun to gain mainstream traction. “Support for Israel is starting to erode, 
and that’s not about these people on the fringe who are shouting loudly and calling 
for boycotts and all the rest of it,” Gould said. “The interesting category are those 
members of parliament in the middle, and in that group I see a shift .”

The ambassador continued: “The British public may not be expert, but they are 
not stupid, and they see a stream of announcements about new building in settle-
ments, they read stories about what’s going on in the West Bank, they read about 
restrictions in Gaza. The substance of what’s going wrong is really what’s driving 
this.”

Finally, he delivered perhaps the most painful truth of all to his Israeli audience: 
“The problem is not hasbara.” The problem was not public relations; it was the occu-
pation. “The substance of what is going on is really what is driving this.”
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The Explainers

With government’s concern about the supposed “delegitimization” of Israel ris-
ing to urgent levels, the language of hasbara took on unprecedented impor-
tance. The literal Hebrew meaning of the word hasbara is “explanation,” but 

when put into practice most informed observers recognize it as propaganda. The 
more the State of Israel relied on force to manage the occupation, the more com-
pelled it was to deploy hasbara. And the more Western media consumers encoun-
tered hasbara, the more likely they became to measure Israel’s grandiose talking 
points against the routine and petty violence, shocking acts of humiliation, and 
repression that defi ned its relationship with the Palestinians. 

Under the leadership of Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, a professional 
explainer who spent the early years of his political career as a frequent guest on 
prime time American news programs perfecting the slickness of the Beltway pundit 
class, the Israeli government invested unprecedented resources into hasbara. Once 
the sole responsibility of the Israeli foreign ministry, the task of disseminating has-
bara fell to a special Ministry of Public Diplomacy led by Yuli Edelstein, a rightist 
settler and government minister who called Arabs a “despicable nation.” 

Edelstein’s ministry boasted an advanced “situation room,” a paid media team, 
and coordination of a volunteer force that claimed to include thousands of volunteer 
bloggers, tweeters, and Facebook commenters fed with talking points and who fl ood 
social media with hasbara in fi ve languages. The exploits of the propaganda soldiers 
conscripted into Israel’s online army have helped give rise to the phenomenon of the 
“hasbara troll,” an oft en faceless, shrill and relentless nuisance deployed on Twitter 
and Facebook to harass public fi gures who expressed skepticism of offi  cial Israeli 
policy or sympathy for the Palestinians. These eff orts have been complemented 
by the offi  ce of the prime minister, the IDF Spokesperson’s Unit, and the Ministry 
of Tourism and Culture, each of which hosted newly created hasbara units. Even 
the Jewish Agency, a state-funded para-governmental agency primarily engaged in 
absorbing and settling new Jewish immigrants, employed a full-time social media 
operative named Avi Mayer, who spent his days on Twitter, attacking Palestine soli-
darity activists with usually baseless claims of anti-Semitism and deception.

Whether they liked it or not, every Jewish Israeli citizen was a potential recruit for 
the national hasbara brigade. While Tel Aviv University sent hasbara delegations to 
campuses across Europe and the United States, the National Union of Israeli Students 
off ered Israeli college students , to spread propaganda “from the comfort of 
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home.” EL AL Airlines deployed its stewards and stewardesses into American cities 
to make the case for Israel during specially allotted paid vacation days. Meanwhile, 
back at Ben Gurion International Airport, large billboards posted by the Ministry 
of Hasbara instructed Israelis to “be good diplomats” when they travel abroad. By 
corralling an entire population into promoting Israel as “the only democracy in the 
Middle East,” the state unconsciously cultivated a culture that treated dissent and 
critical inquiry with instinctive hostility.

In , the American reality TV program The Apprentice reappeared in Israel as 
The Ambassador, a hit reality show featuring hundreds of Israeli citizens engaging in 
heated hasbara competitions before a captive national audience and panel of judges 
that included top army generals and journalists. At stake were cash prizes, a chance 
to speak in international parliaments and the adulation of their countrymen. At a 
 conference of liberal intellectuals in Herzliya sponsored by the Heinrich Böll 
Foundation, the think tank of the German Green Party, I encountered the winner of 
the second season of The Ambassador. She was pretty in a classically telegenic way, 
slender, and extremely poised. The thirty-year-old woman in a gray pantsuit was 
Melody Sucharewicz, but to many Israelis who saw her as a celebrity, she was simply 
known as “Melody.” Since her reality show victory, Sucharewicz has spoken about 
Israel’s “quest for peace” at the United Nations and secured a plum position at the 
Peres Center for Peace.

During a question-and-answer session at the conference, Sucharewicz leapt to 
defend Israel against even mild criticism from various US panelists, including the 
renowned Israeli historian Tom Segev. For the next fi ve minutes, she delivered a 
breathless but at best semi-coherent rant, as though she were in a contest to spin 
as many currents events in Israel’s favor as possible. Finally, the moderator asked 
Sucharewicz to conclude her remarks with a question. “Of course you want me to 
stop talking,” she snapped at him. “You will never let a woman speak long enough to 
express herself.” Having shamed the moderator into submission, Sucharewicz plowed 
ahead for fi ve more minutes of hasbara. 

When I interviewed her in the hallway aft erward, I found her unfl appable. To my 
question about the wave of anti-democratic laws fl ooding the Knesset, she responded, 
“Israel is not perfect. They can only strive to be more perfect. . . . I wouldn’t go as 
far as saying there is pure discrimination.” On issues ranging from civilian casualties 
in Operation Cast Lead to the bulldozing of Bedouin villages, Sucharewicz always 
returned to one point: Israel was not perfect, but it was constantly improving. 

The same year that The Diplomat hit Israeli airwaves, the government focused 
on rebranding Israel as a cosmopolitan, technologically advanced, party playpen for 
Western visitors, especially sex-hungry, upwardly mobile men between the ages of 
eighteen and thirty-fi ve. A series of edgy commercials promoting tourism to Tel Aviv 
highlighted the new Brand Israel campaign. The fi rst of the ads, released in , 
depicted two randy young men sitting shirtless on the Tel Aviv beach while a parade 
of scantily clad Israeli women appear before them:

Man , staring at a nubile young woman rubbing lotion on her thighs: Holy 
shit, man! 

9781568586342-text.indd   2149781568586342-text.indd   214 8/3/13   11:49 PM8/3/13   11:49 PM



 The Explainers 

Man : Holy fuck!
Man , glancing at the bouncing breasts of a bikini-clad blonde jogging in his 

direction: Holy Jesus! Oh! Come to papa!
[A brunette bikini model drops a paddleball near the men and gives them a 

sultry look]
Man , overcome with passion: Oooooh!
[Slogan appears on screen: “Israel: No Wonder They Call It the Holy Land]

With  million from the Tel Aviv municipality to promote the city as a gay 
paradise and free trips provided by the Tourism Ministry for gay Israelis willing to 
“conduct public diplomacy activities abroad,” the Brand Israel campaign increas-
ingly centered around what many international gay activists called “pinkwashing,” 
or using the country’s relatively progressive gay rights record to conceal its human 
rights abuses. The campaign included sending openly gay Israeli soldiers to speak 
on college campuses, screening pro-Israel fi lms at gay rights festivals, and even 
sending a bizarre fl oat into the  San Francisco Gay Pride parade featuring a 
blow up doll of Iranian president Mahmoud Ahmadinejad being sodomized by a 
nuclear missile.

Among the most aggressive promoters of Israel’s supposedly queer-friendly cul-
ture was Michael Lucas, one of the wealthiest gay porn producers in the world. A 
fervent supporter of Israeli airstrikes on Iran and a vehement Islamophobe (“I hate 
Muslims absolutely”), Lucas leveraged his fortune to found a company promoting 
gay tourism to Israel. “I fi nd it absolutely maddening that gay people, who are the 
number one target of Islam, are so ignorant of the facts,” he told an interviewer from 
the far-right US FrontPageMag. “They are romanticizing the same Palestinians that 
hang gay people on cranes, but demonizing Israel, which is a safe haven for gay peo-
ple.” Lucas’s most heavily promoted porno fi lm, Men of Israel, which became a vehicle 
for his gay tours, featured two actors having sex inside a Palestinian village that was 
ethnically cleansed by Zionist militias in . 

Incorrectly claiming that the village had been depopulated hundreds of years 
before, Lucas wrote in a press release, “We went to an abandoned village just north 
of Jerusalem. It was a beautiful, ancient township that had been deserted centuries 
ago . . . however, that did not stop our guys from mounting each other and trying to 
repopulate it. Biology may not be the lesson of the day, but these men shot their seeds 
all over the village.” Aft er the fi lming concluded in the “abandoned” home, Lucas and 
his cast were received by a news crew from Israel’s Channel , which covered their 
pornographic project as a boon to Israeli public relations.

In June , when activists around the world convened in Greece for the 
attempted launch of the second Gaza Freedom Flotilla, the Israeli government 
released a YouTube video designed to tar the fl otilla organizers as homophobes. The 
video depicted a gay activist who called himself “MarcPax” who testifi ed into a cam-
era how fl otilla organizers had refused to allow him on board because of concerns 
expressed by their supposed partners among the anti-gay Hamas. MarcPax closed 
the video by warning gay viewers that joining the Palestine solidarity movement 
meant “getting in bed” with bearded jihadis who hate homosexuals. 
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Sensing that the video was a deceptive hoax, US-based writers Ali Abunimah and 
Benjamin Doherty of the Palestinian news and opinion website Electronic Intifada 
quickly unmasked the star of the video as an Israeli actor and nightclub promoter 
named Omer Gershon. When I investigated the video’s origins, I learned that the 
fi rst person to promote the video on Twitter was a character named “Guy Seeman.” 
At fi rst, I could not believe that an actual person named Guy Seeman was dissemi-
nating a gay hoax video. I soon discovered that Guy Seeman was not only real, but 
that he was a low-level political operative working in the offi  ce of Prime Minister 
Netanyahu. 

The MarcPax hoax was followed by another dunderheaded and downright weird 
video designed to undermine the Gaza Freedom Flotilla. Produced by a Tel Aviv–
based production company with links to the prime minister’s offi  ce, the video was 
entitled, Sex with the Psychiatrist. It featured an attractive and extremely bothered 
young woman reacting to Rorshach inkblots displayed by a leering, gray-haired 
psychiatrist. As the woman descended into varying stages of agitation, shots of her 
thighs fl ashed on the screen. “All you want to do is live in peace,” she complained in 
South African–accented English, “but you keep trying to embarrass her and attack 
her and harass her.” Her words were interrupted by jarring montages of knives and 
clashes on the deck of the Mavi Marmara. “Doctor why are you showing me these 
pictures?” she protested. “Stop telling me lies and presenting me only one side of 
the story. . . . Leave her alone, stop provoking her! . . . What do you want? For her to 
disappear off  the map?” 

The woman was apparently a metaphorical representation of the State of Israel 
as it wished to be seen: peaceful, cosmopolitan, and erotic, but also traumatized, vul-
nerable, and driven to neurosis by marauding terrorists and Jew-hating activists—an 
innocent victim in need of rescue. At the video’s end, the woman stormed out of the 
psychiatrist’s offi  ce and a message appeared on the screen: “Don’t support another 
violent fl otilla.” 

The lurid hasbara of Brand Israel was directly inspired by corporate public relations, 
which refi ned its techniques throughout thousands of high stakes damage-control 
campaigns. No single fi gure has devoted more time or eff ort to refi ning the vocab-
ulary of corporate PR than Frank Luntz. Luntz earned acclaim—and notoriety—in 
 when he craft ed a memo for the new Republican Speaker of the House, Newt 
Gingrich, called “Language: A Key Mechanism of Control.” The memo advised Gin-
grich to promote the Republican agenda with positive words like “moral,” “lead,” and 
“prosperity,” while hammering the Democratic opposition with terms like “abuse of 
power,” “corrupt,” and “intolerant.” Luntz went on to garner lucrative contracts for 
corporate raiders such as Enron, the anti-green energy oil company ExxonMobil, and 
most recently, the fi nancial industry, which hired him to help undermine the Occupy 
Wall Street movement. Luntz’s best-selling vocabulary guide, Words That Work, was 
originally entitled Killer Words.

Given his history of helping corporate crooks talk their way out of crises, perhaps 
it was appropriate that Luntz was contracted by The Israel Project, an international 
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pro-Israel activism outfi t with ties to Israel’s Foreign Ministry, to craft  its offi  cial 
hasbara handbook. In the -page guide, fi ne-tuned for the sensibilities of an audi-
ence that is high on passion and low on information, Luntz outlined strategies, argu-
ments, and tactics for promoting Israel in the media and on campus. Throughout 
the document, Luntz urged pro-Israel activists to lead attacks on their adversaries by 
“start[ing] with empathy for both sides fi rst.” He advised Israel advocates to panto-
mime humility and concern for Palestinian children before opening up a relentless 
focus on the “Iran-backed Hezbollah, Hamas, and Islamic Jihad.” 

In an unusual—and probably unintentional—moment of candor, Luntz warned 
that if Israel remains in a perpetual state of war with no plan to resolve its crisis 
“Americans will not want their government to spend tax dollars or their president’s 
clout on helping Israel.” To hold off  the storm looming on the horizon, Luntz advised 
Israel’s supporters to “remind people—again and again—that Israel wants peace.” For 
him and professional hasbarists like Sucharewicz, the word “peace” was nothing more 
than a rhetorical device.

While the Israeli government deployed a constant barrage of artifi ce, sophistry, 
and diversionary tactics to guard its image, the country’s military-intelligence 
apparatus resorted increasingly to repressive measures to silence its internal crit-
ics. Besides interrogating Yonatan Shapira, in September , Israeli authorities 
detained the Palestinian activist Mohammed Othman when he returned from a trip 
to Norway, where he had lobbied Norwegian offi  cials to support BDS campaigns. 
Othman was released months later only following a sustained campaign by Amnesty 
International to publicize his status as a political prisoner. Two months later, Israel 
detained Jamal Juma, a leading member of the Palestinian BDS National Commit-
tee, designating him as a dangerous “security prisoner” before releasing him without 
charges weeks later. 

The Shin Bet quickly expanded its anti-BDS dragnets into Jewish Israeli society. 
Among the dozens of Israeli activists caught in the Shin Bet’s dragnet was Leehee 
Rothschild, a twenty-nine-year-old human rights activist who was a constant pres-
ence at unarmed Palestinian demonstrations against the occupation in the West 
Bank, and who had recently joined a small group of pro-BDS Israeli activists and 
academics called Boycott Within. In March , a year aft er police raided her apart-
ment and rummaged through her belongings, Rothschild was detained by the Shin 
Bet while returning home from a trip to Europe during which she had participated in 
a series of educational BDS events. At Ben Gurion International Airport, Rothschild 
was interrogated by “Shavit,” the director of the Shin Bet’s “extreme left  and right 
department,” who suggested that his agency was listening to her phone calls, reading 
her e-mails, and had bugged her apartment. Once she was released, Rothschild wrote, 
“[Shavit] said that for now, I’ve stayed within the law, but once I broke it, I’d better 
remember that they are watching me, and that they view me as a leader, so I could be 
held responsible for leading other people into illegal acts.”

The mounting panic over BDS fed directly into a Knesset eff ort to criminalize the 
boycotting of Israeli products. On March , a bill introduced by the Likud Party’s 
Ze’ev Elkin, a right-wing populist from the party’s cadre of thirty- and forty-something 
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upstarts, passed a committee vote, sending it toward the Knesset fl oor for a fi nal vote. 
The bill represented a streamlined version of a previous proposal that would have 
punished boycotters with actual jail time while deporting any non-citizen who called 
for boycotts of Israel in their own country. In its new, diluted form, the bill explicitly 
punished speech considered harmful to the Jewish state, allowing any Israeli who 
felt his or her business was damaged by another Israeli’s call for a boycott—no evi-
dence required—to sue the perpetrator in a civil court. The bill read: “It is forbidden 
to initiate a boycott against the State of Israel, to encourage participation in it or to 
provide assistance or information in order to promote it.” 

Anat Mattar was one of the fi rst Israeli citizens to publicly promote a boycott. 
A professor of sociology at Tel Aviv University and the mother of the prominent 
left -wing journalist Hagai Mattar, Anat Mattar quickly became a hate fi gure for 
right-wingers in the Knesset, who demanded she be ousted from her tenured aca-
demic post. In a speech before Tel Aviv University’s  graduation ceremony, the 
super-hasbara super-lawyer Alan Dershowitz accused Mattar and two other pro-
BDS Israeli academics of “impos[ing] their ideology on students,” urging “patriotic” 
students and faculty members to “stand up to propagandizing professors  .  .  . in 
appropriate forums outside of the classroom where diff erent rules govern.” Mattar 
told me that  of her academic colleagues were inspired by Dershowitz to sign a 
public letter condemning her in vitriolic terms.

Despite the mounting intimidation, Mattar told me she was not the real target of 
the anti-boycott legislation. “If the [anti-boycott] law passes,” she said, “it’s not only 
me who gets hurt, and if I’m fi red, that’s actually the least important thing. The most 
important is what will happen with the NGO’s like Adalah [the legal center for Arab 
minority rights], with [the occupation monitoring group] Yes Din, with B’tselem. 
If I’m fi red it’s a personal inconvenience, but if that happens, it’s much more than 
a sweeping attack on a lunatic from academia, I really don’t know what’s going to 
happen, and I don’t see any way out of this.” 
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The Real Government

By late July , David Sheen and I were back in the Knesset, this time to meet 
Ze’ev Elkin, the primary author of the anti-boycott law promising harsh pun-
ishments to left -wing activists who participated in any form of BDS. Before 

we could interview Elkin, we sat through a hearing of the Knesset’s Constitution, 
Law and Justice Committee where a fi ery debate took place over another bill Elkin 
introduced, this one to compel Israeli human rights NGOs to publicly reveal their 
international donors, thereby pegging them as traitorous agents of a foreign, Euro-
pean agenda. There, we watched Dov Khenin, a leader of the left ist Hadash Party, 
complain furiously about an anonymous billboard campaign that suggested the New 
Israel Fund, a key Israeli human rights umbrella organization, was a Trojan horse 
for Arab nationalism. While Khenin demanded to know who funded the poisonous 
billboard campaign, Elkin sat at the end of the Knesset panel with a self-satisfi ed 
grin. His bill was likely to pass, and behind it were a raft  of even more draconian 
proposals, including one from Yisrael Beiteinu’s Fania Kirschenbaum, which called 
for McCarthy-style commissions of inquiry into left -wing organizations.

At the center of the panel, David Rotem embarrassed a legislator from Kadima 
who warned that the law hurt Israel’s image abroad, reminding him that his party 
leader, Tzipi Livni, supported it before she suddenly turned against it. “And now 
you talk of democracy?” Rotem barked at the Kadima representative. The National 
Union Party’s Michael Ben-Ari, a card-carrying Kahanist who had sponsored the 
bill to block state funding to fi lmmakers who refuse to take loyalty oaths, declared 
that “anti-Semitism is now anti-Zionism.” He pledged his party’s full, undivided 
support for the law, which he viewed as the continuation of the legacy of Rabbi 
Meir Kahane. 

Throughout the hearing, a who’s who of Israeli NGO representatives piped up 
from the long witness table to off er passionate but ultimately futile arguments against 
the bill. Hagai El-Ad, the youthful director of the Association for Civil Rights in 
Israel (ACRI), met me in the hall aft er the hearing adjourned. “The government is 
directing an all-out assault on the foundations of democracy,” El-Ad told me. “The 
freedom of human rights organizations to operate is just the latest target.”

A few minutes later, Sheen and I met Elkin inside the Likud faction’s committee 
room inside the Knesset, a narrow conference room where Likud parliamentari-
ans confer at a long table that oft en features Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu 
at the head. Elkin was a short man with a kippa sitting on top of close-cropped 
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black hair. He looked slightly withdrawn and almost petulant as he spoke to us in 
better-than-average Hebrew with a slight Russian accent. In , Elkin arrived in 
Israel from the Ukraine, where he suff ered as a Zionist activist under the former 
Soviet regime. Aft er a stint as the token Russian settler in Kadima, which had a dire 
need for such a fi gure, Elkin moved to his natural home in Likud in , emerging 
as one of the party’s most aggressive and extreme junior members. In more recent 
years, he began keynoting the annual Ramle conference, a gathering dedicated to 
discussing plans for the mass expulsion of Israel’s Arab population, and spoke in 
favor of annexing most of the West Bank at a settler gathering called the “Application 
of Israeli Sovereignity over Judea and Samaria.” While he casually labeled Arabs and 
left ists as traitors, Elkin provided logistical information to radical Jewish settlers who 
wished to prevent the evacuation of a settlement outpost by attacking Israeli army 
bases in the West Bank.

The so-called boycott bill was Elkin’s signature proposal. As he told the 
pro-settlement news website Arutz Sheva, “I hope the [legislators] will understand 
that this is a battle between Zionism and the new left .” If the law passed, Elkin stood 
to consolidate his position as one of the settlement movement’s most eff ective advo-
cates in the Knesset. His popularity among mainstream Israelis bombarded with 
constant warnings about “delegitimization” was likely to increase as well. When he 
fi rst conceived the bill, Elkin was confi dent of its passage, but not certain. It was only 
when Dalia Itzik, the leader of the centrist Kadima Party’s Knesset faction, stepped 
forward as the bill’s cosponsor, that Elkin could make plans to celebrate.

Sheen and I seated ourselves across from Elkin and Meir. A young, bespectacled 
aide who had just completed graduate school at Hebrew University, Elkin made clear 
that his law was intended to protect Israeli companies based in the occupied West 
Bank, which existed only thanks to the protection of the Israeli army, but which he 
considered an integral part of the Jewish state. He named Ahava, the Dead Sea cos-
metics manufacturer based in the illegal settlement of Mitzpe Shalem, as one of the 
companies he was determined to insulate against the impact of targeted boycotts. 
“The company is located there [in the settlement], not because it has a political 
opinion one way or the other,” he tried to explain. “The area is under Israeli control, 
and under Israeli law they can operate there, and therefore, whoever acts against this 
company only because they are located there geographically—again, not asking the 
owners of the company about their political opinions, or what party they vote for in 
Israel—I think that this is an illegitimate act, an economic boycott that is directed 
against the State of Israel, and therefore doesn’t matter if a company is located in the 
Galilee or in the area of the Dead Sea.”

When Sheen presented Elkin with accusations that the anti-BDS law was 
anti-democratic, and that it called Israel’s claim to be the only democracy in the 
Middle East into question, Elkin responded that the law was in fact modeled aft er a 
similar law on the books in the United States. “Today, if an American citizen or an 
American company participates in a boycott of Israel, they can expect very heavy 
fi nes; economic fi nes and even jail sentences of several years,” Elkin claimed. It’s a 
very far-reaching law, and it is an active law,” he claimed. 
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But this was false—there was no law in the United States threatening these boy-
cotters of Israel with any form of punishment. The only American legal provision 
remotely similar to Elkin’s bill was an obsolete, Cold War–era rule that suspended 
tax breaks to companies that observed the Arab League’s old boycott of Israel—and 
which had never been applied in any case. When I pointed this out to Elkin, asking 
that he provide an example of an American who was punished for organizing a cam-
paign to boycott Israel for the occupation policy, he insisted—falsely again—that no 
American had ever done such a thing, so the law had never been applied. 

Suddenly, Elkin’s aide, a bespectacled, exceptionally aggressive twenty-something 
named Meir, piped up. “You can’t tell me it’s a law if it’s never been applied!” he 
snapped at me. 

“It’s never been applied,” I said.
“It doesn’t matter. I don’t care if it’s never been applied,” he replied, fl ashing a smug 

smile, as though I had been naïve to quibble with him.
“If it doesn’t matter, then you are just citing this American law to present your 

own law in a democratic context,” I countered.
Up until this point, Meir had been staring into his computer, researching the 

details of the law. Now he turned and faced me directly. “I think we are more demo-
cratic than the [United] States,” he proclaimed calmly, but confi dently. Seated in the 
corner across from Sheen, Elkin was silent. Meir continued, “Israel is not putting two 
to three percent of its population in jail at any given moment. I think we treat our 
minorities better than the States. I think we have no immigration laws that let them 
mistreat everyone in the streets just because they look Latino. It’s only a moral thing 
that other countries do—and [the anti-boycott law is] something that we have to do 
for our citizens. And it’s not even a big punishment. Even in the biggest democracies, 
you have to put a price on hurting someone’s business.” 

Next, Meir challenged me to name one instance in which another country’s cit-
izens had called for a boycott of its governing institutions or companies. I told him 
about the boycott by Latino human rights groups of Arizona, which had authorized 
the anti-immigrant laws Meir cited, and Martin Luther King Jr.’s famous boycott of 
the Birmingham Alabama public buses, which had forced African-Americans to ride 
near the back of the bus. 

“What did the American people do when Martin Luther King called for his boy-
cott?” Meir wondered. 

“[MLK] was successful, he integrated the bus lines,” I told him. “But fi rst he was 
jailed by Southern racists.”

“I remember, he wrote a book about it, and he wrote a letter to the Christian lead-
ers. And then he got shot,” Meir said in a dismissive tone. “It’s not the point. Boycott is 
maybe a powerful tool, and that’s why it has to be regulated. . . . But boycotts, the way 
they’re used in Israel, they’re just terror. There is nothing between bombing a factory 
and boycotting a factory. When people use methods of terror against civilians more 
than anything, just because of their political ideas, I think it’s a problem.”

“So why do you think there are growing numbers of Israelis calling for a boycott 
from within?”
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Meir explained that they were bribed. “There are people in Israel that get a lot of 
money from the European Union just to make Israel weaker. And it’s a problem that 
all the world is looking on Israel. . . . I don’t know why the EU is looking on Israel 
so much.”

I reminded him that the United States and the European Union were Israel’s guar-
antors, that they supplied his country with the bulk of its most advanced weapons 
and that loans to Israel accounted for the majority of America’s foreign aid, and much 
of the aid doled out by Western European nations like Germany. 

“At least half of the States is built on settlements,” he stated, seeming to assume 
that I was unfamiliar with the history of Native Americans. “The States is built on 
settlements and the US is the biggest settlement in the world.”

“So two wrongs make a right?”
“No,” Meir said, “but if you did wrong, don’t teach me how to do right. Are you 

coming to teach me how to settle? I think that all of Israel is ours. It’s not just the 
Bible—it’s ours. No Arab can prove that he has any right to Shomron [the West 
Bank]; it was Jordan before and it was never Palestinian territory. Never before in 
the history of the world was [the West Bank]—just show me one minute that a Pal-
estinian got [the West Bank]. . . . They gave up their right, I think thirty-fi ve years 
ago. So right now there is no proof that anybody had a right over this land and we 
hold it. So it’s even better than the States holding land over countries like California 
and all that.” 

On July , , Elkin’s boycott bill passed on a – vote. At least thirty-fi ve mem-
bers of Knesset did not vote on the bill, most of them out of fear of political reper-
cussions from the all-powerful settler movement and the general mood of the Israeli 
public. Upon the bill’s passage, the Likud’s new generation of hardliners rushed to 
Elkin, wrapping their arms around him in elation. Ha’aretz reported, “If this had been 
the Teddy Stadium [Jerusalem’s football arena], they would have hoisted Elkin onto 
their shoulders and carried him in a victory procession.” Now Elkin rivaled David 
Rotem as the most popular lawmaker from the Etzion Bloc. His position near the 
top of Likud’s list in the next national election was virtually guaranteed. Ha’aretz 
headlined Elkin’s triumph: “The settlers are the real government of Israel.”

As soon as Elkin’s bill reached the Knesset fl oor for a full vote, one lawmaker aft er 
another rushed for the exits to avoid having to explain their “no” vote. Not one single 
member of Defense Minister Ehud Barak’s “mainstream Zionist” Atzmaut Party, a 
centrist off shoot of the Labor Party, dared to vote on the bill. Though she abstained 
from voting, Einat Wilf, a senior member of Atzmaut and one of Barak’s closest par-
tisans, remarked in a fl oor speech that the bill had “admirable objectives.”

With seven members of Kadima absent from the vote, only one, Yohanan Plessner, 
took an active role in opposing the bill. Tzipi Livni, the Kadima leader perceived by 
many Western liberals as a champion of democracy, said and did nothing about the 
bill until the day before the vote. “It was only on Monday, when she saw what was 
going on, that she remembered she was against it,” Elkin gloated. For his part, Prime 
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu opted to stay home once he received word that the 
bill was certain to pass. 
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Soon aft er the fateful vote, Netanyahu appeared at the podium before the Knes-
set to issue a vehement endorsement of Elkin’s bill. “Don’t get confused,” the prime 
minister declared. “I approved the law, and if I hadn’t approved it, it wouldn’t have 
passed. I am against boycotts targeting Israel.” 

Beating back criticism from Livni, who accused him of “leading Israel into an 
abyss,” Netanyahu mocked the Kadima Party for its capricious behavior. “You initi-
ated the bill. Central members of Kadima—the faction chairwoman supported the 
law,” the prime minister reminded Livni’s party. “Why did Kadima MKs who origi-
nally supported the bill decide to oppose the fi nal draft ? Because there was pressure, 
and you gave in to that pressure.” 

Finally, Netanyahu singled out the Israeli right’s favorite punching bag, Hanin 
Zoabi, turning to her and booming, “You’re lucky that you are a member of the Israeli 
parliament and not the Syrian parliament, for example.” 

“Go ahead, put me on trial! Put me on trial, like your soldiers should be put on 
trial!” Zoabi snapped back.

As Zoabi was set on by security guards and dragged from the Knesset gallery, 
Nissim Zeev, a right-wing member of the Shas Party, barked at her, “You are garbage!”

While Netanyahu continued his speech, cellphones belonging to members of 
Likud’s central committee lit up with a text message: “Toward a revolution in the 
Supreme Court—the transparency law for appointment of justices, sponsored by 
MK Yariv Levin. The whole Likud is mobilizing!” The text referred to a bill Levin 
had just introduced with Elkin that would enable the Knesset to nullify Supreme 
Court decisions and disqualify judicial nominees. It would be debated the following 
week alongside another proposal to establish McCarthy-style panels of inquiry for 
left -wing organizations.

Back on the Knesset podium, Netanyahu reminded his audience, “Israeli democ-
racy is excellent and will always remain so.”
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It Is No Dream

On the evening of February , , hundreds of young Israeli demonstrators 
arrived at the home of Naomi Chazan dressed in Palestinian keffi  yehs, holding 
Muslim prayer beads, and throwing up two-fi ngered peace signs pretending to 

be left ist-Islamist “terrorists.” From her front lawn, they waved signs depicting the 
grandmotherly Chazan in classically anti-Semitic fashion, as a satanic villain with a 
hooked nose and horn jutting out of her forehead. “Thank you, New Israel Fund!” 
the mock-militant protesters sarcastically chanted. 

Having doled out more than  million to more than thirty-two human rights 
and pro-democracy groups in Israel over the past thirty years, the New Israel Fund 
(NIF) was the country’s largest human rights umbrella group. Chazan, the NIF’s chair-
person, a longtime activist for women’s and minority rights who had always remained 
solidly within the liberal Zionist orbit, earning herself infl uence in successive Knes-
sets and within the Jewish establishment of the United States and Europe. By target-
ing such a well-respected fi gure of the old left -wing Zionist establishment as a traitor 
to the Jewish state, the protesters launched the opening salvo in a well-coordinated, 
heavily funded campaign to extend the hard right’s grasp of Israel’s institutions. 

When I met Chazan in June  in her offi  ce at Tel Aviv-Jaff a College, she warned 
me that the right’s campaign had only begun to gather momentum. “Yisrael Beiteinu 
ran on a position of questioning the civil rights of  percent of the population of 
Israel. And because they won that position has been legitimized,” she told me. “And 
it’s time to wake up, because as soon as you start doubting [citizens’] rights—one day 
its the Arabs, the next day it’s the secular people, and the next day it’s the women, and 
you know where it starts, but you have no idea where it ends.”

The demonstrators who appeared on Chazan’s doorstep represented a relatively 
new and surprisingly infl uential right-wing youth group called Im Tirtzu—“If You 
Will It”—which derived its name from Theodore Herzl’s famous statement, “If you 
will it, it is no dream.” Presenting themselves as a mainstream “extra-parliamentary 
group that works to strengthen and advance the values of Zionism in Israel,” the 
group functioned as a street-level expression of the Yisrael Beiteinu and Likud Party’s 
political crackdown on left -wing NGOs, Palestinian Israeli civil society, and aca-
demia. With far-reaching plans to permanently marginalize Israel’s already weak 
democratic camp, Im Tirtzu introduced itself to the country with a full-bore assault 
on Israeli human rights NGOs, especially those that documented army abuses in the 
occupied West Bank and Gaza.
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The day before Im Tirtzu’s mob appeared in front of Chazan’s home, the organiza-
tion published an ad in major Israeli newspapers featuring the image of Chazan with 
a hooknose and horn marked “N.I.F.” The same image appeared draped over bridges 
in Tel Aviv and Jerusalem, as well as on billboards across Israeli highways. “Fact!” 
the text of the ad read. “Without the New Israel Fund, there would be no Goldstone 
Report, and Israel would not be facing accusations of war crimes.” 

Along with the ad blitz, Im Tirtzu released a detailed and factually fl awed report 
to the Knesset, major Jewish organizations, and the media claiming that the NIF 
had funded the human rights groups responsible for  percent of the documenta-
tion in the United Nations Goldstone Report, which found Israeli forces culpable for 
war crimes against civilians in the Gaza Strip during Operation Cast Lead. The NIF 
grantees targeted by Im Tirtzu represented a who’s who of human rights groups in 
Israel, from Adalah, the center for Arab legal rights in Israel, to B’tselem, a leading 
documenter of army abuse in the Occupied West Bank and Gaza. 

Days aft er Im Tirtzu lauched its campaign against the NIF, it began to bear fruit. 
Ben Caspit, one of the most widely read columnists in Israel, published a glowing 
article about the Im Tirtzu “report” in Maariv, providing the campaign against 
Chazan with the veneer of mainstream respectability. David Horovitz, editor-in-
chief of the right-leaning paper, the Jerusalem Post, where Chazan had served as the 
token liberal columnist for fourteen years, e-mailed Chazan to inform her that she 
was no longer welcome to contribute her opinions. Within a year, the NIF would 
replace her with Brian Lurie, a liberal American Jew who demanded an assurance 
from Adalah, the legal center for Arab rights inside Israel, that it would not “push” 
for BDS or call for Israel as a “state of all its citizens.”

Following the attack on NIF, a top legislative cadre of Avigdor Lieberman and Im 
Tirtzu supporter named Fania Kirschenbaum demanded the creation of a Knesset 
panel to investigate human rights groups funded by the NIF. In short order, a bill 
found its way onto the Knesset fl oor proposing an investigation of NGOs, with pun-
ishments ranging from a  percent tax on foreign-based donations to a , cap 
on grants from abroad. The bill mirrored a law introduced in Russia by President 
Vladimir Putin forcing NGOs engaged in internationally funded “political activity” 
to register as “foreign agents” and fi le reports with the government four times a year. 

By February , the Knesset approved the creation of the investigative commit-
tees by a – margin. As had become the custom, dozens of “centrist” lawmakers 
skipped out on the contentious vote. Defending the measure against criticism that it 
recalled Senator Joseph McCarthy’s witch hunts during the s, Ofi r Akunis, the 
Likud deputy speaker of the Knesset, and a sponsor of the anti-NGO inquisition, 
off ered his opinion on a prime time talk show that McCarthy “was right in every 
word he said.” 

Aft er passing a fi nal vote in the Knesset, the bill seemed certain to become law. It 
was due only to unusual last-minute pressure from the European Union and govern-
ment abuse that the prime minister’s offi  ce fi nally felt forced to stop the law before 
enactment. Shaken aft er a stern warning from EU diplomats that the bill would cause 
a crisis in Israel’s relationship with the international community, Netanyahu froze 
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the bill indefi nitely, demonstrating the Israeli government’s extreme sensitivity to 
its image in the eyes of the West. But a suite of anti-democratic bills was due for a 
full vote, and this time, the prime minister intended to grant his stamp of approval.

At : a.m. on March  , a month aft er voting to enact a parliamentary 
inquisition against Israeli human rights NGOs, the Knesset rushed through the seg-
regationist Acceptance to Communities Act, which would legally authorize towns 
to reject Palestinian Israelis as residents on the basis of “social suitability,” and the 
Nakba Law, fi ning any municipality, including Palestinian Israeli ones, for any com-
memoration of Palestinian expulsion. As usual, only  of the Knesset’s  members 
bothered to appear to vote on the bills, which both passed by wide margins. And only 
three members of Livni’s Kadima Party bothered to show up, with two of them—Shai 
Hermesh and Yisrael Hasson—voting as sponsors of the Acceptance to Communi-
ties Bill. Having promised that Kadima would not be a “passive participant” in the 
anti-democratic agenda, Livni was nowhere to be found. Like so many others, she 
seemed to fear the backlash from her constituents for following up on her pledge.

Im Tirtzu founder Ronen Shoval hailed the movement he had helped ignite with 
an editorial for Ha’aretz, pronouncing  “The year of democracy.” 
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4 3

Riding the Ass

Ronen Shoval was thirty-one years old, clean-cut, and absolutely secular, from 
the affl  uent North Tel Aviv suburb of Ramat HaSharon. In contrast to unapol-
ogetic demagogues like Avigdor Lieberman, Shoval attempted to present the 

severe charges he leveled against human rights groups and left -wing professors in 
the language of liberal democracy and post-modern academic discourse. Moreover, 
he carefully avoided taking a position on the project of Greater Israel, obscuring his 
role as a committed right-wing cadre. Indeed, if his talking points were slick, it was 
because Shoval was the product of a sophisticated, well-funded, professional public 
relations campaign—one that originated in the far shores of the right with the goal 
of capturing the Israeli mainstream.

Before founding Im Tirtzu in , Shoval was the leader of the shadowy “Orange 
Cell,” a radical right-wing student organization that battled the withdrawal of ideo-
logical settlers from the Gaza Strip in . Shoval’s right-hand man in the Orange 
Cell, Erez Tadmor, was the son of the only secular family in the fanatical Jewish 
settlement of Kiryat Arba, located inside the occupied Palestinian city of Hebron. 

During Operation Cast Lead, Tadmor orchestrated a series of violent confronta-
tions between Im Tirtzu activists and Palestinian Israeli students at Hebrew Univer-
sity. An Im Tirtzu banner warned the Arab students, “We will burn your villages and 
see you during our reserve duty.” Tadmor was accused of physically attacking female 
students who called him a Nazi. The riots sparked by Tadmor and Im Tirtzu were 
quelled only when university administrators demanded the deployment of Border 
Police and special Yassam forces on camp.

In an interview with Maariv, Tadmor admitted to stealing small-scale explo-
sives and ammunition magazines from the army during his service. Despite insist-
ing that he needed the weapons for “personal security,” he was stripped of his rank 
and slapped with a forty-fi ve-day prison sentence for “breaking the trust” of the 
army. Having been expelled from Israel’s most revered institution, Tadmor set about 
defending its honor against the human rights NGOs, hoping to restore his own tat-
tered reputation in the process.

Aft er graduating from Hebrew University in , Shoval and Tadmor entered 
a special training program for young activists operated by the Institute for Zion-
ist Strategies (IZS), a right-wing think tank funded by the neoconservative 
Washington-based Hudson Institute. The IZS had long embraced a stealth strategy, 
issuing press releases and statements in a seemingly secular language, even though its 
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chairman, Israel Harel, was a founder of the Gush Emunim movement, the original 
ultra-nationalist settlers who coerced the Israeli government into allowing them to 
establish the Etzion Bloc aft er the  war. Clean-shaven and erudite, he was more 
comfortable holding forth on stuff y think-tank panels than he was davening in set-
tlement yeshivas. In a public exchange with Ha’aretz editor-in-chief Amos Schocken, 
who, in classic liberal Zionist fashion, blamed the Gush Emunim for corrupting the 
burnished democracy established by the secular Labor Zionists, Harel cast the set-
tlement movement as the natural successors to the secular Labor Zionists, whom 
he described as “more zealous than religious Zionism.” According to Harel, “Gush 
Emunim adopted these [messianic] roots and tried, with its own additions, to pro-
ceed in their light.”

Harel’s vision of the settlers as culturally superior heirs to the obsolete secular 
Zionists was consistent with the philosophy of Rabbi Zvi Yehuda Kook, the spiri-
tual godfather of the Gush Emunim. Kook told his disciples that they represented 
the modern incarnation of the Jewish Messiah. In order to bring about the “fi nal 
redemption,” he instructed them to exploit the achievements of the secular Zion-
ists, who had performed the necessary work of colonizing “Israel proper” in  
and conquering the West Bank in . Just as the Messiah appeared riding an ass 
in biblical prophecy, Kook presented the secular public as an ass that the religious 
nationalists could ride all the way to dominion. 

According to Kook’s teachings, as soon as the Labor Zionist camp that colonized 
Israel became politically irrelevant, the religious nationalists would be free to insti-
tutionalize his vision of untrammeled religious supremacy into law. As Rabbi Aviner, 
an early Kook disciple wrote, Israel was called “to be holy, not moral, and the general 
principles of morality, customary for all mankind, do not bind the people of Israel, 
because it has been chosen to be above them.” Many Kook acolytes proposed to 
guarantee the ethnic purity of Israel and some openly discussed “death camps” for 
non-Jews—the biblical “Amalekites.” 

Aft er completing their IZS training, Shoval and Tadmor united with Moshe 
Klughaft , a twenty-eight-year-old public relations wunderkind named by Forbes 
magazine as the second most infl uential media consultant in Israel and one of the 
country’s three hundred most infl uential adults. While taking up clients among hard-
line elements in Likud and Yisrael Beiteinu, Klughaft  managed to conceal his radical 
agenda through appointments to establishment positions like the presidency of Isra-
el’s National Student Union. With Shoval and Tadmor as media savvy front men, he 
conceived the sophisticated, Kook-inspired, stealth campaign that would project the 
Greater Israel agenda into the Israeli mainstream—that would ride the secular “ass.”

“I think I will always want to stay behind the scenes. I think that’s where I have 
the greatest infl uence,” Klughaft  told an interviewer from Israel’s Channel . “When 
everyone else is busily thinking about what to say on stage, I’m busily building the 
stage, [deciding] who actually listens to you. Aft er they start listening, then we can 
talk about what we’ll say.”

When Shoval and Tadmor held the microphone at raucous camp rallies that more 
than oft en turned into ugly mob scenes, Klughaft  served as their behind-the-scenes 
strategic consultant, calibrating each action to generate as much controversy as 
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possible. “For religious Zionism and the right, in general, even to penetrate the pub-
lic, they must move into the colorful, secular rhetoric of the playing fi eld they are in,” 
Klughaft  explained. “What you think and how you see the world is nice, but when 
you get to this specifi c playing fi eld of politics, of public action, you have to play by 
the rules that suit the place you are in.”

To promote the campaign against human rights NGOs, Klughaft  recruited one 
of Israel’s most famous pop singers, the Mizrahi crooner Amir Benayoun, to record 
an Im Tirtzu theme song. Like Tadmor, Benayoun was an army reject, having been 
refused entry into the ranks of the military due to his long history of petty crime and 
drug use. Under the guidance of Chabad-Lubavitch, a Hasidic group that has become 
an extremist, pro-settler Jewish cult, and that considered the late Rabbi Menachem 
Scheerson, who died at the age of ninety-two in , to be the Messiah, Benayoun 
was “born-again,” emerging from the ashes of his debauched former existence. 

Benayoun’s Im Tirtzu anthem, delivered in an overdone, maudlin style against a 
backdrop of lilting violins, strangely rehashed the classical theme of the Dolschtoss, 
or the “stabbed in the back myth,” which held that Germany lost World War I because 
civilians at home—Jews, “cultural Bolsheviks,” and anti-Monarchists weakened the 
national resolve. Despite having never donned an army uniform, Benayoun sang 
from the perspective of an Israeli soldier returning home from duty, only to be spat 
upon by self-hating Jews:

Aft er they failed to kill me from the outside
you come and kill me from inside
I haven’t seen my mother in a month
neither my son nor my house nor my wife
I always charge forward
with my back to you
[but] you sharpen the knife
more than anything, this thought burns my soul
and you, how come you still don’t understand . . . 

Shoval lent his hand to Im Tirtzu’s growing body of propaganda with, “Im 
Tirtzu—A Manifesto for a Renewed Zionism,” a tract intended as a Little Red Book 
for college-educated, post-army Israeli nationalists. Through the polemic, Shoval 
sought to mainstream the concept of “neo-Zionism,” a rightist ideology that tracked 
closely with the typically fascist narrative of decline, cultural despair and internal 
subversion. According to Shoval’s telling, the once-glorious project of Zionism had 
been eroded from within by a Fift h Column of foreign-backed human rights orga-
nizations, “post-Zionist” professors, and the traitorous Palestinian Israeli civil soci-
ety. Israel’s deliverance would arrive only through a secular version of Kook’s “fi nal 
redemption,” with the Jewish state purifi ed of its unholy elements. He termed this 
rapturous event, “The second Zionist revolution.” 

Once Israel arrived at the rendezvous of victory, the unhindered political domi-
nance of the Jewish majority would be secure, providing the army with a free hand 
to act without limits against the Palestinians. The settlers, for their part, would 
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never again fear the prospect of evacuation from “Judea and Samaria,” their perma-
nent heartland. As for the Arabs, if they wanted equal rights inside the frontiers of 
neo-Zionist Israel, they were free to become religious Jews. “Everyone can choose to 
be Jewish through the conversion process,” Shoval wrote, “so anyone can enjoy all the 
rights and obligations involved in the Jewish people.”

Despite Shoval’s rhetoric, Im Tirtzu garnered enthusiastic endorsements from 
Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and an array of top Likud offi  cials, from Edu-
cation Minister Gideon Sa’ar to Minister of Public Diplomacy Yuli Edelstein. Among 
the Likud’s rising stars in the Knesset was one of Ronen Shoval’s former lieutenants, 
the telegenic, far-right upstart Tzipi Hotovely, who said, “The feeling Ronen and I had 
was that our generation does not truly feel a commitment to be here and that our 
connection and commitment to the Zionist idea are diminishing.” 

As soon as she entered the Knesset, Hotovely began an eff ort to push Im Tirtzu’s 
agenda, founding a Knesset lobby for promoting neo-Zionism on Israel’s college 
campuses. In honor of the Knesset’s “Jewish Identity Day,” Hotovely convened hear-
ings on the danger of Jewish women marrying Arab men. “We must confront the fact 
that the country has not valued education, which is the only way to prevent Jewish 
women from forging life connections with non-Jews,” she declared, urging a nation-
wide “struggle against assimilation.” Her crusade for separation between Jews and 
the goyim underscored her constant imprecations against Arab members of Knesset. 

 “I am in favor of removing Knesset members like you from their positions,” 
she informed Hanin Zoabi during a televised debate. “The Balad Party should be 
outlawed.” 

“So the right-wing should run the state?” Zoabi asked.
“I have news for you,” Hotovely shot back. “The majority of Israel is right-wing.” 

She continued: “We can change the rules of the game. Until now, people like [Zoabi] 
have been taking advantage of the democracy.” 

While lawmakers like Hotovely as sponsors, the Institute for Zionist Strategies 
spearheaded the legislative agenda that would “change the rules of the game.” Besides 
the anti-NGO bill, the Institute authored a proposed Basic Law that would formally 
defi ne Israel as “the Nation State of the Jewish People,” promising to subordinate Isra-
el’s supposedly democratic charter to its professed Jewish character, stripping Arabic 
from its list of offi  cial languages, and removing the illusion of minority rights prom-
ised in the country’s Declaration of Independence. The law’s sponsor, Avi Dichter, a 
hard-boiled former Shin Bet chief recruited by Livni to join Kadima, said, “With the 
Basic Law we can fi nally denote Israel as the nation-state of the Jewish people and 
not need the Palestinians’ favors and recognition of us as a Jewish state.” 

Behind the scenes, Im Tirtzu had accepted a , cash infusion from a far 
right foreign donor: Christians United for Israel founder John Hagee, the apocalyptic 
mega-church pastor from San Antonio, Texas, who prophesied that the anti-Christ 
would return as a homosexual half-Jew, “as was Adolf Hitler.” Flush with cash from 
Hagee and an assortment of Israeli oligarchs, Im Tirtzu expanded its list of soft  tar-
gets. Though a few isolated left ists protested the organization’s hypocrisy on foreign 
funding, the issue hardly registered.
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On Nakba Day , Im Tirzu distributed a short pamphlet entitled “Nakba Bull-
shit,” claiming that the Nakba was “a lie that threatens to drown us like a tsunami.” 
Outside the offi  ces of the United Nations Relief Works Agency, the international 
body responsible for the welfare of the millions of stateless Palestinians, the student 
activists chanted, “They were expelled! They attacked! They lost!” The same month, 
Im Tirtzu demanded that the Israeli attorney general investigate and punish a group 
of older Israeli women from the group Machson Watch, who had traveled to a village 
in the West Bank to help prevent settler vigilante attacks on local Palestinian farmers. 

When a few Israeli left ists created a Facebook group that dubbed Im Tirtzu as 
a fascist organization, Shoval hired a team of lawyers to slap the activists with a 
, libel lawsuit. During the trial, the court heard testimony from Zeev Stern-
hell, one of the world’s leading experts on fascism and the former chair of the 
department of political science at Hebrew University. Three years before he testifi ed, 
Sternhell was wounded when a fanatical settler named Jack Teitel mailed a pipe 
bomb to his home. Sternhell declared that he had examined Shoval’s manifesto and 
the group’s activities in careful detail, and had come to a disturbing conclusion. 

“If we take into account that Im Tirtzu is just beginning and is operating in a 
society where rejection of the fundamentals of liberalism is perceived to be a sin,” 
Sternhell said, “then it is showing early and troubling signs of fascist potential.”

9781568586342-text.indd   2339781568586342-text.indd   233 8/3/13   11:49 PM8/3/13   11:49 PM





4 4

The Revolutionaries

Fresh off  its success against the New Israel Fund, countless damaging personal 
attacks against left ists and professors condemned as insuffi  ciently Zionist, and 
hearty endorsements from the heads of state, Im Tirtzu’s top cadres gathered for 

a night of booze-fi lled celebration on August , . The venue was “Theodore,” a 
swanky bar in the wealthy Tel Aviv suburb of Herzilya, named for the man Im Tirtzu 
claimed as its inspiration for the “Second Zionist Revolution”—Theodore Herzl. The 
evening was dedicated to fi ring up the troops for the upcoming boycott targeting 
Ben Gurion University’s faculty, where Im Tirtzu had identifi ed nine out of twelve 
professors in the political science department as “anti-Zionists.” 

I traveled to the event with Joseph Dana, an Israeli-American journalist. Dana 
and I had learned about Im Tirtzu’s party from a friend at Hebrew University, but 
when we told her we were interested in attending, she suddenly grew agitated. “If 
they fi nd out who you guys are there, they will take you outside and lynch you,” she 
said. With her warning in mind, we took the precautionary measure of introducing 
ourselves as clueless Jewish-American tourists. 

At the door of “Theodore,” we met a glowering young man munching on a slice 
of pizza. He was Erez Tadmor, Im Tirtzu’s director of media relations. When Tadmor 
asked who we were, we said we were just two Jewish American guys passing through 
Herzliya on a tour of Israel. “We just heard there was some kind of party here,” Joseph 
said.

Without prompting, Tadmor launched into a monologue about how he was 
unable to show his face at Hebrew University anymore aft er all the trouble he caused 
for its “anti-Israel, anti-Zionist professors trying to defend our Zionist values against 
what they’re doing.”

Tadmor told me he was confi dent of Im Tirtzu’s coming victory, explaining that 
Israel’s elites only represented the  percent of the population who were radical left -
ists. But Im Tirtzu had  to  percent on their side, he declared. 

Aft er listening to Tadmor’s boasting, two Im Tirtzu activists approached to dis-
cuss campus politics in the United States. One of them, a chubby, slouching young 
man with a crew cut, asked, “Have you ever read The Professors by David Horowitz? 
Horowitz was a former left ist so he knows the truth about the left  in your country.” 
With his “Academic Bill of Rights” campaign, which would have allowed conservative 
students to sue their professors, and the Muslim annual extravaganza he organized on 
campuses around the country, “Islamofascism Awareness Week,” the neoconservative, 
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former Communist Horowitz had become the conservative movement’s campus point 
man, reaping millions in donations from right-wing American plutocrats like the Koch 
brothers in the process. He seemed like a natural role model for Im Tirtzu’s activists.

One of the Im Tirtzu members we met by the bar was Tamir Kafri, a bespectacled, 
chipper Ben Gurion University student with a long ponytail and newly budding 
facial hair. I asked him about the inspiration Im Tirtzu took from the American 
conservative movement. Kafri mentioned another popular right-wing tract from the 
United States. “You should read the book, Liberal Fascism,” he said, referring to con-
servative writer Jonah Goldberg’s screed confl ating American liberalism to European 
fascism and Nazism. “I’m not saying all liberals are fascists,” Kafri added, “but on 
campus here in Israel, the liberal professors really are.”

Kafri led us up to the bar and perched himself next to us. As dozens of his com-
rades fi led in, he ordered a pony-size Goldstar beer and entertained with his opin-
ions on everything from Palestinians (“You know, the idea of the Palestinians was 
invented in the s?”) to women’s rights (“If a woman hits me, I’ll hit her back just 
as hard. That’s feminism!”).

On campus politics, Kafri commented, “[The Israeli communist party] Hadash 
is a bunch of pro-Palestinian radicals. But we’ve worked with Meretz. We even have 
some members of Meretz in our movement. They are the sensible left . They’re Zion-
ists, not radicals.”

When we asked Kafri about the hundreds of thousands of donations pumped into 
Im Tirtzu’s coff ers each year by the apocalyptic Christian Zionist preacher Hagee, 
he spun the scandal as a fundraising coup. “Who cares about who takes the money?” 
Tamir said. “People should focus on the donors and not on us. He’s the idiot! He’s 
giving all his money to a bunch of Zionist Jews in Israel!”

While Kafri riff ed on politics beneath a thumping soundtrack of seventies disco 
hits, we looked around the room and noticed an almost total absence of women. 
Indeed, the bartender seemed to be the only female interacting with the dozens of 
Im Tirtzu activists hunched over the bar. “Were any women invited your party?” we 
asked our new friend. 

Kafri craned his head around nervously, then explained, “People show up late in 
Israel because we have no last call.”

Twenty minutes later, a woman fi nally appeared. She turned out to be the wife of 
Kafri’s pal, a short, bookish-looking character, whom he greeted with a hearty bear 
hug. “This guy acted with me in the Rocky Horror Picture Show,” Kafri said, referring 
to the seventies-era British drag show that has become popular across Israel.

“I actually had to borrow a corset from my wife for the show!” the friend told us 
with a giggle of delight.

Kafri’s friend was a genetic engineer at the Weissman Institute who boasted to 
us that he and a team of researchers were on the verge of curing cancer. He said he 
became enraged when he saw an art exhibition in the city of Holon that depicted 
Israeli army helicopters bombing civilians and soldiers humiliating Palestinians at 
checkpoints. He immediately called Im Tirtzu founder Ronen Shoval to complain. 
The next day, he was manning the barricades for the Second Zionist Revolution. “If 
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the army did this sort of thing, it would be okay, because the art would have been 
factual,” Kafri’s friend remarked. “But the army doesn’t do that! I was in the infantry, 
so I know.”

Kafri and his friend were intent on regaling us with tales from the Rocky Horror 
Picture Show production he and Tamir starred in. “You know what the play really 
was?” he said to Tamir. “It was a hook-up scene for geeks!”

At this moment, as we glanced around the room full of twenty-something guys 
huddled around on couches, fi ddling with their cellphones and exchanging jocular 
backslaps, we gained a new understanding of Im Tirtzu’s cultural utility. The move-
ment was not only a street-level proxy for rightist forces in the government. It also 
served as a social sanctuary for aimless young men unable to locate productive out-
lets for their pent-up post-army aggressions. Long sessions of PlayStation and back 
issues of Maxim were simply not enough for these rejects and reservists of Israel’s 
warrior class. Through Im Tirtzu, fascism appeared not in medallioned uniforms and 
motorcycle processions, but in designer jeans, polo shirts, and gelled hair.

In the casual setting of “Theodore,” Im Tirtzu might have appeared to be a benign 
dork squad, but unlike the students recruited by the American conservative move-
ment to harass liberal professors, Im Tirtzu’s activists were armed and blessed with 
the support of the prime minister. 

With the party drawing to a close, Im Tirtzu’s leader, Ronen Shoval, stood to 
deliver a speech announcing the coming onslaught against Ben Gurion University. 
“My grandmother was so proud to see us on the front page of Ha’aretz!” he announced 
to cheers from the dozens of admiring young men assembled in a semi-circle around 
him. “We have all the chapters from around the country ready for this campaign. We 
are going to go all the way.”

As Shoval worked his troops into a frenzy, Joseph and I noticed two young women 
downing shots of liquor across the bar. They were two of the only females we had 
seen all night, so we approached them out of curiosity.

“Are you guys with Im Tirtzu?” we asked.
“You mean the disgusting fascists?” one of them snapped.
“We hate them!” the other one growled.
Aft er a long interview process that included the examination of our ID cards, they 

established that we were not among “the fascists.” The women eventually apologized 
for vetting us, explaining that an Im Tirtzu member seated beside them at the bar 
had attempted to chat them up earlier in the evening.

One of them told us she grabbed the Im Tirtzu activist’s arm and shouted at him, 
“Are you ready to stop being a narrow-minded racist? Then you can talk to us.”
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4 5

Zion Square

By August , I had left  my apartment in Jaff a aft er accepting Joseph Dana’s 
invitation to move in with him and his roommates in central Jerusalem. My new 
fl at was a cramped, fi ve-bedroom, one-bathroom compound on the top fl oor of 

a vast, gray apartment bloc located on Dorot Rishonim Street, just around the corner 
from the bustling Ben Yehuda Street pedestrian mall and a few blocks from Zion 
Square. It was an ideal perch to observe the frontline of Israeli internal opposition 
to the occupation and racist street violence. Draped over the covered porch over-
looking the promenade was a ragged banner reading “Free Gaza—End the Siege.” 
One month before my arrival, the Israeli immigration police force known as the Oz 
Unit had appeared at the door of the fl at hunting for a foreign Palestine solidarity 
activist whom they would later arrest during a dragnet in Ramallah, the city where 
the Palestinian Authority supposedly exercised autonomy. The quasi-raid was part 
of a Shin Bet roundup of international activists aimed at winnowing out the ranks 
of protesters who demonstrated against the separation wall in the West Bank. If the 
Shin Bet was seeking subversives to monitor, it had come to the right place: my new 
fl at was a mecca for Jerusalem’s tiny activist community.

On most nights during the week, our porch would become a smoke-fi lled situ-
ation room, as my roommates and I gathered on the tattered secondhand couches 
with friends and local activists, drinking cheap arak and discussing local happenings, 
from the expulsions in the nearby, occupied neighborhood of Sheik Jarrah to the 
night arrests in the West Bank village of Bil’in. The wall on the porch was a con-
stantly expanding rogues’ gallery, decorated with photos of Defense Minister Ehud 
Barak, Interior Minister Eli Yishai, and Jerualem mayor Nir Barkat, who was over-
seeing the planned demolition of eighty-eight Palestinian homes in the occupied 
East Jerusalem neighborhood of Silwan in order to build a biblical theme park called 
“The City of David.”

Directly below the fl at were crowds of gun-toting Orthodox settlers and soldiers 
shopping for discount clothing and gorging themselves on pizza and frozen yogurt. 
The fl at was cluttered, oft en choking with cigarette fumes, a virtual fl ophouse for 
scraggled activists and visiting European couch-surfers. At times, it was virtually 
uninhabitable. But it was one of the most fascinating vantage points in Jerusalem and 
a rare sanctuary from a climate of suff ocating hyper-nationalism. 

My fl atmates were a motley collection of Jerusalemites, mostly in their early twen-
ties, and all with life experiences that had turned them against the conventional Israeli 
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political thinking in one way or another. Besides Joseph, there was Yossi, an easygo-
ing Hebrew University graduate student who had abandoned his ultra-Orthodox 
family and the extremist yeshiva they raised him in; Tomer, another Hebrew U. stu-
dent who balanced his obsession with death metal—a protest anthem he recorded 
repeated the word “Nakba” for two minutes without a pause—with an immersion 
in Jewish studies, regaling his roommates with bawdy Talmudic stories as though it 
were The Canterbury Tales; Masha, a Russian immigrant who protested against the 
Sheikh Jarrah evictions with a clown troupe, dressed in a mock army uniform, and 
was arrested for the crime of blowing bubbles near a group of riot policemen. Aft er 
Masha was compelled to put on a real army uniform under threat of more jail time, 
conscripted into a teachers’ unit in faraway Dimona, her room was fi lled by Galia, 
an anarchist whose non-Jewish mother had rendered her ineligible for many of the 
benefi ts her family had been promised when the Jewish Agency coerced them into 
immigrating to Israel from post–Soviet Russia.

Unlike the rest of my fl atmates, Joseph did not grow up in Israel. He was a Jewish 
American kid from the kind of affl  uent, liberal family in which Zionism was taken 
for granted. With a master’s degree from Hebrew University in Jewish Studies, he 
could have easily risen through the ranks of academia. And with his journalistic 
inclination and an ear to the ground, he had wound up in this fl at, using it as a point 
of disembarkation to report almost daily from West Bank village demonstrations 
that were invariably crushed by the Israeli army. 

When Joseph’s younger brother graduated from a Jewish day school in San Diego, 
he and his classmates were given a mock fi ve-foot-high walking stick—the kind 
Moses supposedly used to lead the Hebrews toward the Promised Land—and a copy 
of Alan Dershowitz’s The Case for Israel. They were instructed to take the two items 
to college and fi ght for Israel on campus. But aft er a trip through the West Bank with 
a Lebanese friend, his brother rebelled. By this time, Joseph was enthralled by the idea 
of Israel, by the beaches, the eff usive, physical culture, the mythical concept of Jewish 
redemption, the Zionist dream as marketed to American youth. His brother tried to 
warn him about what he had seen in Ramallah and Nablus, but it was useless. The 
State of Israel was off ering to pay for Joseph to pursue his master’s at Hebrew Univer-
sity on the grounds that he make aliyah. In , at age twenty-fi ve, he emigrated, high 
on Jewish nationalism and oblivious to the grinding day-to-day reality awaiting him. 

“There is something among American Jews—and I refl ected this tendency—
that Israel represents an escapist society where you can project yourself and who 
you want to be onto a sunny, beachside environment with hot people all around 
you,” Joseph explained. “As a young adult, there’s an idea that you can go by yourself, 
be surrounded by Jews, and reinvent yourself as you wish here. As a male in my 
mid-twenties it was an escapist decision that was fortifi ed by loft y ideals that I could 
tap into: I’m a Jew in the modern world, and I’m doing something great by contrib-
uting to Israeli society as a Jew. Like Alan Dershowitz and thousands of other Jews 
who fetishize Israel but never want to leave the US, Israel was my object of desire.”

The rigors of daily life began to chip away at Joseph’s image of the Jewish state. “I 
saw none of the essential aspects of the society precisely because I was an American 
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Jew, because I was an honorary member of their society,” he said. “I was included 
in society but excluded from the actual debate. And as an American, getting basic 
things done—going to the post offi  ce, traveling from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem—was 
incredibly tedious and opened me up to whole series of disturbing experiences I 
never would have seen as a tourist. At fi rst, it wasn’t that I had a political awakening 
as much as an awakening to the very unpleasant reality of daily life in Israel.”

“Having fi nally insinuated myself into the heart of the society, I started to get it—I 
started to be aware of what this country was about, and to see it against the backdrop 
of this explicit racism against Palestinians. It was always that the Palestinians are the 
horrible ones—the classic Bibi Netanyahu dismissal of Israeli responsibility based on 
the racist claim that the Arabs are culturally incurable barbarians.” 

I had met Joseph in May  in an olive grove in the southern West Bank farming 
village of Safa, which was located at the base of the radical hilltop settlement of Bat 
Ayin, once the home of a Jewish terrorist underground that plotted the bombing 
a Palestinian girls’ school in Jerusalem. Joseph had invited me to participate in an 
action aimed at protecting the farmers from the settlers, who had attacked them 
with axe handles a week before and had begun chanting, “Death to Arabs!” from the 
hilltop as soon as we arrived. A new wave of settler terror was just beginning, with 
attacks on Palestinians and their property rising at a  percent rate across the West 
Bank since . 

Ezra Nawi, a bald, olive-skinned Israeli with a straw hat and a long walking stick, 
led us through the parched fi elds of sagebrush into the valley below. The young activ-
ists regarded him with reverence, describing him to me as a mentor and an indispen-
sible guide. During the s Nawi was convicted of living illegally with a West Bank 
Palestinian man who happened to be his lover. The experience galvanized his activist 
spirit, leading him to donate the money he earned as a plumber to activism against 
the occupation. With the fl uent Arabic his Iraqi parents spoke before him, Nawi had 
won the trust of the besieged Palestinian communities in the South Hebron Hills, 
forming an essential bridge for Israel’s mostly Ashkenazi activist elements. However, 
as a Mizrahi who was also openly gay, Nawi became a natural target for soldiers who 
viewed him as both a race traitor and sexual deviant. 

“Sometimes the prejudice is so deep and subconscious because there are very few 
activists from my background. Most of the police are from my background so they 
can’t understand how I cross the line. It disrupts the order they like to see,” Nawi told 
me. “There is no mercy here. I always say that if I would catch on fi re the soldiers 
would not even piss on me to put it out.” Also a constant target of settler hatred, Nawi 
added, “The soldiers say to me all the time, ‘You are not Jewish.’ I look around and 
the religious settlers are running around beating people, beating women, destroying 
my car, screaming curses. So according to the soldiers, that is what a Jew is—people 
who think they are entitled to rule other people.”

When I met Nawi, he was facing three years in prison on trumped-up charges of 
assaulting a soldier while attempting to block a bulldozer from demolishing a group 
of Palestinian Bedouin homes. Videotape of the incident showed soldiers mocking 
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Nawi for attempting to help the Palestinian families. “I was also a soldier, but I didn’t 
demolish houses!” he screamed back at them. “The only thing that will be left  here is 
hatred.” Aft er a long legal spectacle during which a judge ordered a Hebrew transla-
tor appointed for Nawi, as though he were a Palestinian, and aft er an outpouring of 
support from international intellectuals, Nawi was sentenced to a month in prison—
far less than the two-year term he expected.

Just a few minutes aft er we arrived in Safa, the settlers called a platoon of soldiers 
to remove us from the olive groves. The platoon commander immediately issued 
a closed military zone order, a standard procedure aimed at providing the settlers 
with free reign. A thin, middle-aged classics professor at Hebrew University named 
Amiel Vardi rushed forward with legal documents, arguing that a Supreme Court 
ruling gave us the right to remain on the scene. Vardi argued with the commander 
until he was red in the face, and for a moment it appeared he had persuaded him. 
A veteran campaigner for Palestinian rights, Vardi was shot by a settler in  (the 
settler who shot him was freed without charges) and had seen his Jerusalem home 
spray-painted with death threats by right-wing activists. Vardi’s nineteen-year-old 
daughter, Sahar, was jailed for refusing to serve in the army, and counseled other 
youth considering refusal. 

Three weeks aft er we visited Safa, settlers from Bat Ayin chopped down the vil-
lage’s fruit trees by the dozens and torched the farmers’ fi elds. 

It was June , , the night before President Barack Obama delivered his prom-
ised speech to the Arab world in Cairo, Egypt. The planned address and the new 
diplomatic posture it represented sent a wave of indignation through the ranks of 
the Israeli right. Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, who had reportedly called 
Obama’s Jewish chief of staff  Rahm Emanuel a “self-hating Jew,” planned to issue 
a “Zionist response” to Obama, as though he were countering a sworn enemy and 
not Israel’s major patron. The old liberal Zionist “peace camp” was brimming with 
a mood of excitement it had not experienced since the Oslo era. Many among the 
faded movement had convinced themselves that Obama was The One who would 
fi nally force both sides to the table and generate a historic agreement, or who would 
at least make the most earnest eff ort to date. 

The day before Obama’s speech, I received an e-mail from Adam Horowitz, the 
editor of a progressive Jewish American blog called Mondoweiss, asking me to record 
a man-on-the-street video interview segment about the Obama speech. I told Joseph 
I was too exhausted to do any more fi lming, but he insisted. I relented and slapped a 
new battery pack into the back of my camera.

Our fi rst interview took place on the Ben Yehuda Pedestrian Mall. There, we fi lmed 
an ultra-nationalist hippie settler from the United States ranting, “Obama doesn’t have 
any place here. This is our land. I’m a Jew. I’m a Yid. Am Yisrael!” Then, we found 
ourselves in a nearby gathering place known by Jerusalem youth as “Crack Square.” 
Israeli and American teenagers were sprawled out along concrete benches in front of 
a social services center decorated with stickers that read “Kahane Was Right.” Some 
were yeshiva students treating their time away from their conservative families as a 
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chance to party into oblivion. Others were rejected, runaway children of settlers, who 
had fl ed domestic abuse and religious fanaticism for a life of narcotics, alcohol, and 
the constant specter of police violence. 

A drunk fi ft een-year-old with an acne-scarred face lamented to me, “It was so 
much better being back in the States. The police beat so much harder here and treat 
us like fucking animals. I wish my parents had never brought me to this hellhole.” 
Next to him, a kid who could not have been any older than thirteen lift ed himself 
from a bench, staggered in our direction for a few seconds, then crashed on the 
ground with a face-fi rst fl op. His friends broke out in uproarious laughter.

A skinny Israeli-American guy with a knit kippah who might have been around 
twenty introduced himself to us. He said he lived in “Judea and Samaria” with his 
Israeli-American family and was actively involved in setting up hilltop settlement 
outposts. “Obama needs to know that this is our land,” he declared. 

Leading toward a warren of seedy bars packed with American Jews, he told me 
wanted to introduce us to a few of his friends. It was there that we stumbled upon a 
group of Jewish-American college students from the Five Towns area of suburban 
Long Island, New York. The young men were smoking a nargileh and drinking heav-
ily at an outdoor bar overfl owing with international Jewish tourists. I approached 
and innocently asked what fl avor of sheesha they were smoking. “Your mom’s pussy!” 
one barked at me. Then I simply asked what they thought of Obama. With the men-
tion of Obama’s name, they surrounded me, jostling one another out of the way to 
take a turn at ranting against the president. 

“White power! Fuck the niggers!” one of them shouted. “He deserves to get shot.” 
“My grandma was in Auschwitz, Obama! We’re not gonna take any Nazi bullshit,” 

said another, before reciting the number supposedly tattooed on his grandmother’s 
arm. 

A beefy frat boy type stood up and bellowed, “Netanyahu told Obama to go fuck 
himself, and that’s how we do it in Israel, baby!” 

At a nearby table, a young woman from Florida in a revealing tank top said 
Obama “was like a terrorist.” She wondered if he was even an American citizen. 
When I challenged her, she assured me, “I’m a political science major, so I know my 
shit.” But when I asked if she knew who the prime minister of Israel was she could 
not tell me, nor could any of her friends. “I don’t know. Benjamin Yahoo?” she said 
with befuddlement. 

 The mere mention of Obama’s name had stirred up a hornet’s nest. “Fuck Obama, 
fuck him! You like Obama? Fuck Obama!” an excited young American shouted into 
my camera. “I know where the White House is, Obama,” said a beefy jock wearing 
a gold Chai necklace, “and I’m gonna teabag your ass and put it on YouTube, faggot. 
I’m comin’ for you, Obama.” 

The next day, Joseph and I posted a four-minute video of our experience online. 
We called it, “Feeling the Hate in Jerusalem.”

Within twelve hours, the video was ricocheting across cyberspace, generating 
half a million hits and counting. “The video has gone viral,” wrote a young Ha’aretz 
correspondent named Ben Hartman, “linked from a hundred political blogs, and is 
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circling the Internet at a critical velocity on a mission to humiliate the Jewish people.” 
Another young Israeli scribe, Lahav Harkov of the Jerusalem Post, wrote, “One of 
Israel’s biggest problems today is hasbara and young Jews like Dana and Blumenthal 
are only aggravating the problem. Too many Jewish people have forgotten what Israel 
has done for their people. Instead, they try to fi t in with the American liberal intel-
ligentsia.” (Soon aft er, Hartman and Harkov were promoted to top correspondent 
positions at the Jerusalem Post). 

Ron Kampeas, a dual Israeli-American citizen who wrote for the Jewish 
Telegraphic Agency, joined the chorus of outrage, declaring, “Blumenthal needs to 
grow up and put his talents to good use.” Meanwhile, the liberal Zionist Israeli author 
and columnist Gershom Gorenberg, another dual American-Israeli citizen, asserted 
that because some of the people who appeared in our video were American, their 
racist opinions had no little or no connection to the reality of Israeli society. He 
concluded that the video was “an argument for old media,” claiming that traditional 
mainstream media editors would have immediately spiked it. 

Coverage from the Israeli national news and New York City’s Channel  local 
news followed, with death threats and angry, insulting letters pouring into my 
e-mail. 

Aft er receiving nearly half a million hits on YouTube, our video was censored by 
YouTube administrators and formally banned from the site for “explicit content.” The 
video-sharing site, Vimeo, did the same. 

On February , , on Jerusalem’s King George Street, just blocks from the war-
ren of seedy bars where Joseph and I fi lmed Feeling the Hate, two drunk Jewish Israeli 
youths approached Hsam Rwidy, a twenty-four-year-old Palestinian from East Jeru-
salem, and asked him and his friend, Murad Khader Joulani, if they were Arabs or 
not. When Rwidy and Joulani ignored them, they suddenly found themselves under 
assault. “More guys came, about four, and everyone was hitting us and my friend ran 
away and slipped in the middle of the road. I started to run aft er [Rwidy] and I saw 
that his shirt was all bloody in the front,” Joulani recalled. During the attack, one 
of the youths stabbed Rwidy in the face, reportedly shouting “Death to Arabs!” and 
leaving him bleeding badly. While waiting for an ambulance to arrive, Rwidy slipped 
into unconsciousness and then died.

What happened next was eerily familiar. Aft er a media blackout imposed by the 
Shin Bet, the Israeli media produced a series of articles dismissing the gravity of the 
murder. “A drunken brawl gone bad” was how several reports described the killing 
of Rwidy, parroting statements by the Jerusalem police that his death was the result 
of a fi ght. The violent behavior of Jewish nationalists was downplayed as a product 
of intoxication, while the incident was portrayed as an aberration. 

Almost a month aft er Rwidy’s killing, the mother of the teenage stabber revealed 
her son’s motives to the Jerusalem police: “He doesn’t like Arabs, he says he hates 
them. He has a lot of anger and hate, he hates them. He told me, ‘I feel like killing 
them.’ But I told him, ‘To kill an Arab, is that worth your life?’” 

9781568586342-text.indd   2429781568586342-text.indd   242 8/3/13   11:49 PM8/3/13   11:49 PM



 Zion Square 

Aft er being indicted for manslaughter, not murder, the teen killer was sentenced 
to eight years in prison, a punishment that highlighted the double standard in Isra-
el’s criminal justice system. Rwidy’s father, Hussein, told Ha’aretz: “This is not worth 
anything, that he serves eight years for what he did. . . . Those are the courts, I can’t 
do anything. He murdered my son just because he is an Arab.” The two accomplices 
to the murder, meanwhile, received no more than six months of community service.

Isaac “Boujie” Herzog, at the time the minister of Social Aff airs and the face of 
Israel’s enlightened Ashkenazi elite, demanded that Israeli president Shimon Peres 
speak out against the plague of racism and hate crimes sweeping the country. “Israel 
today feels like Alabama in the s,” Herzog reportedly complained. But Peres 
kept silent. 
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The Israeli Experience

Every year, thousands gather at the Western Wall Plaza in Jerusalem’s Old City to 
celebrate Yom Yerushalayim, or Jerusalem Day, the commemoration of the Israeli 
army’s conquest of East Jerusalem in the  Six Days War. It was also here, on 

June , , that Israeli forces ethnically cleansed the Old City’s Moroccan Quarter, 
a neighborhood of  people whose homes abutted the Western Wall, and whose 
presence there dated back to the eleventh century. 

Once the soldiers entered the Moroccan Quarter, residents were informed they 
had two hours to gather their belongings and leave. Those who refused were vio-
lently evicted. While the new class of refugees marched off  to what would become 
Shuafat Refugee Camp on the outskirts of Jerusalem, Israeli bulldozers rumbled in, 
destroying every home in their path. Just days aft er the last indigenous Arabs were 
expelled from the former Moroccan Quarter, the fi rst among the anticipated wave of 
Jewish visitors fl ocked to the Western Wall, literally walking over the rubble of Arab 
homes to arrive at the site.

The Israeli government placed a private company in charge of renovating the new 
Jewish Quarter. One of the company’s fi rst acts was the introduction of a rule ban-
ning non-Jews from living inside the neighborhood. The Israeli Supreme Court later 
ruled the stipulation was “good law,” rejecting the appeal of a former resident of the 
Moroccan Quarter to return to his home, which had been seized by the state. In turn, 
the law provided a basis for the expulsionist and discriminatory agenda Israel would 
implement over the coming decades throughout the “united” city of Jerusalem. 

In short order, the Western Wall was renovated into a spacious plaza that provided 
a postcard-perfect image of the rapturous Holy Land that existed in the minds of 
Western tourists, and especially among American Jews. A giant sculpture of six can-
dles representing the six million Jews who perished in the Holocaust and an Israeli 
fl ag sprung up in the center of the plaza. Along with the wall, one of the holiest sites 
in the Jewish religion, the candles and the fl ag symbolized the three pillars of Jewish 
identity. The Israeli Army promptly relocated its swearing-in ceremonies for new sol-
diers from Masada to the Western Wall, linking its military mission to the messianic 
narrative of exile and return.

The  Jerusalem Day celebrations on June  organized by the Jerusalem 
Municipality and endorsed by Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and a host of top 
cabinet ministers, brought thousands of Israeli youth out of their settlement homes 
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and the fundamentalist yeshivas around the country into East Jerusalem’s Palestin-
ian neighborhoods, where they harassed and taunted local residents. “Jerusalem is 
the capital of the Jewish people and the capital of the State of Israel,” Yitzhak Ze’ev 
Pindrus, the senior deputy mayor of Jerusalem, told a fl ag-waving crowd of Jewish 
youth in the Palestinian neighborhood of Sheikh Jarrah, where forced evictions had 
already replaced several Arab families with Jewish settlers. “And I’m telling you today, 
on this joyous day, in the name of the Municipality of Jerusalem, the municipality 
will continue to settle the Sheikh Jarrah neighborhood.”

To the sound of marching drums, hundreds of young men surrounded the 
mosque in Sheikh Jarrah and chanted, “Muhammad is dead!” “May your village 
burn!” and “Death to left ists!” Shouting that Arabs were “sons of whores,” the march-
ers celebrated Baruch Goldstein, the Jewish fanatic who massacred twenty-nine 
Muslim worshippers in Hebron in  during the Purim holiday. The night before 
the march, groups of settler youth had gathered in Sheikh Jarrah to fl aunt their sense 
of ethnic and religious supremacy. The youth waved fl ags and bellowed, “This coun-
try is ours forever and we won’t give it up for anyone!” 

Sleeping in a tent next to the house he had lived in since  was Nabil Al Kurd. 
A white-haired Palestinian man expelled from his property in “Israel proper” in , 
Al Kurd joined thousands of other Palestinian refugees in Sheikh Jarrah, the East 
Jerusalem neighborhood established by the United Nations and the International 
Red Cross to house them. In the dead of night on November , , Al Kurd and his 
family were thrown out of their home by a squad of riot policemen on the orders of 
the Jerusalem Municipality, which had decided that the pre- deeds to the homes 
presented by a group of settlers were valid. A month later, the settlers moved in, 
spray-painting stars of David around the front door to mark the property as offi  cially 
Judaized. A banner above the doorway declared, “We are all settlers—We are Israelis.”

“This march is not like in the last forty years,” Al Kurd told the journalist Lia 
Tarachansky. “Because the government is weak, they make the march like this—to 
tell the Palestinians in Jerusalem, ‘We are many people here and we can kill you if 
you do anything.’” 

As Yom Yerushalayim’s  festivities approached their culmination, thousands 
of Jewish American youth poured into the Muslim Quarter of Jerusalem’s Old City 
under the protection of the Israeli Border Police. Aft er merging with the Israeli 
youth, they marched through the narrow corridors booming the Hebrew slogans 
“Muhammad is dead!” and “Slaughter the Arabs!” The chants reverberated across 
the stonewalls and seeped through the shuttered windows of Palestinian homes, sig-
naling to local Arabs that their replacement by Jewish settlers was imminent. During 
the celebration that took place the next year, a group of marchers attacked journalists 
attempting to fi lm the march, bludgeoning a young woman with the wooden handle 
of an Israeli fl ag.

 “This parade is out of control! This is the Israel experience!” a college-aged 
Jewish American man from Miami, Florida, told Lia Tarachansky, who covered the 
march for the Real News Network. 
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Surrounded by a group of friends from the United States, the pumped-up Amer-
ican continued, “We’re celebrating that in , we took our city back. . . . We took 
it for its rightful owners. Regardless of who we took it from, it’s now ours, where it 
belongs. And there’s still a lot left  to go.”
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4 7

Ultras

Named for Jerusalem’s fi rst Israeli mayor, Teddy Kollek, Teddy Stadium is a favor-
ite venue for young Israeli men seeking to ventilate their pent-up passions. They 
pour in from all around Israel to root for the Beitar Jerusalem football club. The 

soccer team was named aft er the world right-wing Zionist youth movement founded 
by Ze’ev Jabotinsky. Its matches also serve as a forum for the neo-fascist “Ultra” group 
known as La Familia. Beitar Jerusalem has counted Yisrael Beiteinu’s Avigdor Lieber-
man among its greatest fans, binding him with his far right enthusiasts. 

Back at Teddy Stadium, fans let out the routine “Death to Arabs!” chant aft er 
Beitar scored goals and unfurled gigantic banners displaying the symbol of Kach, 
the banned terrorist group founded by Rabbi Meir Kahane, who advocated the cre-
ation of a Arabrein theocracy in the West Bank. According to Amir Ben-Porat, a Ben 
Gurion University professor of behavioral sciences and leading expert on racism in 
Israeli society, “In the late s and onwards, ‘Death to the Arabs’ became a common 
chant in almost every football stadium in Israel.” Ben-Porat noted that because of 
the prominent role football occupied in Israeli popular culture, “This chant is heard 
far beyond the stadium.”

When Salim Tuama, a Palestinian citizen of Israel who plays on the Israeli 
national football team, appeared on the pitch at Teddy Stadium, Beitar fans sang, 
“What is Salim doing here, I don’t know.  .  .  . Tuama, this is the Land of Israel. 
Tuama, this is the state of the Jews. I hate you Salim Tuama! I hate all the Arabs!” 
When Toto Tamuz, the Nigerian-born striker for the fi erce Beitar rival Hapoel Tel 
Aviv, makes his way from the locker room to the fi eld at Teddy Stadium, Beitar fans 
pelt him with bananas as though he’s a monkey, heckle him with racist chants, and 
sing what has become a traditional team song: “Give Toto a banana!” During a close 
match in November , Tamuz put his index fi nger up to his lips to silence the 
crowd aft er he scored a goal. Though he had weathered racists taunts throughout 
the entire game, the Israeli referee ejected him on the grounds of “provoking the 
crowd.” 

Aft er Beitar won the Israeli Cup in , several of its players including the young 
star, Amit Ben Shushan, joined in the racist chants. When, during celebrations of 
their cup victory a year earlier, then-minister of Sports and Culture Raleb Majadele, 
an Israeli Arab, attempted to congratulate the Beitar players, one by one they con-
spicuously refused to shake his hand. Unlike Ali Baher, the Hebrew University Arab 
student body chairman who refused to shake the hand of Israeli president Shimon 
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Peres, and who was arrested and stripped of his student ID as punishment, the play-
ers were not penalized by the Israeli Football Association. 

In recent years, Arab players have emerged as a goal-scoring force in Israeli soc-
cer, taking on starring roles for a few major clubs. But Beitar Jerusalem refuses to 
employ them, maintaining an Arab-free policy to the wishes of its fans and man-
agers—and with the quiet complicity of the Israeli Football Association, Jerusalem 
mayor Nir Barkat, and the major Israeli corporations that sponsor the team. “Since 
Beitar Jerusalem was founded in  there hasn’t been an Arab player in the team 
and the fans are trying to keep it that way,” boasted a leader of La Familia. “We used 
to be friends with the fans of Bnei Yehuda [another Israeli football club] but then 
they brought an Arab player, we dissed them and from there on we fi ght a lot.”

When Aviram Baruchyan, the former captain of Beitar, volunteered his opinion 
at an antiviolence conference that he “would be happy” to play alongside an Arab 
player, he provoked the full wrath of Beitar’s fans, who claimed they were outraged 
and emotionally wounded by his words. A day later, Baruchyam rushed to apologize 
for his grave transgression, promising in a meeting with La Familia’s leaders that he 
would never make such tolerant statements again. “The most painful thing is that 
I unfortunately hurt Beitar’s fans, and I understood that I hurt them very much,” 
Baruchyam said aft erward. “It’s important for me that the players know and that 
everyone knows that I am with them through thick and thin, and I don’t care what 
other people think or write.”

While Beitar fans are usually content to display their hatred for Arabs in the form 
of chants, Beitar matches have occasionally transformed into scenes of mob violence 
against Arabs. In February , aft er Beitar lost to Sakhnin, an all-Arab team from 
Northern Israel, bitter Beitar fans relieved their humiliation with a mass rampage 
against Sakhnin’s players. Aft er attacking the team’s buses with stones, smashing win-
dows, and wounding some players, the Jerusalem police belatedly arrived to drive 
away the rioters and make a few token arrests. 

A month later, the rioting poured into the streets outside Teddy Stadium, when 
hundreds of teenaged Beitar fans burst into West Jerusalem’s Malcha Mall, crazed 
and shirtless aft er a dramatic victory over the Tel Aviv club Bnei Yehuda. Inside the 
mall’s food court, they attacked Arab cleaning personnel, spat on a group of Arab 
women workers, and chanted (what else?) “Death to Arabs!” Ha’aretz called the inci-
dent, “one of Jerusalem’s biggest-ever ethnic clashes.” Though the cleaners momen-
tarily chased assailants away with broom handles, the security camera video revealed 
that the melee hardly comprised a “clash.” A member of the mall’s cleaning crew, 
Mohammed Yusuf, off ered a more appropriate description: “It was a mass lynching 
attempt.”

 “I’ve never seen so many people,” a shopkeeper commented. “They stood on 
chairs and tables and what have you. They made a terrible noise, screamed, ‘Death to 
the Arabs,’ waved their scarves and sang songs at the top of their voices.”

Malcha Mall security and the Jerusalem police treated the riot as a mundane 
event. No one who witnessed the attack reported it to the police. And when two 
female offi  cers arrived on the scene, they fi led no report and made no arrests. Aft er 
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learning of the offi  cial non-response, Arab member of Knesset Ahmad Tibi called 
the incident “an unprecedented pogrom.” 

“The fact that no complaints were fi led is puzzling and is part of the capitulation 
in the face of racism,” Tibi said. “Besides, the fact that police did not carry out any 
arrests, even aft er they arrived at the scene and viewed the security footage encour-
ages the rioters.” 

In early , Beitar Jerusalem broke with tradition by signing two Muslim play-
ers from Chechnya in order to remain competitive. La Familia staged a massive 
demonstration at its training fi eld when the new team members were introduced, 
spitting on them, shouting racist epithets, and demanding that they remove the 
sacred Beitar jerseys. Unable to practice, police escorted the players away. The team 
felt compelled to pay for bodyguards for them. At the fi rst game where the Muslim 
players took the fi eld, La Familia fans unfurled a large banner in the stands: “Beitar 
is pure forever.” On February , the team’s offi  ces were set on fi re and its historic 
trophies and memorabilia destroyed. Two members of La Familia were arrested 
and confessed to the arson. In the aft ermath, Beitar’s midfi elder Ofi r Kriaf, who had 
posted support for La Familia on his Facebook page, was forced by the team’s man-
agement to apologize and briefl y suspended. 
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The Best Time of Their Lives

In the summer of , a chubby-cheeked twenty-year-old girl from Ashdod named 
Eden Abergil posted on her Facebook page. Nestled among the photos of Abergil 
and her friends during their army service and labeled “The army . . . best time of my 

life” were shocking trophy shots depicting Abergil mocking blindfolded Palestinian 
detainees during Operation Cast Lead in Gaza.

In one photo, a uniformed but heavily made-up and coiff ed Abergil pouts for 
the camera while three older Palestinian men sit behind her on concrete blocks, 
their eyes blindfolded and their hands bound with plastic ties. One of the prison-
ers appears to be straining with discomfort, as his hands are tied behind his back. 
Abergil’s best army buddy, a young woman named Shani Cohen, commented on the 
photo: “LOL all my loves in one picture!!! My heart is pumping hard!!!” In another 
shot, Abergil appears seated inches from the man whose hands were bound behind 
his back. He is a pathetic sight, rail thin, slumped forward, and completely unaware 
that Abergil was blowing mocking kisses at him. A comment thread below the photo 
read:

Adi Tal: You’re the sexiest like that . . . 
Eden Abergil: Yeah I know lol mummy what a day it was look how he 

completes my picture, I wonder if he’s got Facebook! I have to tag him in 
the picture! lol

Shani Cohen: LOL you psycho. . . . I wonder who’s the photographerrrrr
Shani Cohen: Eden . . . he’s got a hard-on for you . . . lol for sure!!!
Eden Abergil: Lol no honey he’s got a hard-on for youuu this is why you took 

that picture lol you took my picture!!!!

Hours aft er a blogger discovered the photos, Abergil’s name appeared in headlines 
across the Israeli and international media. The Israeli Army Spokesperson’s Unit 
attempted to dismiss Abergil as an isolated bad apple, whose actions represented “a 
serious violation of our ethics and moral code.” In her initial reaction, Abergil played 
down her behavior, claiming, “There’s no violence. . . . There’s no contempt.” But for-
mer soldiers knew that such sadism was common across the ranks of the military. 
Aft er all, what did anyone expect heavily armed teenagers to do when placed in con-
trol of a largely defenseless population that had been presented to them throughout 
their lives as a murderous enemy? 
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Abergil’s photos prompted the editor-in-chief of Ha’aretz, Aluf Benn, to detail his 
own military experience for the fi rst time. “The photographs of the female soldier 
Eden Abergil on Facebook with the young, bound Palestinians did not ‘shock’ me, as 
did the automatic responses of people on the left  who complained, as usual, about 
the corrupting occupation and our moral deterioration,” Benn wrote. “Instead, the 
photos brought back memories from my military service. Once, I was also Eden 
Abergil: I served in a Military Police unit in Lebanon whose mission was to take 
prisoners from the Shin Bet’s interrogation rooms to the large holding camp of 
Ansar. I covered many eyes with pieces of cloth, I bound many wrists with plastic 
cuff s.” 

Despite having knowingly shuttled men from Shin Bet torture chambers to a 
prison notorious for its brutal conditions, Benn insisted that he and members of his 
unit emerged with their liberal, democratic values intact: “The occupation did not 
‘corrupt’ me or any of my colleagues in the unit. We didn’t return home and run wild 
in the streets and abuse helpless people. Coming-of-age problems preoccupied us a 
lot more than our prisoners’ discomfort. Our political views were also not aff ected.” 

The editor-in-chief ’s remarkable claim shocked his colleague, Gideon Levy, who 
many Israeli left ists regarded as the conscience of Ha’aretz. In an editorial response, 
Levy accused Benn of having lost his moral bearings as soon as he joined the inva-
sion of Lebanon. “You didn’t return home to riot in the streets and abuse innocent 
people, you write, and that’s all very well. But you were silent,” he wrote. “You were 
a complete accomplice to the crime, and you don’t even have a guilty conscience.”

Breaking the Silence, the Israeli veterans’ organization that published harrow-
ing testimonies from the soldiers who maintained Israel’s occupation, echoed 
Levy, insisting that army culture had corrupted an entire generation. “This norm is 
wide-ranging and was created as result of the occupation and the daily control over 
the civilian population,” Breaking the Silence cofounder Yehuda Shaul remarked. 
“Every soldier becomes used to seeing cuff ed and blindfolded Palestinians as a mat-
ter of routine, and by seeing it so oft en, these troops become blind to the fact these 
are human beings.” 

In , well before Israeli society was forced to reckon with the phenomenon of 
trophy photos, Breaking the Silence collaborated with fi lmmaker Tamar Yarom in the 
production of a documentary fi lm about the experiences of six female Israeli soldiers 
who served in the occupation. Entitled To See If I’m Smiling, the fi lm opened with one 
of the ex-soldiers, Meytal Sandler, peering into an album of photos she took during 
her service in the West Bank during the Second Intifada. The contents of the album 
are not revealed until the documentary’s fi nal scene, when Sandler returns to fi nd a 
photo she had avoided gazing at for years, drowning her memories of the army in 
alcohol abuse, and chain smoking. In the photo, she is seen posing next to the nude 
corpse of a Palestinian man with an erection brought on by rigor mortis. And she is 
smiling from ear to ear. “How the hell did I think I’d ever be able to forget about it?” 
Sandler muttered in horror. 

In the days aft er the Abergil scandal, Breaking the Silence and a handful of Israeli 
bloggers released dozens of Facebook photos that depicted scenarios at least as 
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shocking as anything that appeared on Abergil’s page. Among the disturbing shots 
culled from Facebook pages belonging to young Israelis was a photo of four smiling 
troops towering over a blindfolded preadolescent Palestinian girl kneeling at the 
point of their machine guns; a pretty female soldier smiling winsomely beside a 
blindfolded Palestinian man cuff ed to a plastic chair; two soldiers posing trium-
phantly above a disheveled corpse lying in the street like a piece of discarded trash; 
a soldier pumping his rifl e in the air directly behind an older Palestinian woman 
tending to pots on her kitchen stove; a soldier defacing the walls of a home in Gaza 
by spray-painting a star of David and the phrase, “Be Right Back”; troops in the 
Gaza Strip playing with and posing beside corpses stripped half nude in acts of 
post-mortem humiliation; a young soldier mockingly applying makeup from a Pal-
estinian woman’s dresser. The Facebook pages were so replete with documents of 
humiliation, domination, and violence it seemed that army basic training had been 
led by Marquis de Sade. 

Graphic trophy photos are, of course, a common feature of modern military con-
fl ict. But the images of fresh-faced Israeli kids smiling beside corpses refl ected much 
more than the dehumanization of the enemy in the “fog of war.” These photos were 
documents of a colonial culture in which Jewish Israeli youth became conditioned to 
act as sadistic overlords toward their Palestinian neighbors, and of a perpetual con-
quest that demanded indoctrination begin at an early age and continue perpetually 
throughout their lives. The young soldiers provided a perfect example of  cognitive 
dissonance, in which chants of “Am Yisrael Chai!” (“The People of Israel Live!”) alter-
nated easily with “Death to Arabs!” 

In March , months aft er her photos drew international attention and wide-
spread condemnation, Abergil began uploading other soldiers’ trophy shots to her 
Facebook page. She captioned one upload with the increasingly common refrain: 
“DDDEATHHH to ARABSSSSSS.”

Beside the next photo, Abergil wrote: “Fuck you, stinking Arabs!!!”
And then: “C’MON LET’S MAKE AN ARAB SHOAH NOWWWWW!!!!!!!!”
Later, Abergil mustered a few thoughts about her role in the scandal, though she 

was incapable of recognizing the moral conundrum. “I can’t allow Arab lovers to ruin 
the perfect life I lead. I am not sorry and I don’t regret it.” She added, “I am in favor of 
a Jewish-Zionist State. I defend what has been rightfully mine for ages.”

Not only was Abergil unable to recognize any wrong in her actions, she also 
believed with all her heart, and with apparently considerable peer encouragement, 
that she had acted heroically in the name of the Jewish state and its mythical claim 
to “Eretz Yisrael.” And she would do it again. 

“I would gladly kill Arabs—even slaughter them,” she declared.

Abergil never got the chance to fulfi ll her fantasies. Having generated international 
headlines that embarrassed the army, she was promptly dismissed from reserve duty. 
But there were others aching to kill Arabs for sport. Maxim Vinogradov, an immi-
grant from Russia who joined the Border Police, was one of them. On a social media 
site, the young Vinogradov described himself as follows:
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Favorite food: Arabs
Things that you love to do: To hit, violence
Hobbies: Hitting and destroying things
Favorite sports: Beating Palestinian wetbacks
What turns me on: Violence
I belong to: Extreme Right
Things I am looking for: Red Headed Arabs

Vinogradov’s friend and fellow soldier, Avi Yakobov, was of a similar mindset. In 
December , Yakobov arrested Ihsan Dababseh, a thirty-fi ve-year-old woman 
accused of belonging to the militant group Islamic Jihad. Aft er binding Dababseh 
and blindfolding her at an Israeli prison near Bethlehem, Yakobov decided to stage 
what he believed was a jocular prank. Gathering his army buddies around, he turned 
the veiled woman against a wall, blasted some Arab pop music, and performed a 
parodic belly dance just inches away from her backside, mocking her with gyrating, 
overtly sexual hip motions. His friends laughed hysterically, fi lming as they reveled in 
the humiliation. The video of the incident lingered on YouTube until it surfaced on 
a Hebrew blog in October , leading to more international media attention and 
embarrassment for the army. “A disgusting picture of the diseased mentality of the 
occupier,” is how a spokesman from the Palestinian Authority described the video. 

While the new scandal gathered momentum, Yakobov was away on a rowdy beer 
bust at Berlin’s Oktoberfest. On his Facebook page, he posted a photo of himself in 
Berlin aff ectionately wrapping his arms around a huge, infl atable Jagermeister bottle. 
In the comment thread that followed, he and Vinogradov joked about killing pros-
titutes, screwing MILF’s (Mothers I’d Like to Fuck), and drinking to the point that 
they were sick from alcohol poisoning. 

In an earlier comment provoked apparently by the massacre by Israeli comman-
dos of activists on the Mavi Marmara ship, Yakobov proclaimed, “Destroy Turkey 
and all the Arabs from the world.” 

Vinogradov replied, “I’m with you, bro, and with God’s help I’ll start it” 
“Haha and you are capable of it, with no intervention from the evil eye,” Yakobov 

posted.
Less than two weeks aft er that exchange, Vinogradov and his Border Police unit 

barreled into the East Jerusalem neighborhood of Wadi Joz for a routine Friday 
deployment. There, they encountered a forty-one-year-old Palestinian man named 
Ziad Jilani returning from Friday prayers to his home in nearby Shufat, where he 
lived with his American wife, Moira, and their three daughters. Jilani owned a prof-
itable business importing massage chairs from Switzerland and had no record of 
political activity. That aft ernoon, he and his family planned on taking an excursion 
to the beach. But he never made it home. Instead, as he drove through the winding 
and crowded streets of Wadi Joz, a group of boys allegedly rained down a hail of 
rocks on his car, apparently aiming at the Border Policemen stationed nearby. Jilani 
swerved suddenly, accidentally striking three members of Vinogradov’s unit and 
badly wounding two. Chaos immediately ensued. 
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As the Border Policemen fi red wildly around the streets, riddling parked cars, 
shattering windows, and wounding a little girl, Jilani took off  running down an alley 
toward a family member’s house. Vinogradov’s commander, a Druze police super-
intendent named Shad Hir al Din, fi red a volley of bullets at Jilani, striking him 
in the back and immobilizing him. With the wounded Jilani lying on the ground, 
Vinogradov approached and fi red a short burst into the back of his head. It was, by 
all accounts, an execution-style killing. 

An eyewitness described the scene: “The policeman was yelling at Ziad [Jilani] 
and talking to him in Hebrew . . . and he was holding his rifl e and aiming at Ziad 
with his foot on Ziad’s neck. . . . Suddenly he shot Ziad two or three times. . . . Then 
he kicked Ziad in the face with his foot.” For his part, Vinogradov claimed Jilani was 
in fact a “terrorist” who “lay there scaring me,” so he executed him in self-defense. 
But the young tough who described Arabs as his “favorite food” had never expressed 
such fears before.

Jilani joined the more than sixty-four hundred Palestinians killed by Israeli forces 
since the beginning of the Second Intifada. And like all who had killed Palestinians 
while in army uniform, Vinogradov was immune from prosecution. Indeed, since 
, not one member of the Israeli army has been charged with a capital off ense. “I 
just want the two men that shot him, with the bullets that my friends and my family’s 
taxpayer dollars paid for, behind bars,” Jilani’s widow, Moira, told journalist Jillian 
Kestler D’Amours. “I’m an American, and they shot him with [American] taxpayers’ 
money.”

In interviews aft er the shooting became news, Vinogradov sought to downplay the 
racist diatribes he posted on various social media sites by claiming his perspective 
was typical of the culture of frontline Border Police units. His defense was that 
everybody was guilty and therefore he was innocent. “Go to any Border Police-
man’s Facebook profi le and you will see more or less what I wrote,” Vinogradov 
said. Instead of punishing him or his belly dancing friend, Yakobov, or even publicly 
chastising them for what they had done wrong, the army initiated a new program 
instructing soldiers on how to best avoid embarrassing the State of Israel when using 
social media. 

While the abuses piled up and the army stifl ed eff orts at accountability, the mili-
tary occasionally invited a few trained human rights facilitators onto its bases to lead 
seminars for the young Border Policemen. By accompanying one of those trainers, I 
managed to gain entry to Beit Horon, an army base in the West Bank that serves as a 
key staging point for raids on Palestinian villages and cities. There, I got to know the 
members of a frontline Border Police unit while they were led through an exercise 
in human rights education. Over the course of the day, I gained an intimate look at 
a group of young men who yearned to be unfettered from all legal and moral limita-
tions so they could, as one said, “fi nish the job” once and for all.
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The Base

Known popularly as the Magav, the Israeli Border Police evolved in part from 
an army division created in the wake of the state’s foundation for the explicit 
purpose of capturing and deporting Palestinian refugees who have slipped 

into their former villages to reunite with family and spouses. Named the Minori-
ties Unit, the division was comprised mostly of deeply impoverished young men 
recruited from Druze villages in the north and Bedouin Arab enclaves in the south. 
Their recruitment of non-Palestinian Arab subgroups served David Ben Gurion’s 
divide-and-conquer strategy, which he dubbed, “fragmentation.” As one Israeli offi  -
cial said, the Minorities Unit formed “the sharp blade of a knife to stab in the back 
of Arab unity.” 

Today, a disproportionate percentage of Border Police commanders are Druze 
seeking to consolidate their citizenship rights through service to the Jewish state. 
Their units are supplemented with Jews from the lower rungs of Israeli society, from 
Ethiopians to Russians to Jews from the Arab world, all seeking status in a society 
that treats them as second class. Denigrated by the Ashkenazi elite as arsim, or Israeli 
rednecks, and regarded as the least prestigious arm of the country’s armed forces, 
many Magav members project their resentment against the only groups more poorly 
regarded than they: Palestinians, left ists, and African migrants. As Israel’s frontline 
occupation maintenance force, the Border Police exceeded the rest of the army in 
documented abuses committed in the West Bank between  and . Of the  
reported abuse cases—most abuses are not documented—only  were prosecuted. 

My friend Rona (name changed to protect identity) was an academically cre-
dentialed expert on human rights who supplemented her modest teaching income 
by leading sessions for Border Police units as a facilitator. By the time we met, she 
had grown disillusioned with the human rights work, concluding it was a fruitless 
exercise that allowed the army to wash its hands of the abuses its soldiers committed 
by letting them vent it all to a token left ist. In August , Rona led a session at an 
army base in Jericho in which members of a Border Police unit bragged to her about 
executing an African migrant they had captured in the southern Israeli city of Eilat. 
They told her how he had fi ercely resisted his arrest and cursed them—chutzpon, 
they called him, claiming he did not “respect them adequately.” As punishment for 
his impudence, the policemen beat the migrant half to death, and then fi nished him 
off  with a bullet to the head. The crime went undocumented and unprosecuted. For 
her, it was the fi nal straw.
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Before she quit, Rona insisted on taking me to a session at the West Bank army 
base Beit Horon so I could document the disturbing proceedings. All I needed to do 
to secure entry, she said, was declare that I was one of the human rights facilitators 
and keep my mouth shut. A week later, Rona and I were standing at the train station 
in Modiin, a mega-settlement located in a no man’s land between Israel and the 
Occupied Territories, baking under a cloudless sky as we waited for our ride. Aft er 
fi ft een minutes, a Border Police truck arrived to escort us to the base, with a gruff , 
middle-aged offi  cer curtly welcoming us in. Hoping to avoid eliciting his suspicion, 
Rona introduced me as “the new guy.” He nodded affi  rmatively, grunting, “B’seder,” or 
“okay.” I had worried the offi  cer might address me in Hebrew, but luckily, he did not 
seem to have much interest in chit-chatting with left y do-gooders. 

On our way to Beit Horon, we cruised unhindered through a checkpoint, turning 
onto Highway , an Israelis-only freeway that sliced through Palestinian towns, 
relegating their residents to a network of crumbling roads and tunnels while con-
cealing them from view with miles of concrete dividing walls. At the gates of the 
Beit Horon base was a Jewish settlement with the same name that housed about 
six hundred Orthodox and secular Israelis in modest subdivision homes. Just a few 
hundred meters down the road was Ofer military prison, a gargantuan complex of 
kangaroo courts and jail cells holding Palestinians from age eleven to eighty, includ-
ing many who were imprisoned without charges. At Beit Horon, I found all the key 
components of the settler-colonial project in one area: an apartheid highway, an 
army base, a military-run prison full of Arabs, and a settlement that resembled a 
heavily fortifi ed shtetl.

Inside a small, one-story offi  ce building, Rona and I met the base commander, Lt. 
Amar, a short and friendly Druze man (the names of all who appear in this chap-
ter have been changed for legal reasons). He welcomed Rona warmly, remarking 
with admiration that she was the fi rst and only person he had ever met who pos-
sessed a PhD. The Border Police high command was fi lled with Druze like Amar 
who believed, as he told Rona, that the only way to secure their rights in the Jewish 
state was to serve in the armed forces. Army service has become so central to Druze 
life in Israel that nearly  percent of Druze citizens subsisted on income from the 
military. Despite their service, Druze communities still suff er from offi  cial neglect. 
At a protest outside Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu’s offi  ce a year before, Druze 
demonstrators accused the state of discrimination, holding placards reading, “Our 
soldiers serve at the front but there’s no state support at home.”

On our way to Beit Horon’s education center, where the human rights seminar 
was to take place, Rona and I strolled around the base. With its wide patches of grassy 
lawns, single-story offi  ce buildings, and paved paths, it resembled a community col-
lege campus. But instead of passing processions of commuter students, I gazed at a 
constant stream of young cadets sprinting from the barracks to training sessions in 
heavy olive garb, gasping for breath in the oppressive midday heat. 

We stopped at a fi eld to watch young men fi re single M- rounds at human 
torso-shaped targets about a hundred meters away. Rona told me that until two years 
ago, the targets were adorned with Palestinian keffi  yehs. In the hills beyond the base, 
we could see homes belonging to residents of the Palestinian Authority’s Ramallah 
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district. It was from here that the Border Police set out on raids in East Jerusalem, 
Ramallah, and Bethlehem, or embarked to nearby Palestinian villages to crush non-
violent demonstrations against the occupation.

The education center consisted of a series of classrooms and a large lecture hall. 
Inside one classroom, a group of about a dozen young men stomped into the room 
in full battle dress uniform, joking and bantering with one another. They formed a 
circle with Rona and me on one end, and placed their M-’s under their chairs, as 
schoolchildren would do with backpacks. Rona seemed uncomfortable, complaining 
that the gun barrels all seemed to be pointed at her. She asked them to stack them in 
a corner of a room. The young soldiers were confused by her request. “Don’t these 
guns make you feel safe?” one asked her. “They are here for security, not to harm 
you,” another said reassuringly. Rona let out a sigh of resignation. For the rest of the 
seminar, the guns remained on the fl oor.

As she began the session, Rona asked each Border Policeman to introduce him-
self and describe an incident in his life when he felt that he had been discriminated 
against. None of them struggled for material. They were all, in one way or another, 
relegated by the Ashkenazi upper class to the lower levels of Israel’s ethnic totem 
pole, which made their enlistment in the Magav virtually inevitable.

First was Oleg, a Russian immigrant with close-cropped blonde hair and a face 
ruddied by the sun: “When I go out to the clubs in Tel Aviv, I can never get in. They 
always say I look like trouble or they make up some excuse. It’s because I ride a 
motorcycle and, you know, they call me an arsim.” 

Next was Shai, a tall, brown-skinned Mizrahi kid: “When I was in high school I 
wanted to study literature but beginning in ninth grade my teachers told me that I 
was going to learn a trade and that was it.”

Yasha, a gawky Russian immigrant with a pimply face, echoed Shai: “They 
wouldn’t let us study anything in my school outside of technical stuff  or matricula-
tion [intermediary courses].”

A short, pudgy Mizrahi offi  cer named Tzvi took his turn: “During basic training 
it was so hot and they made us run so much I became dehydrated. No one would 
believe I needed water no matter what I said. I fainted and had to be taken to the 
hospital. They let me stay on an IV for four hours before they came to threaten me 
with a loss of prestige if I did not return right away to the course.”

Ismail, a stocky Druze member of the unit wearing a walkie talkie, told of how 
during Yom Kippur, all the Jewish members of the Border Police were given the day 
off  while the Druze offi  cers were forced to remain on duty at the base. He said some 
of the Druze offi  cers resented the favorable treatment so much they vandalized the 
walls of the base with anti-Jewish graffi  ti—“Dirty Jews,” “The Jews are lazy,” “Fuck 
the Jews.” When the Jewish Border Policemen returned, the base commanders had 
already painted over the graffi  ti. “No one ever talked about the incident again,” he 
recalled. “It was like it never happened.” 

Rona interjected, “Sort of like covering up abuses of human rights.” Her comment 
was met with dead silence from the group.

There was only one member of the unit who volunteered for ideological rea-
sons, a tall, husky twenty-year-old with tan skin and vaguely Asian eyes. His name 
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was Alex. Born in Kazakhstan, a former republic of the Soviet Union where Mus-
lims, Christians, and the twenty-thousand-strong Jewish community traditionally 
enjoyed good relations, and where anti-Semitism has generally remained at a low 
ebb, Alex nonetheless suff ered as a child. In one of many instances of discrimination 
he described, he was badly beaten by a gang of kids shouting anti-Jewish slurs. They 
had broken his collarbone, but he said no hospital would treat him because he was 
Jewish, he claimed, forcing his father to jury-rig a cast. The violence continued aft er 
his family relocated to Israel, where the Jewish Agency sent them to live in the deso-
late development city of Ashdod. Like many of his neighbors, Alex fell in with a gang 
of juvenile delinquents. By age fi ft een, he had grown accustomed to routine beatings, 
arrests, and humiliation at the hands of the police.

“One time, the cops lined me and my friends up along the side of the road,” Alex 
recalled, “and one by one, they went ‘kef, kef, kef,’ slapping us in the head. Then they 
arrested us, took back to the station and ordered us to strip naked. As soon as we took 
our clothes off  they just started beating us with clubs. We were tortured. I can feel my 
adrenaline pumping just by talking about it—it makes me so angry to remember. . . . 
When I got older, I decided I wanted to be on the other side of the violence; I wanted 
to be on the side of power.” 

And so Alex joined the Border Police. 
Rona trained teachers in Alex’s hometown of Ashdod and in development towns 

like it. In order to enroll in an Israeli university, she explained, students needed to 
obtain a score of four points on their matriculation exams. But in the development 
towns where she worked, there were no matriculation teachers, so students rarely 
received a score above three, rendering them ineligible for college. Rona remarked to 
me, “With the soldiers I work with, this is the main theme: they’re denied education 
and only some are literate. They didn’t drop out offi  cially but they stopped learning 
in seventh or eighth grade; you stop going except for a day a week but the teachers 
are afraid of you and you’re not part of the system. They cannot see how the govern-
ment takes advantage of them by preventing them from progressing in society as a 
result of the same policies that it uses against Arabs, so they compartmentalize the 
situation of the Palestinians from that of themselves.”

Rona redirected the session to a debate on the responsibilities of power. She asked 
the group if they thought the Border Police should have total discretion in how they 
conducted their job. The reply was a unanimous “yes.” Should they have discretion 
in who is allowed to enter Israel? she asked. “Of course!” came the response from 
several members of the unit. Only when Rona asked if they agreed that the rule of 
law should apply to how they conduct themselves on the job did anyone protest.

Yasha recounted the operation at Havat Gilad, a fanatical Jewish settlement out-
post that his unit was ordered to evacuate. They arrived with paintball guns and 
rubber bullets, withstanding ferocious resistance from the settlers, who pelted them 
with stones, danced on the roofs of their jeeps and even threw a Molotov cocktail at 
his jeep. “When we’re in Hebron,” he said, “the settlers want to kill us and the Pales-
tinians want to kill us. We’re caught in the middle and the state never backs up our 
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force. The courts only want to listen to the left ists who follow us around at every 
demonstration with cameras.”

“Why do we spend so much time defending ourselves in the courts?” complained 
Yitzhak, the only member of the unit wearing a kippah. “We see the crime and we 
should be able to punish people for it. Period.” He said he was more afraid of the 
settlers than of the Palestinians because the settlers had a massive lobby inside the 
government to protect them. “They should be folded,” he said adamantly. “Their bod-
ies need to be collapsed.”

During a break, I followed Alex outside and introduced myself. Before long, we 
fell into conversation. Alex was eager to share his experiences with me, and to do so 
in fairly good English, thus relieving me from bothering Rona for constant transla-
tions. We sat down at a picnic bench with a few of the guys from the unit. I could tell 
they admired Alex, even if they considered him slightly volatile. He was taller and 
seemed more virile than the rest of them and expressed himself with total convic-
tion. When he held forth on the foreign migrants slipping into Israel with increasing 
frequency, they listened intently. 

Alex said that his father used to run a ceramics business until the Chinese began 
importing cheap ceramics into the country. “They ruined my father’s business. We 
need to stop letting the migrants in because we need to solve our own problems here. 
And the biggest problem in Israel is terror. I want to walk the streets without a suicide 
bomber killing my family. So we’ve got to do something,” he said, pounding his fi st on 
the table for emphasis. “I want to make a war. I know it sounds really childish but it’s 
the only way. The talking is going nowhere.”

“This could mean a lot of blood,” I responded.
“But someone has to do it, otherwise it will go on more slowly like now, just slow 

bleeding.”
“So, like, push the button?” I asked.
“Yeah, something like this!” Alex replied excitedly. “Maybe with a prime minister 

who is strong, like [Avigdor] Lieberman, it could happen.”
Aft er the break, all the units involved in the day’s human rights seminars 

gathered in a large lecture hall to listen to a talk by Abdullah, a neatly dressed, 
twenty-eight-year-old Sudanese migrant Rona had invited to speak for the Border 
Policemen. He described being terrorized by the government-backed Janjaweed in 
his native Darfur, and how he was forced to fl ee the country with his life. Now that 
he was in Israel, he was consumed with panic about being deported. Even though he 
risked being killed if he returned to Sudan, because he was not Jewish, he was unable 
to receive asylum in Israel. 

I could tell many of the guys in the unit were aff ected by Abdullah’s lecture. 
Whether or not they sympathized with his plight, they felt respected, as though for 
the fi rst time someone actually bothered to off er them some context on the situation 
they had been thrust into. Back in the meeting room, members of the unit debated 
the African migrant situation, peppering Rona with issues: “There is no clear policy 
on migrants so we don’t know what do when we catch them,” said Yitzhak. “That’s 
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why many of us feel the need to beat them—because they have to release them soon 
aft er.” There are too many gray areas, said a few others. We are basically good people, 
they insisted, so we should be able to make the ultimate decision on policy. “We’ve let 
people cross checkpoints when they look totally miserable and harmless,” said Tzvi.

Joining the debate on the rule of law, Yasha recalled a Border Patrol unit that 
captured an African migrant in Eilat and executed him without reason. It was the 
same unit that Rona had encountered during training in Jericho. According to Yasha, 
members of the unit bragged openly about running a protection racket in which 
Palestinians were forced to pay them to defend their communities against rampaging 
settlers. They also claimed to escort Palestinians through checkpoints in army vehi-
cles, and then demand exorbitant taxi fees. Oleg said he loathed the Magav’s internal 
investigation unit, Machash, claiming left ists who only wanted to harass soldiers ran 
it. But in the case of this unit, he believed they should be investigated for murder.

Alex protested: “Why do we need to be more humanist? So everyone will come 
here from Turkey and from Africa and park themselves on our head? If we want 
people to stop encouraging people to come into our country, we should not be so 
humane.” A few of the guys nodded their heads in agreement. As it was throughout 
the day, the most confi dently bellicose opinion won out.

On the wall of the lecture hall was a brightly painted quote containing the wisdom 
of a Jewish intellectual icon renowned for his wisdom and moral bearing. “Do not 
confuse a successful person with a person of values,” it read. “The successful person 
takes from life more than he gives to it, while a man of values gives to life more than 
he takes.”

The quote was by Yeshayahu Leibowitz, a polymath genius, a scientist, and a phi-
losopher, who might have been the greatest mind in the history of the Zionist move-
ment. Leibowitz also happened to be one of the country’s most ferocious opponents 
of the Israeli army, and was a fi erce critic of the state institutions that orchestrated 
the occupation. But this was not a legacy the state wanted to see linger aft er his death. 
And so it enshrined him with an anodyne quote inside Beit Horon.
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The Prophets

In the days aft er Israel’s conquest of the West Bank, the Gaza Strip, East Jerusalem, 
the Sinai Peninsula, and the Golan Heights in , as the whole of Israeli society 
erupted in celebration, a group of Israel’s most renowned writers gathered in smoky 

cafés in Tel Aviv to compose a manifesto channeling the mood of the nation’s intel-
ligentsia. Led by Labor Zionist literary icon Nathan Alterman, the so-called poet of 
the establishment, the group included the legendary Hebrew novelist S. Y. Agnon; 
Isser Harel, the spy who oversaw the operation to capture Adolph Eichmann; revi-
sionist Zionist intellectual Uri Zvi Greenberg; the famed Tel Aviv poet Haim Gouri; 
and Mapai cofounder Yitzhak Tabenkin—in all, around  cultural and political 
luminaries representing Zionist factions from the left , right, and center. The best 
and brightest of Israel pored over the minute details of their manifesto, editing it 
meticulously until they were satisfi ed. Entitled “For a Greater Israel” and published 
in full-page ads in the country’s major newspapers, the manifesto demanded that the 
state treat its newly acquired lands as the foundation of its national glory and that it 
never, ever give them up.

“Just as we have no right to give up the State of Israel, so we are commanded 
to realize what it has given us: the Land of Israel,” the manifesto read. Its authors 
declared that no democratically elected government had the authority to negotiate 
over the lands: “We are bound to loyalty to the integrity of our land—to the past and 
to the future, and no government in Israel has the right to give up this integrity.” The 
manifesto inspired enthusiastic reactions from across the whole spectrum of Jewish 
Israeli opinion. Hoping to seize on the momentum they had generated, its authors 
founded the “Greater Israel Movement,” a political party that would eventually merge 
into Likud. Alterman, the movement’s most infl uential member and a fi gure previ-
ously seen as a moderate, humanistic voice inside Labor’s inner circle, dubbed the 
West Bank, “the Cradle of the Nation.”

Yeshayahu Leibowitz stood almost alone against the tide of messianism and 
jingoistic euphoria. A slight man with a thin, severe face, a black kippah invari-
ably balanced atop his bare skull, and a distinctively tinny voice that rose suddenly 
with indignant passion, but then fell to a whisper during pensive ruminations, 
Yeshayahu Leibowitz earned his keep as a neurophysiology professor who headed 
Hebrew University’s Biological Chemistry Department. With eight doctorates, he 
taught everything from philosophy to quantum mechanics, though his employers 
at Hebrew University never allowed him to teach political science. He authored the 
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Encyclopedia Hebraica and published countless works on Judaism, philosophy, and 
Zionism, yet still found time to counsel thousands of Israelis who beseeched him 
with letters and late night phone calls seeking advice on everything from existential 
personal crises to whether they could smoke on Shabbos. The liberal philosopher 
Isaiah Berlin once said of Leibowitz, “He is the conscience of Israel.”

Leibowitz’s opinions on the Jewish religion and Israeli society instilled fear and 
loathing in the reactionary court rabbis he routinely targeted. He reviled their fetishi-
zation of ancient Jewish sites, mocking the Western Wall captured in the  war, 
known in Hebrew as the Kotel, as the “Discotel.” He argued vehemently for the sepa-
ration of church and state, warning that failing to do so would give rise to a corrupt 
rabbinate that would warp Judaism into a fascistic cult. “Religious nationalism is to 
religion what National Socialism was to socialism,” Leibowitz famously declared. The 
state-funded religious nationalist camp, however, shied from public confrontations 
with Leibowitz, fearing his reputation as the only man who was said to know more 
about Maimonides than Maimonides.

Aft er , when Israel captured the West Bank and the Gaza Strip, Leibowitz 
witnessed the euphoric celebrations of the army’s conquest of East Jerusalem with 
disdain, and shuddered at the sudden veneration of military commanders as demi-
gods, warning without hesitation that the occupation would warp Jewish society 
beyond recognition and, ultimately, bring about the self-destruction of the state. In 
an essay published in , he wrote that Israeli society lacked the means or desire to 
constrain the state’s expansionist impulses; without limits imposed by outside pow-
ers, Leibowitz predicted, “Our situation will deteriorate to that of a second Vietnam, 
to a war in constant escalation without prospect of ultimate resolution.” 

He continued with a harrowing forecast of the storm looming on Israel’s horizon: 
“The Arabs would be the working people and the Jews the administrators, inspectors, 
offi  cials, and police—mainly secret police. A state ruling a hostile population of . 
to  million foreigners would necessarily become a secret-police state, with all that 
this implies for education, free speech and democratic institutions. The corruption 
characteristic of every colonial regime would also prevail in the State of Israel. The 
administration would have to suppress Arab insurgency on the one hand and acquire 
Arab Quislings on the other. There is also good reason to fear that the Israel Defense 
Force, which has been until now a people’s army, would, as a result of being trans-
formed into an army of occupation, degenerate, and its commanders, who will have 
become military governors, resemble their colleagues in other nations.”

Leibowitz likened the “unpartitioned Eretz Israel” to the apartheid states lording 
over indigenous blacks in southern Africa, warning that a culture of racism would 
consume Jewish society. Israel’s “problems, needs, and functions will no longer be 
those of the Jewish people in Israel and abroad, but those arising from the specifi c 
tasks of government and administration of this strange system of political domi-
nation,” he wrote. “To the intense national antagonism between them will be added 
the passionate hatred evoked by the rule of one people by the other. There would 
also be a deep social strife, similar to the one that existed in Rhodesia-Zimbabwe, 
with its constant fear and insecurity caused by the strained relations between whites 
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and blacks. All that country’s resources were consequently channeled into the one 
endeavor of maintaining white dominance over the blacks.” 

In a separate essay published two years aft er Israel’s conquest of the Occupied 
Territories, Leibowitz predicted that the occupation would descend into a malignant 
phase in which “concentration camps would be erected by the Israeli rulers” and 
“Israel would not deserve to exist, and it will not be worthwhile to preserve it.” 

There were a few others who dared to voice their opposition to the occupation, but 
they existed on the margins and oft en under the watchful eye of the Shin Bet. They 
were a ragtag band of artists and blue-collar intellectuals born into Israel’s found-
ing generation, mostly products of social Zionist youth movements, who wound up 
convening around the organization Matzpen. Founded in , Matzpen represented 
the fi rst organized iteration of anti-Zionism inside Israel. “We rejected what Ben 
Gurion always said, that Arab opposition to Israel was based on anti-Semitism, on 
irrational hatred of Jews,” Akiva Orr, one of Matzpen’s founding members, told me. 
“We saw Zionism as a colonial movement, and saw colonialism at the root of the 
confl ict with the Arab world.” Though most of its members were Jewish, Matzpen 
also included Palestinians like Ghada Karmi, the exiled daughter of an elite Pales-
tinian family expelled from Jerusalem; Palestinian Israeli student activists Azmi 
Bishara and Jamal Zehalka joined Matzpen in demonstrations outside the Ministry 
of Defense, where they were oft en confronted by right-wing mobs that included a 
young ultra-nationalist named Avigdor Lieberman.

Shimon Tzabar, a widely read political cartoonist and journalist who helped 
found Matzpen, decided to place a full-page ad in Ha’aretz that would serve as the 
answer to “For a Greater Israel.” In stark contrast to the fl owery, messianic style that 
characterized the Greater Israel manifesto, Tzabar’s ad achieved its power through 
blunt simplicity. It read:

Our right to defend ourselves against extermination does not give us the right 
to oppress others
Occupation leads to foreign rule
Foreign rule leads to resistance
Resistance leads to oppression
Oppression leads to terror and counter-terror
The victims of terror are mostly innocent people
Keeping the occupied territories will turn us into a nation of murderers and 
murder victims
LET US GET OUT OF THE OCCUPIED TERRITORIES IMMEDIATELY

Next, Tzabar scrambled back and forth between Tel Aviv and Jerusalem searching 
for signers. He imagined his artist friends would be eager to sign—they always spoke 
to him of their desire for peace with the Arabs, aft er all—and that they would pass the 
document on to their friends until a sizable movement developed against the occu-
pation. But almost everyone Tzabar approached reacted with shock as soon as they 
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saw what he had handed them. “Are you crazy signing this thing? You know what will 
happen to you if you sign it?” one of his friends, the sculptor Yigal Tumarkin, said to 
another famous sculptor Yitzhak Dantzinger. In the end, most seemed more opposed 
to the way the occupation was being handled than the occupation itself.

Tzabar had learned about Leibowitz, the fi erce foe of Ben Gurion and critic of the 
army, and wondered if he would lend his name to the open letter. But when he met 
Leibowitz at his offi  ce, accompanied by Uri Davis, one of the fi rst Israeli army refus-
ers, the professor turned him away. Leibowitz refused to sign the letter not because 
he disagreed with its contents, but out of fear that he would be linked to fi gures he 
viewed as communist agitators, making him unable to infl uence the Jewish Israeli 
mainstream. More important to Leibowitz’s decision, perhaps, was his unwilling-
ness to ally himself with any organized political movement. When Tzabar’s letter 
appeared in Ha’aretz, it contained signatures from exactly twelve citizens of Israel, all 
virtually unknown to the Israeli public and most connected to Matzpen.

As expected, Ha’aretz readers bombarded the paper with letters of protest, includ-
ing one that read, “Do they really desire us to continue to live in the tragic circum-
stances in which we lived until the war? How long should we go on with this fake 
democracy that undermines the foundation of our lives?” Public offi  cials and major 
pundits lashed out at Matzpen, denouncing them as traitors and a Fift h Column. 
“An orgy of hatred and threats began,” Haim Hanegbi, a Matzpen founding member, 
told the documentarian Eran Torbiner. “We didn’t even understand how the media 
and infl uential people were so intensely occupied with a group of our size. I think 
we were less than twenty.”

“When I realized that I could do nothing more in Israel, I decided to go to Europe 
and try to mobilize world opinion against the occupation,” Tzabar wrote. He sought 
sanctuary in London, where he joined fellow Israeli dissident Akiva Orr in the midst 
of a radical counterculture that was transforming the Western world, and where 
they successfully infused anti-Zionism into the New Left ’s broader struggle against 
colonialism. From exile, they published unfl inching, fi rst-person accounts of hideous 
abuses by Israeli soldiers and satirized the triumphalistic culture that had overtaken 
the country, infuriating members of the Zionist intelligentsia in Tel Aviv. But back 
in the Holy Land, as Israelis discovered the West Bank and Gaza for the fi rst time, 
new frontiers for activism suddenly opened up. “A barrier was broken down in the 
Six Day War,” said Hanegbi, whose family was among the original Jewish clans of 
the West Bank city of Hebron. “As a result of the occupation, aft er only a few weeks, 
we were in Hebron, and we met people who had the same ideas as us, and the rela-
tionship took off  from there. Here we people who had an international outlook that 
crosses cultures and frontiers found each other. And that meant, to a certain extent, 
that our international dream had backing in reality.”

Leibowitz, on the other hand, was determined to maintain his cachet among Jew-
ish Israeli society. Akiva Orr, who would sometimes drive Leibowitz home aft er his 
weekly lectures, remarked to me, “He was capable of shaking the entire country with 
one sentence.” Orr recalled a broadcast reporter beseeching Leibowitz for his opin-
ion on a national Bible trivia contest that had captivated the country’s attention. 
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“One does not need to know the address of the prostitute Rahab to be an intelli-
gent person,” Leibowitz snapped at the reporter. Orr said his comments enraged Ben 
Gurion, his nemesis, who had personally promoted the trivia contest as a means of 
encouraging a popular connection to “Eretz Israel.” Leibowitz might have dismissed 
the stock justifi cations for the establishment of the Jewish state, insisting that Jews 
could practice their religion without also worshipping “Jewish peoplehood,” and he 
may have mocked the unremitting Zionist demand for complete security as a prod-
uct of a “nineteenth-century outlook,” but he somehow claimed to be a committed 
Zionist all along. 

His rationale was simple: “Perhaps life for a Jew in the State of Israel is more 
dangerous than in Brooklyn or New York, but I want to be a Jew in Israel and not 
in Brooklyn.” Like his hero, Maimonides, Leibowitz was a strict religious exclusivist. 
He emphasized that his concern was not for the welfare of Palestinians or anyone 
else who existed in the realm of the goyim, but for how Jewish society’s relationship 
with them determined its moral health and physical survival. “I am concerned with 
nothing else than Jewish people and Jewish man,” he said. 

Many found his religious and political views paradoxical, but Leibowitz did not 
believe he had strayed from his understanding of Judaism. Recalling an incident in 
the West Bank in which soldiers forced a Palestinian woman to give birth while she 
was handcuff ed and shackled, Leibowitz said, “For that the Jewish people is respon-
sible.” (According to Fabrizia Falcione, a women’s human rights offi  cer for the United 
Nations Development Fund for Women, Palestinian women in Israeli prisons have 
been known to be shackled during childbirth). Hoping to mobilize opposition to the 
violence and repression in the occupied territories, he turned not to his peers in the 
intelligentsia, but to high school students, urging them to rebel, to rise up not just 
against the occupation, but against the state itself. He told them that in the Passover 
Haggadah, the opposite of the wise son was not the wicked son who turned against 
his community, but the simple son who did not know how to question.

When Israel’s fi rst invasion of Lebanon transformed into the “second Vietnam” 
Leibowitz had predicted over a decade before, he found a steady stream of army 
refusers lining up at his offi  ce door. Over time, as the occupation of Gaza and the 
West Bank deepened, Leibowitz said he became “overwhelmed” by requests for 
advice. “They come to open up their hearts to me,” he said of his young visitors. 
“They come to me because they know that twenty years ago, I predicted what would 
happen if we opted for military occupation of the territories and prevented inde-
pendence for the Palestinian people. It was inevitable.” To the high school students 
who asked Leibowitz if they should serve in the occupied territories, he had a simply 
reply, “I tell them they are sent there as assassins.” 

“I’m not interested in the position of the Israeli government,” Leibowitz remarked 
to the Israeli fi lmmaker Eyal Sivan in . “I’m interested in the position of these 
young people.  .  .  . I tell them, you come individually; you are many but isolated. 
Organize mass insubordination. I encourage them to revolt. . . . I want to put an end 
to the regime that is in power in the State of Israel. To shake this regime. A regime 
whose only meaning is to impose an apparatus of state power on another people.”

“Why do you want to shake this regime?” Sivan asked him.
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“Because humanity comes fi rst,” the professor responded, seeming to contradict 
statements he had made expressing exclusive concern for Jews.

By this time, Leibowitz was near the end of his life. He saw no point in withhold-
ing his true opinions of the state or its leadership. Instead, he gave voice to what 
he considered a painfully obvious truth: the country had become what he warned 
would be “Rhodesia under a Jewish authority.” “The state willfully deprives two mil-
lion people of their political and civil rights,” the professor declared in a public lec-
ture. “South Africa was not a democracy either. But the people were governed by a 
great statesman whose name shall go down in history: DeKlerk. In stages but quite 
rapidly he is indeed giving the population including the blacks all the civil and, it 
would seem, political rights. That is happening throughout the world today in all 
the enlightened countries. But Israel is the only dictatorship that exists today in the 
enlightened world.”

When a state commission led by former Supreme Court chief justice Moshe Lan-
dau authorized the Shin Bet to apply methods of torture to extract confessions from 
Palestinian detainees, Leibowitz introduced his most incendiary condemnation. “A 
Nazi-like mentality also exists in our country,” he declared before a packed audito-
rium in Haifa in . “That is a fact. In the Israeli legal system neither the judges 
nor the lawyers challenged [Landau]. That says a great deal about the Nazi mentality 
that is dominant here.”

In the eyes of even some of his liberal allies, Leibowitz had crossed the line. Lan-
dau, aft er all, was the judge who sentenced Adolf Eichmann to death. How could 
anyone compare him to a Nazi? Loud jeers and howls of protest emanated from 
throughout the crowd, but Leibowitz refused to back down. “There are Judeo-Nazis. 
Judeo-Nazis exist!” he shouted.

In , Shulamit Aloni, an Israeli parliamentarian and social justice activist who 
founded the Meretz Party, nominated Leibowitz for the Israel Prize, the country’s 
most prestigious civilian award. Just before the ceremony, Leibowitz stopped to speak 
at Uri Avnery’s Israeli Council for Israeli-Palestinian peace, a group that established 
some of Israel’s earliest contacts with the Palestine Liberation Organization. There, 
he echoed his call for Israeli youth to refuse army service, to organize mass revolt 
or risk becoming assassins. He went on to compare the Israeli army’s elite Sayeret 
Makhtal unit to the Nazi SS—“Judeo-Nazis” who were “just following orders.” 

The professor’s speech inspired widespread outrage, with Prime Minister Yitzhak 
Rabin vowing to boycott the Israel Prize ceremony if it did not rescind its award. 
Knesset members took to the fl oor the following day with breathless denunciations, 
branding Leibowitz a traitor. As the national temper tantrum built to a fever pitch, 
Leibowitz announced he would not accept the prize. He said he did not want to cause 
further rancor. A year later, Leibowitz died in his sleep at age ninety-one.
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Change from Within

Many members of the Zionist left  still claim to revere Yeshayahu Leibowitz, but 
few are willing to heed his most consequential advice. Indeed, almost twenty 
years aft er his death, Israeli society only produces a handful of youth willing 

to pay the price of prison and outcast status for refusing army service. In the cul-
ture of the Zionist left , which centers around the notion that Israel “must be saved 
from itself,” the best and brightest young men and women are seldom encouraged 
to directly confront the occupation, but are instead called on to serve as an internal 
check on its most abusive aspects. This is the practice Israelis call “change from 
inside,” in which well-educated Ashkenazi teens insert themselves into frontline 
combat units to civilize their less cultivated, lower-class peers from Mizrahi and 
Russian backgrounds. 

During the height of the Eden Abergil’s trophy photo scandal, the American wing 
of the Meretz Party, Meretz USA, posted an essay entitled, “Why recent events make 
me want to serve in the IDF.” Authored by a young American Jew named Mimi Mic-
ner, the piece perfectly refl ected the notion of “change from inside.” Micner claimed 
that “the IDF needs to detoxify its ranks . . . transforming the institutional culture so 
that it is categorically humane toward the Palestinians.” To accomplish the goal, she 
urged a massive infl ux of patriotic left -wing Israelis into the army, declaring that they 
“should have long military careers, ascending the ranks of the military so that they 
gain infl uence and decision-making power. If this were to become the status quo, then 
I think we would notice a markedly better culture and better conduct within the IDF.”

In Hebron’s occupied H zone, a home to Israel’s most violent, fanatical settlers, 
I met a twenty-year-old soldier named Ben, who embodied the concept of “change 
from inside.” He was a member of the Nahal Brigade, an elite infantry force partly 
comprised of rigorously trained kibbutzim required to perform community service 
before entering the fi eld. They were the “left ists” of the army. He was standing on 
a corner of Shuhadah Street with another young soldier, guarding the residents of 
a small Jewish settlement that ruled over thousands of Palestinians trapped in the 
heart of H’s “sterilized zone.” 

“Sterile means that all the shops on this street, that were once shops, nearly all 
of them, except for one or two, are shut down,” a soldier who served in Hebron 
explained. “It means that all the houses that were once inhabited, now stand empty. 
They’ve been blocked and no one can go on living in them. No Palestinian may enter 
this street.” In , the Israeli attorney general revealed that the army established 
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Hebron’s “sterilized zone” without any offi  cial legal authorization. But Israeli civilian 
authorities did nothing to challenge the order, giving the army carte blanche to abro-
gate laws according to its whims. 

Short and wiry with a sandy brown crew cut and deep-set eyes and a face made 
ruddy by the sun, Ben described himself as a Meretz supporter who had spent his 
adolescence in a left ist youth movement that revered the teachings of Yeshayahu 
Leibowitz. Like most of his friends, he was dismayed by the direction of his society. 
“If you want to know who the most dangerous man in Israel is,” he told me, “look at 
Gideon Sa’ar, the education minister. He seems very reasonable, very slick. But what 
he is doing is turning the education system into an indoctrination factory for the 
right wing. The next thing he wants to do is bring Jewish youth here, to Hebron, to 
teach them about Zionism.”

“It sounds crazy,” I responded. “This place is like a theater of apartheid. I mean, 
it’s all out in the open here.” As we spoke, a bearded settler with an M- slung over 
his shoulder pushed a baby stroller down the eerily empty street.

The soldier patrolling alongside Ben protested my choice of terms. “Are you here 
to make a provocation?” he asked. In recent years, the word “provocation”—provo-
catzia in Hebrew—had become a choice term in the Israeli lexicon. It was a favorite 
among government offi  cials denouncing the Gaza Freedom Flotilla, soldiers com-
plaining about unarmed popular protests in the West Bank, and common citizens 
confronted with “left ist” arguments. To them, everything done in the name of upset-
ting the status quo was a provocation. 

 Ben argued against his friend: “It is apartheid. It is also fascism. It is not just here, 
but across the West Bank—I’ve seen it. One people controlling another.”

“So, like, what the hell are you doing in the army, guarding a bunch of settlers, if 
you know that you are involved in a system of apartheid?” I asked Ben.

“I can tell you that out of my friends from youth group who entered the army, 
almost all of them wanted to be in combat units,” he responded. “Not to make war 
or because they like combat so much, but because they wanted to make change from 
the inside. So if I can spread humanistic values in my unit, why not?” Ben added that 
he had recently stopped settlers from dumping a batch of eggs on the shopkeepers 
in the Old City. 

I told him I had just visited the market. The shopkeepers were forced to cover 
the entire marketplace with a metal screen to prevent the settlers of Avraham Avinu 
from dropping bricks, soiled diapers, eggs, and urine on their stores. I told Ben one 
shopkeeper showed me a rack of silk shawls stained with egg yolks a group of settler 
children dumped on him earlier in the day.

“Look, I can’t be everywhere all the time,” Ben said. “What do you want me to do? 
Nothing?”

 “So are you going to go to Breaking the Silence aft er your service is over to talk 
about all the stuff  you regretted doing here?” 

Breaking the Silence was an NGO founded by combat soldiers just like Ben. 
Founded during the Second Intifada, the organization became a means of shattering 
the mood of complacency that prevailed over Israeli society, where the occupation 
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was seen as a normal phenomenon that hardly corrupted civilian life behind the 
Green Line. Relying oft en on the testimony of sons and daughters of Ashkenazi 
elite—youth like Ben—who had served on the frontlines of occupation, Breaking 
the Silence produced regular booklets of anonymous confessionals exposing the 
abuses of occupation in sometimes shockingly clinical language. Since Prime Min-
ister Benjamin Netanyahu’s election in , the organization had become the target 
of a sustained assault from both his offi  ce and the Knesset to deprive it of its foreign 
sources of funding, and by extension, to paint it as Fift h Column for anti-Semitic 
European interests. In an op-ed for Yedioth Ahronoth, Anne Herzberg and Naft ali 
Balanson, staff ers for the organization NGO Monitor and close allies of Netanya-
hu’s government, called Breaking the Silence, “Mouthpieces for Europe.” “Europe” in 
their lexicon is shorthand for “anti-Semitism.” Meanwhile, member of Knesset David 
Rotem questioned whether groups like Breaking the Silence were “being backed by 
terrorists or al-Qaeda.”

Every few years, Breaking the Silence has published a booklet containing the har-
rowing testimonies of the latest class of veterans emerging from the nightmarish 
world of Hebron’s H. Soldiers who served between  and  described a litany 
of atrocities to Breaking the Silence, from witnessing a soldier wrap a Palestinian 
man with wire until his limb had to be amputated, to beating children and random 
storeowners with axe handles and steel clubs before looting their shops, to watching 
Border Policemen smash random passersby in the face with their helmets, to using 
children as human shields during riots. Many of the Hebron testimonies were deliv-
ered by members of Nahal, including a self-described “left y kibbutznik” who did 
nothing as members of his unit punished a Palestinian man for supposedly beating 
his donkey by whipping him as they rode him like a saddled animal.

“I am not going to Breaking the Silence. No way,” Ben insisted to me. “When I’m 
done I’m going to be part of a commune. I want to be engaged in a communal, natu-
ral lifestyle and go back to my studies.” He told me with conviction that he wanted to 
become a teacher, and that he would put his experience here behind him. 

I noticed Ben’s friend squinting to focus in the distance. Ben looked in the 
same direction, and then shouted with exasperation, “That gate is not supposed to 
be open!” A fat Palestinian boy was pedaling across an empty intersection on an 
absurdly oversized bicycle. The two soldiers grabbed their rifl es and bolted aft er him, 
leaving me alone on the corner with their half-empty ration tins. 
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The Insiders

In , the editors of the Israeli news magazine Koteret Rashit sent David Gross-
man, then a thirty-three-year-old Israeli writer fl uent in Arabic, to produce a long 
dispatch from the West Bank on the twentieth anniversary of the occupation. 

Grossman toured Palestinian refugee camps, schools, villages, and cities, painting 
a picture of a besieged society seething with anger and ready to explode in a mas-
sive rebellion. His portrayal of the settlers was unforgiving, depicting armed fanatics 
exploiting all those around them, while army commanders lorded over Palestinians 
with impunity. Grossman’s editor, Tom Segev, now an internationally renowned his-
torian, said of his reports, “It was a real shock. We did not know then how much 
[occupied Palestinians] hated us.”

A year aft er Koteret Rashit published Grossman’s report in a full issue, the First 
Intifada erupted, earning him his reputation as a prophetic fi gure. The same year, 
Grossman’s report appeared in English, as a book entitled The Yellow Wind. Just as 
Grossman’s reporting played a seminal role in galvanizing the peace camp inside 
Israel, his book informed an international audience about the mood in the Occu-
pied Territories. With his command of Arabic and ground-level knowledge with the 
West Bank, Grossman became the unoffi  cial chronicler of the Palestinian situation 
for both his own society and a Western elite that trusted the voices of Israeli liberals 
more than those of the Arabs intellectuals who had already produced volumes of 
work on the confl ict. But as a committed liberal Zionist, Grossman was more than 
a journalist; he was a human fi lter who presented a narrative of the confl ict that 
stripped it of its colonial origins.

According to the philosophy of liberal Zionism, Israel was an enlightened, 
European-style democracy before the rise of the settlement movement. The era 
before the post- occupation began was, in the words of peace camp icon Yossi 
Beilin, “the most beautiful and peaceful decade of our existence.” Yossi Sarid, another 
liberal Zionist stalwart of Israeli politics, claimed, “The second decade of the state 
was a decade of normality . . . who would believe in  that soon, in less than two 
years, the country would lose its mind.” 

Through The Yellow Wind, Grossman helped popularize what the Israeli sociolo-
gist and critical theorist Yehouda Shenhav called “the new nostalgia,” or “the nostal-
gia of a political group which is identifi ed with the left  but advances the nationalistic 
ideas anchored in the time of the Green Line.” In the narrative of the new nostalgia, 
Israel’s crisis began in  with its conquest of new Arab land, and not in , 
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when it defi ned its settler-colonial character. To liberal Zionists,  represented 
the beginning of the crisis. Israel entered the West Bank with messianic zeal, and 
“aft erward, everything happened,” Grossman claimed. 

“I could not understand how an entire nation like mine, an enlightened nation 
by all accounts, is able to train itself to live as a conqueror without making its own 
life wretched,” Grossman pined in The Yellow Wind. “What happened to us?” he 
wondered.

Despite his outrage at the misdeeds committed aft er , Grossman excised the 
Nakba from his frame of analysis. Of course, he knew the story of Israel’s founda-
tion, warts and all. But the Nakba was the legacy also of the Zionist left , as were the 
mass expulsions committed in its wake, and the suite of discriminatory laws passed 
through the Knesset to legalize the confi scation of Palestinian property. Were these 
the acts of an “enlightened nation?” By singling out the settlement movement as the 
source of Israel’s crisis, Grossman and liberal Zionists elided the question altogether, 
starting the history at .

Though the Zionist left  kept the past tucked behind the narrative of the Green 
Line, veterans of the Jabotinskyite right-wing were unashamed. In September , 
when sixty actors and artists staged a boycott of a new cultural center in the West 
Bank–based mega-settlement of Ariel, earning a public endorsement from Gross-
man, who cast the boycott as a desperate measure to save the Zionist future from the 
settlers, they were angrily rebuked by Knesset chairman Reuven Rivlin. 

A supporter of Greater Israel from the Likud Party, Rivlin was also a fl uent Ara-
bic speaker who rejected the Labor Zionist vision of total separation from the Pal-
estinians of the West Bank and Gaza. (He appeared earlier in this book to defend 
Hanin Zoabi’s right to denounce Israel’s lethal raid of the Mavi Marmara against 
dozens of frothing members of Knesset.) Contradicting the offi  cial Israeli Foreign 
Ministry version of the Nakba, which falsely asserted that Palestinians “abandoned 
their homes . . . at the request of Arab leaders,” Rivlin reminded the liberal Zionists 
boycotting Ariel of their own history. Those who bore the legacy of the Nakba, Rivlin 
claimed, had stolen more than the settlers ever intended to take. 

“I say to those who want to boycott—Deer Balkum [“beware” in Arabic]. Those 
who expelled Arabs from En-Karem, from Jaff a, and from Katamon [in ] lost 
the moral right to boycott Ariel,” Rivlin told Maariv. Assailing the boycotters for a 
“lack of intellectual honesty,” Rivlin reminded them that the economic settlers of 
Ariel were sent across the Green Line “due to the orders of society, and some might 
say—due to the orders of Zionism.” 

Greater Israel had become the reality while the Green Line Israel had become 
the fantasy. But with the election of Barack Obama, a fi gure the Zionist left  consid-
ered their great hope, fi gures like David Grossman believed that they would soon be 
released from their despair.

I met Grossman in June  at a shade-covered outdoor café near Jerusalem’s Givat 
Ram neighborhood. He had not yet emerged from the semi-solitary confi nement he 
imposed on himself since his son, Uri, had been killed in a tank that became trapped 
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in a wadi during Israel’s invasion of southern Lebanon in . Aft er the war, which 
Grossman had initially supported alongside his “peace camp” partners, the writers A. 
B. Yehoshua and Amos Oz, he emerged as the voice of national tragedy.

Through a touching eulogy for his son, whom he lauded for making change 
from inside—“the left ist of [his] battalion,” Grossman called him—and with a major 
address lacerating Israel’s leaders for their military and political incompetence, 
Grossman provided Israeli society with a vocabulary for expressing its sense of 
mourning and frustration. A year aft er lashing out at Prime Minister Ehud Olmert, 
the bungling scapegoat of Lebanon II, Grossman nevertheless accepted the prime 
minister’s Emet Prize for Science, Arts and Culture. “Emet,” of course, is Hebrew for 
“truth.” Rather than sit out the spectacle, Grossman announced beforehand that he 
would only refuse to shake Olmert’s hand.

Ari Shavit, the infl uential columnist for Ha’aretz, dubbed Grossman, the “Israeli 
Martin Luther King,” while Shlomo Avineri, the liberal Zionist academic luminary, 
declared that Grossman was “above criticism.” Following the dramatic episode, the 
scribe retreated from public view to work on his next book, To the End of the Land, 
an intimate novel of an Israeli mother who embarks on a hike around Israel, having 
convinced herself that as long as the army cannot fi nd her to notify her of her son’s 
death, he will be safe. Like Amos Oz and A. B. Yehoshua, Grossman specialized in 
tales of Israelis desperately seeking an escape from lives wracked with tragedy and 
loss, but who simply couldn’t manage to fi nd their way out. 

Grossman had told me in advance that he would agree to speak only off  the 
record. But when I arrived at our meeting famished and soaked in sweat aft er a 
journey from Tel Aviv, he suddenly changed his mind. “Since you have come such a 
long way, I will off er you an interview,” he said. But he issued two conditions. First, 
“You must order some food. I cannot sit here and watch you starve.” And second, “No 
questions about my son, okay?”

Grossman was a small man with a shock of sandy brown hair and intense eyes. 
He spoke in a soft , low tone tinged with indignation, choosing his words carefully 
as though he were constructing prose. Though his Hebrew accent was strongly 
pronounced, his English was superior to most American writers I had interviewed, 
enabling him to reduce complex insights into impressively economical soundbites. 

At the time, Grossman was brimming with optimism about Barack Obama’s pres-
idency. Though the Israeli right loathed Obama, joining extreme rightists in the 
campaign to demonize him as a crypto-Muslim, a foreigner, and a black radical, 
liberal Zionists believed they had one of their own in the White House. Indulging 
their speculation, some looked to Obama’s friendship in Chicago with Arnold Jacob 
Wolf, a left -wing Reform rabbi who had crusaded for a two state solution during the 
s before it was a mainstream position. If only Obama could apply appropri-
ate pressure on Benjamin Netanyahu, still widely regarded as a blustering pushover, 
Israel could embark again on the march to the Promised Land, with the peace camp 
leading the tribe. 

“This is the moment when Israel needs to see Likud come into contact with real-
ity,” Grossman told me. “For years they have played the role of this hallucinating child 

9781568586342-text.indd   2749781568586342-text.indd   274 8/3/13   11:49 PM8/3/13   11:49 PM



 The Insiders 

who wants everything and asks for more and more. Now they are confronted with 
a harsh counterpoint by Mr. Obama, and they have to decide if they cooperate with 
what Obama says—a two-state solution—or continue to ask for everything.”

Grossman seemed confi dent that Obama was willing to confront Netanyahu, and 
that he would emerge victorious. “A clash with a strong and popular president is 
not possible for Israel. Israel can never, ever subjugate an American president,” he 
claimed. “I see Netanyahu reluctantly accepting the demands of Obama to enter into 
a two-state solution. [Netanyahu] will pretend to be serious about it, but he will do 
everything he can to keep the negotiations from becoming concrete. He will drag his 
feet, blame the Palestinians, and rely on the most extreme elements among the Pal-
estinians to lash out in order to stop negotiations. My hope is that there is a regime 
in America that recognizes immediately the manipulation of the Likud government 
and that they won’t be misled.”

I asked Grossman if Obama should threaten Netanyahu with the withholding of 
loan guarantees in order to loosen his intransigent stance, as President George H. W. 
Bush had done to force Prime Minister Yitzhak Shamir (Netanyahu’s former boss) 
to the negotiating table. He rejected this idea out of hand. “I hope it shall be settled 
between friends,” Grossman responded. “The pressure Obama applies should be put 
in a sensitive way because of Israeli anxieties and our feeling that we’re living on the 
edge of an abyss. The reactions of Israelis are very unpredictable. It will take simple 
and delicate pressure for the United States to produce the results they are looking for. 
But whenever American presidents even hinted they were going to pressure Israel, 
they got what they wanted. Netanyahu is very ideological, but he is also realistic and 
he is intelligent, aft er all. He will recognize the reality he is in.”

Like the millions of liberals and left ists who had experienced Obama as a blank 
screen for their own projections, Grossman and other Israeli Obama supporters had 
not factored the tightly conscribed limitations of America’s political system into their 
equation. At fi rst, President Obama demanded that Netanyahu freeze all settlements 
as a basis for reengaging in the peace process. The building of settlements went on. 
When Vice President Biden visited Israel in March  to pursue the peace pro-
cess, Netanyahu announced the building of sixteen hundred illegal houses in East 
Jerusalem. Upon landing, Biden declared, “The decision by the Israeli government 
to advance planning for new housing units in East Jerusalem undermines that very 
trust, the trust that we need right now in order to begin . . . profi table negotiations.” 
Netanyahu ignored him. By the time of the midterm congressional elections in 
, concrete American pressure on Israel was politically out of the question, with 
Obama facing attacks from Republicans and pro-Israeli lobbyists as “anti-Israel” for 
merely reaffi  rming the American position of negotiations based on  armistice 
lines. And by the time Obama embarked on his bid for reelection, it was the Israeli 
prime minister pressuring the American president, leveraging threats to bomb Iran 
to put him on the defensive. Thus Obama became the one forced to “recognize the 
reality he is in,” not Netanyahu. 

With the last glimmer of hope of the US-led “peace process” for a two-state solu-
tion sputtering into oblivion, Israel’s one-state reality stood exposed. 
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For liberal Zionists who sought to remove the occupation of the West Bank from 
Israeli life in order to preserve their country’s Jewish demographic majority, these 
were frightening times. “This option that terrifi es us all the time [is] that there might 
be an end to this country, which really freaks me out to think that aft er sixty-two 
years of independence, sovereignty, having [an] enormous strong army,” Grossman 
said when asked by TV host Charlie Rose in October  about the possibility of a 
dissolution of the whole Zionist project. 

For Grossman and liberal Zionists like him, the transformation of Israel from an 
ethnically exclusive Jewish state into a multiethnic democracy was not an option. 
“For two thousand years,” Grossman told me when I asked why he believed the pres-
ervation of Zionism was necessary, “we have been kept out, we have been excluded. 
And so for our whole history we were outsiders. Because of Zionism, we fi nally have 
the chance to be insiders.” 

I told Grossman that my father had been a kind of insider. He had served as a 
senior aide to Bill Clinton, the president of the United States, the leader of the free 
world, working alongside other proud Jews like Rahm Emanuel and Sandy Berger. I 
told him that I was a kind of insider, and that my ambitions had never been obstructed 
by anti-Semitism. “Honestly, I have a hard time taking this kind of justifi cation seri-
ously,” I told him. “I mean, Jews are enjoying a golden age in the United States.”

It was here that Grossman, the quintessential man of words, found himself at a 
loss. He looked at me with a quizzical look. Very few Israelis understand American 
Jews as Americans but instead as belonging to the Diaspora. But very few American 
Jews think of themselves that way, especially in my generation, and that, too, is some-
thing very few Israelis grasp. Grossman’s silence made me uncomfortable, as though 
I had behaved with impudence, and I quickly shift ed the subject from philosophy to 
politics. Before long, we said goodbye, parting cordially, but not warmly. On my way 
out of the café, Grossman, apparently wishing to preserve his privacy, requested that 
I throw my record of his phone number away.

On October , , the remnant of the original Zionist left  gathered on the grassy 
median of Tel Aviv’s Rothschild Boulevard, at the base of a statue honoring the city’s 
founder, Meir Dizengoff . On one end of Rothschild Boulevard was Dizengoff  House, 
the stately townhouse where David Ben Gurion publicly declared the establishment 
of the “Jewish and democratic” state. On the other end was the recently refurbished 
Ha’Bima Theater, the symbol of the Zionist resuscitation of the Hebrew language. 
Among the sea of silver-and-gray heads assembled for the occasion was Uri Avnery, 
the eighty-eight-year-old ex-publisher of Haolam Hazeh, Israel’s fi rst opposition 
newspaper, and leader of Gush Shalom, a Jewish-Arab group that campaigned for 
two states; Shulamit Aloni, a former Palmach fi ghter who founded the Meretz Party; 
and Yoram Kaniuk, another Palmach veteran and artist who was fi ghting to defi ne 
his nationality as Israeli, rather than Jewish, as the state mandated. 

Many of those assembled had played a critical role in the foundation of the Jewish 
state, either by fi ghting in the  war or injecting its early institutions with cultural 
energy. They represented the core of Israel’s founding generation, the enlightened 
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Ashkenazi elite that bore the legacy of the kibbutz movement and also the Nakba. 
Now that their society demanded strong leaders to maintain the occupation by any 
means necessary, they claimed their country was gone.

Before the crowd stood Hannah Marom, a famed actress who starred in produc-
tions during the s at the Ha’Bima Theater. At the steps of the Dizengoff  House, 
which now served as a museum called Independence Hall, Marom read a manifesto. 
It was entitled, “A Declaration of Independence From Fascism.”

“Behind these stairs where we stand, the State of Israel was proclaimed,” Marom 
intoned. “The state which increasingly takes Israel’s place—a state which fi lls the 
country with a variety of racist legislation, promoted by the Knesset and the cabi-
net—is excluding itself from the family of democratic nations. Therefore we, citizens 
of the Israel envisaged in the Declaration of Independence, hereby declare that we 
will not be citizens of a country purporting to be Israel and which violates its basic 
commitment to the principles of equality, civil liberty, and sincere aspiration for 
peace—principles upon which the State of Israel was founded.”

But “A Declaration of Independence From Fascism” was purely rhetorical, deliv-
ered without any binding consequences. And so it was a requiem for a movement 
that now found its identity in nostalgia for a past that never was, and in despair about 
a fascist future its members seemed to view as inescapable.
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The Hunted

Not all among the old Israeli left  were content with displays of anguish and 
hand-wringing. Among the old Ashkenazi elite of Tel Aviv that pined for the 
glory days, a group of middle-class, mostly middle-aged feminists—academ-

ics, activists, and mothers—broke the consensus, banding together to challenge the 
central institutions of Israeli militarism. Calling themselves New Profi le, they set up 
a national network to counsel Israeli youth considering refusing army service. To 
complement their eff orts, they set about exposing the militaristic imperatives that 
dictated Israel’s educational curriculum, and challenged popular culture that rein-
forced the archetype of the warrior as the ideal Israeli male. Almost as soon as Israel’s 
rightist government took power in , New Profi le felt the full wrath of the state. 

In April , the Shin Bet called in fi ve leading New Profi le members for inter-
rogations, raided their homes, and seized their computers. Following the interroga-
tions, in which they were accused of “incitement for draft  evasion,” a crime in Israel 
punishable by up to fi ve years in jail, the women were ordered not to contact other 
members from the organization for thirty days. 

Among those interrogated was Analeen Kish, a seventy-year-old grandmother 
who converted to Judaism aft er her marriage to a Dutch Holocaust survivor, and 
whose family was enshrined among the “Righteous of the Nations” for saving Jews 
during the Holocaust. Outside the Ramat Hachiyal police station, where the women 
were being interrogated, a police riot squad waded into a crowd of New Profi le mem-
bers protesting the arrests and dragged a few inside.

“It’s very clear by the way they’ve run this investigation, by the questions they ask, 
they are trying to stop the activities we are doing,” said one of the demonstrators, Tali 
Lerner, an educator and member of New Profi le. “They’re saying that to be a citizen 
in Israel, you have to be a soldier. And if you are not, then you’re not really a part of 
this society—and we will hunt you.”

More than one year aft er the arrests, I became acquainted with a few of the New 
Profi le leaders targeted by the state. Over coff ee at quaint cafés in pleasant neighbor-
hoods around Tel Aviv, they described to me a suff ocating climate where everything 
was tinged with violence. Miriam Hadar, a fi ft y-two-year-old translator and editor 
married to an Israeli psychology professor, was one of the fi rst called in for ques-
tioning. Hadar lived in Ramat HaSharon, an affl  uent suburb of Tel Aviv, where in 
the wake of the Free Gaza Flotilla crisis, she said the mayor authorized students to 
wear patriotic armbands to school. Two purportedly left -wing professors protested 
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the armbands, but only aft er stating their reverence for the fl ag and the Jewish state. 
Across the street from Hadar’s home stood a nondescript house with unknown occu-
pants. Every day, men in dark glasses and dark suits carried bags in and out. The 
blinds were always drawn. Her neighbors knew the men were Shin Bet agents, but no 
one ever discussed them. “It could be trouble to talk about it,” they told one another.

Most of Hadar’s friends from the Zionist left  instinctively accepted the offi  cial 
line aft er the army attacked the Mavi Marmara. “There is a total haze between civil 
society and the military,” she said. “Even at these social functions fi lled with Meretz 
people I saw how they were driven to see their soldiers as their boys. The distinction 
between military and ordinary life is no longer observed, so they can no longer dis-
tinguish between your husband or your son and a complete killing machine.”

Hadar’s son, Micha, sat down at our table to chat with me for a few minutes. He 
was tall and slender and despite his shaggy blond locks, looked like he would have 
made a good soldier. But instead of following in the steps of his cousins, who grad-
uated from the left -wing Zionist youth group Habonim Dror to the Israeli army—
“We’re joining for adventure,” most of them told him—he had just completed a 
prison term for refusing. While in jail, he was forced to wear a surplus army uniform 
and ordered to do menial tasks, as though he were on an army base. He spent much 
of his time watching over a Bedouin prisoner placed in solitary confi nement aft er 
having been sentenced for traffi  cking Eastern European women into the country for 
sex work. “I was having nightmares that I was actually enlisting my friends into the 
army by telling them to refuse,” Micha remarked. “Because there I was, wearing an 
army uniform and doing a diff erent kind of service.”

Like Hadar, New Profi le founder Ruth Hiller raised a son who refused army ser-
vice. During the s, Hiller moved from California to a kibbutz near the Jordanian 
border. “As a parent I wanted to be part of this collective, especially coming from 
California, and if you do it for something you were raised to revere like Zionism, 
coming to a kibbutz is really easy,” she refl ected. At the time, the First Intifada was 
just beginning. With her proximity to Jordan, where Queen Noor had just modern-
ized the national news services, Hiller consumed a version of events largely unseen 
by other Israelis. “We saw the First Intifada unlike Israelis who never even knew 
there was a First Intifada because it was completely censored on their networks,” she 
recalled. “Israelis were told that the Palestinians wanted to push us into the sea, that 
kind of thing. My youngest son already understood by watching these scenes that he 
couldn’t be an Israeli soldier.” 

When her son discovered the writings of Yeshayahu Leibowitz, he was able to 
formulate a vocabulary for articulating his refusal to participate in the occupation. 
“Any material he had to read about peace movements and pacifi st movements was in 
English. Now there’s some in Hebrew, but pacifi sm was not part of the Israeli reality 
at all,” Hiller said. 

In recent years, according to Hiller, army enlistment has fallen from around  
percent to  percent, with around a quarter more dropping out during their ser-
vice. She said New Profi le was bombarded with requests for counseling from young 
people without any clear political views. Hiller explained, “The kids from today’s 
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generation are thinking about when they’re gonna get laid next. So they tend to say it 
doesn’t feel right for them, which is an indication that it’s not right at all. To have the 
courage to say ‘I oppose occupation’ or ‘I’m a pacifi st’ is great, but I don’t really care; 
I have just as much respect for someone who says it doesn’t feel right, I don’t want 
to be there. It’s all about not cooperating with the establishment whether it’s about 
ideology or that it just doesn’t feel right.” 

The wave of apolitical draft  evasion sent shock waves through the army, with 
the high command ordering a crackdown. In , Israeli attorney general Men-
achem Mazuz approved an investigation of New Profi le aft er receiving a demand 
from army military advocate general Avichai Mandelblit for swift  action. Joining the 
calls for a crackdown was a group of army reservists calling themselves the Forum 
for Sharing the Burden, which advocated increased army service from Arabs and 
the ultra-Orthodox along with harsher penalties for refusers. A year aft er Mazuz 
authorized the investigation, the Shin Bet acted, sending its agents aft er the women 
of New Profi le. 

Since then, the hunts have continued unabated; in May , the military police 
set up a temporary detention facility to incarcerate the more than forty-fi ve hundred 
young draft  dodgers and deserters—those popularly referred to as “service shirk-
ers”—that it planned to arrest that month. Six months later, Israeli police arrested 
a thirty-year-old citizen named Yana Gorelik as soon as she landed at Ben Gurion 
International Airport. At age seventeen, Gorelik left  Israel to live in Canada and had 
lived there ever since. Upon returning thirteen years later to attend a cousin’s wedding, 
Gorelik was taken from the airport in handcuff s and locked in a prison. “I am being 
held under very harsh conditions,” she told the Israel paper Maariv. “I am dying of 
heat here. They are treating me like a criminal.” Though she pleaded to be able to give 
up her Israeli citizenship, the state prosecuted her anyway, hoping to secure a fi ve-
month prison term for draft  dodging. In the courtroom where her trial was to take 
place, Gorelik was chained and forced to wear an olive drab army uniform. In the end, 
she was sentenced to three months in prison. Gorelik went on: “They treated us like we 
were dogs. That’s it—I am fi nished with Israel. I don’t want to be a citizen anymore.”

Even though a military committee recommended transforming the military into 
a professional army, the high command would not even consider implementing its 
fi ndings. The Israel army was not only an instrument for war, but it was also the most 
important institution of socialization and indoctrination.

While Hiller pointed to the escalating crackdown as proof of the popularity of 
refusal, the educator and Israeli anti-militarism pacifi st activist Hagith Gur saw a 
deeper crisis playing out. “When we started our work of raising questions and edu-
cation during the s and s, people would tell us, ‘How can you talk about us 
as a militaristic society? You’re self-hating Jews.’ Then we confronted them with the 
question: When is it okay to give guns to kids? People started to agree with me that 
we’re a militaristic country but they said we needed it—we have to survive and the 
whole world is against us, or we’ll be thrown to the sea. So I told them, ‘Okay, let’s go 
with your assumption. Then the question is: When do you start preparing children 
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to go the military? Do you start at age six? At fi ve? At diapers? When? And this was 
a question that troubled them. They could not answer it.”

The state had supplied the answer where many parents could not. “The zero sum 
game begins around kindergarten,” Gur said. “The games of opposites—night is 
opposite of day—the concept of opposites are emphasized in early stages. That rein-
forces the simple labels of left  and right. So when I speak before Jewish audiences 
in America, I can build my credibility by explaining that my father was a Holocaust 
survivor, he helped build the state, et cetera, and then they are receptive to my crit-
icisms of my country. Here, with the black-and-white understanding of reality, I’m 
either pro- or anti-Israel. There is no nuance.”

Gal Harmat, a peace education professor at Kibbutzim College, recalled how her 
elementary school imprinted the slogan, “It is good to die for your country” over the 
blackboards in the classroom. By , her son, Or, who was not yet two years old, 
was being assimilated into the military culture. “Or’s teachers just told me he should 
be a commando in the military because he is so good at weasel-walking,” she said. 
“The kid is just a little more than a year and half old and they are telling me what 
unit he should be in!” 

Harmat showed me a worksheet her son was given in preschool. It required stu-
dents to draw lines between matching objects lined up on opposite sides of the page. 
There was nothing remarkable about the exercise except that the objects it depicted 
were pieces of military hardware: tanks, attack jets, missiles, and assault rifl es. In 
other schools, Gal told me, her friends’ children were given coloring activities with 
military gear specially tailored to their social class: “The upper-class kids get to color 
helicopters because they are supposed to go into the Air Force,” she said.

The spring season of the Israeli education system is dictated by an intensely 
observed, heavily condensed suite of holidays intended to evoke a mood of perpet-
ual siege against the “Jewish people.” Beginning with Passover, the Jewish festival of 
liberation from slavery in Egypt, in which observers ritually proclaim, “In each gen-
eration, they have risen to destroy us,” the holiday season moves swift ly through Yom 
Ha’Shoah, the Holocaust Memorial Day requiring all Israelis to stand at attention for 
two minutes while air raid sirens ring out across the country; then onto Memorial 
Day, a period of deep mourning and grief for the soldiers who have fallen in war. 
The martial heroics of the dead are recalled in elaborate detail, while the suicides 
and fratricides that now comprise the leading cause of death for Israeli soldiers are 
not mentioned.

“It’s shocking that at these ceremonies, the public is invited to observe the heroism 
of our military at army cemeteries when almost half the soldiers in our cemeteries 
were not killed by our enemies, but through accidents and by their own hands,” said 
Diana Dolev, a New Profi le director and leading academic expert on the connections 
between Israeli national identity and architecture.

The nation erupts in joy on Independence Day, a climactic festival highlighted by 
fi reworks and picnics, oft en held at Jewish National Fund–owned parks built over 
the ruins of Palestinian villages destroyed during the Nakba. Scheduled at the end of 
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the holiday season, Independence Day reinforces the notion of Jewish statehood as a 
form of deliverance from the history of two thousand years of exile and persecution. 

“The holidays are used as a tool to teach children from kindergarten on that we 
are always under siege and people are out to kill us, to fi nish us,” Dolev explained. “In 
each holiday it’s a diff erent group that was out to kill us.”

“At fi ve years old the teachers start to say that Independence Day commemorates 
a military victory over the Arabs,” said Gur. “They decorate the kindergartens with 
symbols of the military units. It’s not just a celebration of the birthday of the state, 
it’s the story of how the state was established. Then the Jewish holidays here become 
holidays of war: Purim is against the Persians, Passover is against the Egyptians. 
Then we have the Nazis and then the Arabs. So as kids, they get all the enemies mixed 
up but the message is the same.”

During the  holiday season, preschoolers in the Tel Aviv satellite city of 
Holon were seated before a poster and forced to contemplate their precarious exis-
tence in a world of enemies. 

The poster read:

Who wants to kill us?
Pharaoh | Greeks | Haman | Nazis | Arabs

 !  ! ì  ! ì  ! ì  ! ì
What do we need?

WE NEED A STATE

That year, on Independence Day, the Israeli satirist and fi lmmaker Itamar Rose 
traveled to Yad La-Shiryon, the Armored Corps Memorial Site and Museum, to 
interview the Israeli children shepherded to the site by their families. Built on the 
former site of Imwas, Yalu, and Beit Nuba, three Palestinian towns bulldozed by 
Israeli forces in , the museum serves as an annual destination for Israeli families 
seeking to instill army values in the next generation. As on every other Independence 
Day, the museum’s tanks and armored vehicles transformed into virtual playgrounds 
for bands of Israeli kids as young as four years old. 

“Here is the Merkava, the glory of our nation,” a female soldier told an excited 
group of Israeli children, encouraging them to clamber onto the tank’s grill.

A girl who looked to be about ten years old sat on the  mm cannon of a Mer-
kava IV, dangling in the air. “I think I will serve in a combat unit,” she told Rose with 
a broad smile. 

“What could you imagine yourself doing in that tank?” he asked her. 
“I think I would be killing lots of people,” she responded.
“Who?”
“The Arabs who continue to want to kill us.”
“And how will you feel when you shoot them from the tank?” Rose wondered.
“I think I will feel happy.”
“I imagine that each time I see a dead Arab it will relieve me greatly,” remarked a 

boy who appeared to be twelve years old, informing Rose that he dreamed of piloting 
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a Merkava IV—“the fi nest tank in the world.” He added, “I defi nitely want to serve in 
Lebanon. . . . We need to have another war there.”

Next, a boy who could not have been older than fi ve informed Rose, “I want to 
be in the air force so I can shoot missiles in the sky.” The little boy said he was eager 
to fi ght in Gaza.

“Do you feel afraid to fi ght in Gaza?” Rose inquired.
“No, because when I shoot, my friends will come to help me,” he responded with 

an angelic smile. 
The indoctrination of small Israeli children relied as much on the fetishization of 

off ensive military weaponry as it did on insidious techniques designed to hardwire 
them with the impression of the army as a safe surrogate family. Israeli kindergarten 
classrooms are invariably fi lled with uniformed female soldiers fi lling in for teachers 
who have taken leave, or who require additional support in neglected school districts 
in Israel’s impoverished development towns. “The idea is to make the military seem 
cuddly and user-friendly,” Hiller said of the soldier-teachers. “What the young ladies 
are doing in the schools as uniformed babysitters is replacing legitimate teaching 
jobs and sending the wrong message of the sense of duty. It’s an obvious type of 
moral corruption, but then again, the military can get away with anything.”

In high school, indoctrination takes on a more overt quality when students 
prepare to join the army and by extension are readied for direct participation in 
the national project of controlling the Palestinians. In April , in an incident 
that was not atypical of state-sanctioned “IDF preparation,” the Israeli Ministry 
of Education herded students from Havoyel High School in the affl  uent coastal 
city of Herzliya to an army base in the Negev Desert. There, they heard lectures 
by soldiers who told them that those who do serve in the army “do not perform 
meaningful service.” Then, the students took part in an “electronic shooting range,” 
fi ring on computer-simulated targets that wore Palestinian keffi  yehs. Aft erward, 
one person involved in the event complained that the state was “educating toward 
hatred of Arabs.” “Some citizens of the State of Israel wear keffi  yehs,” the anony-
mous source told Ha’aretz. “Now they are viewed as legitimate targets for a shoot-
ing simulation.”

Israeli university life is also heavily structured to support the culture of milita-
rism, with army veterans receiving steeply discounted housing in new developments, 
reduced tuition fees, and even government-subsidized training to become sushi 
chefs in a program designed to reduce the number of non-Jewish Asians working in 
the country. At Ariel University, a secular Israeli college in the occupied West Bank, 
the dean, Yigal Orgad, has forbidden insuffi  ciently loyal citizens from enrolling. “One 
whose actions or behavior do not fi t with the Declaration of Independence cannot 
study at the Centre or work here, whether he is Jewish or an Arab,” Orgad declared. 
“In every classroom or in every laboratory a fl ag of Israel is hung and there is a clear 
message in this decision,” he added, explaining that every student is required to take 
at least one Judaism, Zionism, or “Land of Israel” course.

At the Western Galilee College, an institution in Northern Israel with a high level 
of Arab enrollment, the administration has gone to great lengths to compel student 
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compliance. In May , when students were asked to stand and observe a moment 
of silence for the fallen Israeli soldiers during Memorial Day, a dozen Arab students 
remained seated on a bench. Panic ensued, with a cleaning crew dispatched to hose 
down the bench to prevent them from remaining seated. The students fi nally rose for 
the moment of silence, but only because a security guard threatened to spray them 
with water if they remained seated.

“You begin with a Zionist narrative, and it goes on and on and on through the 
ceremonies, through the media, and then through the army, with intense indoctri-
nation,” Daniel Bar-Tal, the professor of political psychology at Tel Aviv University, 
told me. “Think about an American kid who is taught from a very young age that 
America is great, and then add to this context where the Israeli kids live, that they 
have to serve in the army, and you can see why they need so much preparation, legit-
imization, and justifi cation for the acts they have to participate in. How do you go to 
the checkpoints? How do you go to Gaza? You have to form a particular framework 
or prism of thought. That’s why the army goes into the high schools. So when you 
take into account all this information, it’s not surprising that there is a right-wing 
consensus in Israel today.”
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Canceling the Other Narrative

In the campaign to indoctrinate Jewish children into the culture of militarism, no 
tool has proven more eff ective than schoolbooks. Nurit Peled-Elhanan, a professor 
of language and education at Hebrew University, has conducted the most compre-

hensive academic survey of Israeli public school textbooks in history, “Palestine in 
Israeli School Books: Ideology and Propaganda in Education.” 

I traveled to Peled-Elhanan’s home in the Jerusalem suburb of Mevezeret Zion 
at twilight, just as the cool mountain air began to gust in for the evening. I was the 
last fare for a tired taxi driver who happened to live on her street. During the course 
of the conversation with the driver, which began with the usual questions about my 
profession and what I’m doing in the country, and proceeded with the usual, delib-
erately vague answers I gave to avoid the rancorous exchanges that oft en occurred 
when I volunteered my political opinions to Jewish Israelis, he asked if I was on my 
way to interview Peled-Elhanan. 

“Well, I don’t agree with her views, to be honest,” the driver said, “but she has the 
right to whatever she wants, as far as I am concerned.”

“Why’s that?” I asked.
“You know about her daughter, right?”
During my conversation with Peled-Elhanan, she did not mention or even allude 

to the topic, leading me to assume it was off  limits. But the fate of her only daugh-
ter, Smadar, seemed to have ignited her passion as an academic and activist. At age 
two, Smadar appeared on Labor Party billboards that appeared across Israel during 
the national elections in . “Our children deserve a better future,” they declared. 
Eleven years later, as the Oslo era began to unravel, Smadar was killed in a suicide 
bombing while she was shopping in central Jerusalem. 

The thirteen-year-old child was buried next to her grandfather, Mati Peled, a 
former member of the Hebrew Canaanite movement, the ex-military governor of 
Gaza in , and later, an outspoken dissident who attempted to organize talks with 
the PLO while condemning Israel’s military conquest in  as a disastrous war of 
choice. Smadar’s funeral was attended by Labor Party chairman Shimon Peres and by 
offi  cials from the Palestinian Authority, who off ered condolences to Peled-Elhanan 
and her husband, Rami. Smadar’s suicide attackers were three young Palestinian men 
from a village near Nablus. In retaliation for the lethal attack, the Israeli government 
ordered their families’ homes demolished and refused to return their bodies for a 
proper burial.
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A reporter asked Peled-Elhanan aft er the attack how she could have accepted con-
dolences from the “other side,” referring to the Palestinian Authority. She replied that 
in fact, she had not: she refused to accept condolences from then–prime minister 
Benjamin Netanyahu and rejected an off er to sit with him and his top advisers. “For 
me, the other side, the enemy, is not the Palestinian people,” she said at the time. “For 
me, the struggle is not between Palestinians and Israelis, between Jews and Arabs. 
The struggle is between those who seek peace and those who seek war. My people 
are those who seek peace.”

Unlike many of their peers from the Israeli peace camp, who refl exively closed 
ranks with the Likudnik right-wing during the most violent period of the Second 
Intifada, Nurit and Rami Peled-Elhanan thrust themselves into anti-occupation 
activism. By joining the group Combatants for Peace, they became close friends 
with Salwa and Bassam Aramin, Palestinian parents of Abir Aramin, a murdered 
ten-year-old girl shot in the head by Border Policemen on her way to school. As they 
followed the Aramins throughout their futile quest for justice, the Peled-Elhanans 
gained an intimate perspective on the Israeli legal system’s role in sustaining an illegal 
occupation. 

Aft er initially accepting the Border Police’s false claim that the little girl was killed 
by a stray rock, an Israeli district court eventually ruled that the State of Israel was 
responsible for her death, ordering a payment of , to the Aramin family. 
Although the offi  cers who killed Aramin lied under oath, the Israeli Supreme Court 
rejected a petition to put them on trial, instead ruling that they should pay a fi ne 
amounting to the price of an old used car—about ,. 

Following a frustrating day inside the Supreme Court, where Chief Justice Dorit 
Beinisch, a standard bearer of the Zionist left , told the Aramins’ attorney that because 
soldiers were so seldom indicted, he should save his energy, Peled-Elhanan published 
a scathing editorial. “Those who have murdered our Israeli children, the Palestinian 
suicide bombers, have at least said ‘let me die with the Philistines’ (Judges :) and 
spared any questions about their presence in the world,” she wrote. “The murderer 
of Abir Aramin no doubt spent that very evening in a bar (Shit! What a nasty day! A 
little girl walked right into my crosshairs!), and will continue to spend many more 
evenings in many more bars, while Abir’s parents seek justice from the occupier, 
from the oppressor.”

Rami Elhanan took the experience to heart as well, opening a  address before 
an audience in Poland that included the Israeli ambassador and the country’s Chief 
Rabbi, “I am Bassam Aramin!” In September , Rami Elhanan joined Yonatan and 
Itamar Shapira, and a small group of Jewish activists, including two Holocaust survi-
vors, in an attempt to sail a catamaran packed with aid into the besieged Gaza Strip. 

On September , the Israel navy dispatched a destroyer and a group of heavily 
armed frigates to intercept the little boat on the high seas. “All I could think of is 
why are these warships coming to board our little catamaran with nine Jews mostly 
in their sixties, seventies, and eighties?” Lillian Rosengarten, a seventy-six-year-old 
Holocaust survivor from the United States, wrote aft erward. “What insanity brought 
these soldiers dressed to the gill with high boots, tasers, guns, helmets, and gloves 
with their fi ngers uncovered to take over our boat, in essence to kidnap?” As soon as 
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they stormed the ship, the commandoes charged straight toward Yonatan Shapira, 
ripping off  his life jacket and knocking him to the ground. He let out a guttural groan 
as they tazed him in the heart until he was unconscious, an assault that might have 
killed a less fi t person. Aft er dragging Shapira onto a frigate, the navy towed the 
rickety boat back to Ashdod, and then transferred the gray-haired activists to prison 
cells around the country.

In a statement to the Israeli media, a Foreign Ministry spokesman named Yoni 
Levy cast the dingy and its mostly gray-haired crew as a grave threat to Israeli secu-
rity, describing them as Holocaust-denying terrorists: “This former pilot, who has 
joined the ranks of Hamas and sprays hateful graffi  ti on the walls of the Warsaw 
Ghetto, is not a pilot but an astronaut,” Levy said, referring to Shapira. He then lashed 
out at the two Holocaust survivors aboard the boat: “A Holocaust survivor who sanc-
tifi es the name of the Jews’ murderers and takes time to justify those who don’t accept 
Israel’s right for sovereignty has probably not learned anything from the terrible past.” 

When I set up my laptop in the living room of Peled-Elhanan, Rami was just 
beginning to prepare for the fateful sail, while Nurit was busy completing her most 
consequential academic work to date. Both joined me in their spacious salon, while 
their son, Elik, prepared to travel to New York City, where he had accepted a faculty 
position to teach in the Jewish Studies department at Columbia University. “My sons 
have each reacted to the situation here in his own way,” Peled-Elhanan told me with 
a proud grin. “One has immersed himself in Palestinian history and identity, and the 
other is a Yiddish specialist.”

Outside of their academic work, Peled-Elhanan described her family’s experience 
with the militarism and racism in the Israeli school system. During pre-army train-
ing at her youngest son’s high school, an offi  cer from the Givati Brigade attempted 
to impress the class with tales of glory from Operation Cast Lead. He boasted that 
he shot a pregnant woman, justifying his act to the students on the grounds that he 
killed a future terrorist. “My son stormed out of the room in protest,” Peled-Elhanan 
said, “and the administrators told him he was right to do so and that such things 
will never happen again. But the rest of the children just stayed there, accepting the 
offi  cer’s words.”

Peled-Elhanan told me she spent many of her days volunteering as a teachers’ 
assistant at a nearby absorption center for Jewish immigrants from Ethiopia. The 
center is a vast residential compound run by the Jewish Agency. Besides providing 
the new immigrants with basic social services, it served as a key destination for 
American politicians and celebrities on state-sponsored tours of Israel. Most schools 
in affl  uent Mevezeret Zion refused to accept the center’s black students, according to 
Peled-Elhanan, so they were oft en bused to the only institutions that would accept 
them: religious nationalist schools in the settlements. 

 “They get up at six in the morning, go to religious schools and learn nothing but 
dogmatic Judaism and racism,” Peled Elhanan said of the children at the center. “All 
they know is they have to hate Arabs and go into the army.” She recounted a conver-
sation with an eight-year-old Ethiopian child who told her how happy she was that 
the army had massacred activists on the Mavi Marmara: “She said that Israel is only 
for the Israeli people. She can’t read or write, but this is what she knows.”
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Peled-Elhanan’s work on Israeli textbooks, published in English in the United 
States and Europe in —but never released in Hebrew—bore out her conclusions 
in clinical detail. In her study, Peled-Elhanan analyzed seventeen school texts on 
history, geography, and civic studies. She found that “none of the textbooks studied 
here includes, whether verbally or visually, any positive cultural or social aspect of 
Palestinian life-world: neither literature nor poetry, neither history nor agriculture, 
neither art nor architecture, neither customs nor traditions are mentioned.” Instead, 
she writes, Palestinians are represented almost invariably as “terrorists, refugees, and 
primitive farmers—the three ‘problems’ they constitute for Israel.” In one recent his-
tory textbook,  Years, the only image of a Palestinian was a single photo of a group 
of armed men clad in keffi  yehs.

Peled-Elhanan found that Israeli massacres were usually explained away in his-
tory textbooks as inventions of the “Palestinian narrative.” If they were ever deemed 
deplorable, it was only because of the damage they did to the perception of Jewish 
moral superiority. A supposedly progressive  textbook contained a prime exam-
ple, informing students that the  massacre in “Deir Yassin became a myth in 
the Palestinian narrative . . . and created a horrifying negative image of the Jewish 
conquerer in the eyes of Israel’s Arabs.” 

Peled-Elhanan explained, “Israeli actions are usually presented in history books as 
right morally, according to universal and Jewish norms, while Palestinian actions are 
presented as whimsical and vicious. Israel ‘reacts to Arab hostility,’ performs ‘oper-
ations’ in their midst, and executes ‘punitive deterring actions’ against Palestinian 
terror, while the ‘Arabs’ murder Israelis, commit terror actions against Israel, take 
revenge, and use what they call their suff ering in anti-Israel propaganda.”

The geography textbooks she studied were no less infused with nationalism. 
According the Peled-Elhanan, “geography curricula in Israel are meant fi rst and fore-
most to inculcate, as the national curriculum defi nes it, ‘Love and Knowledge of Our 
Homeland.’ Thus the presence of Palestinian Arabs and other non-Jews in the area 
during the past two thousand years is either glossed over or not mentioned. Instead, 
a textbook informs students, “The Land of Israel is the land of the Jews. During the 
many years the Jews were away from their country . . . they yearned to come back and 
resettle it. . . . When the Jewish people came back and the State of Israel was founded, 
Jerusalem, our capital, became once again the most important Jewish center of the 
Jewish people.”

The transmission of nationalist attitudes through Israel school textbooks, both 
through implicit and explicit messaging, was systematic and comprehensive. “This is 
a clear socialization process,” Peled-Elhanan said. “The state has to enforce some kind 
of narrative that will cancel out the other narrative and make it disappear. In this way, 
they can create a situation where Palestinian life is dispensable with impunity. Their 
goal is to make good soldiers.”

Even outside the classroom, Israeli children could expect to be consumed in a 
sea of media bombarding them with anti-Arab imagery. One of the most popular 
children’s books series in Israeli history, Hasamba, was identifi ed to me by several 

9781568586342-text.indd   2889781568586342-text.indd   288 8/3/13   11:49 PM8/3/13   11:49 PM



 Canceling the Other Narrative 

interviewees and friends as a key vehicle for instilling anti-Arab attitudes in Jewish 
Israeli youth. Authored by Yigal Mossinson, a Tel Aviv bohemian type, and adapted 
into a feature-length cartoon fi lm, Hasamba stories portrayed a group of children 
operating in a secret intelligence unit dedicated to Israel’s defense. In almost every 
book, Arabs were depicted at once as buff oonish and sinister. 

“I grew up reading Hasamba, in which all the Arabs are ridiculed and stupid and 
vicious,” Diana Dolev, the New Profi le director and expert on Israeli architecture 
and nationalism, recalled. “Everybody read these books and you prided yourself on 
memorizing the plots. Among kids my age, it was a competition of how knowledge-
able you were about the diff erent plots. So we learned that Arabs were okay as long 
as they were nice, as long as they look like us and act like us. As I grew up I lived 
through this paradox—the Arabs I knew were not stupid and they were nothing like 
the characters in the books.”

Noam Sheizaf, a journalist for the online Israel news site, Mag.com, remem-
bered enjoying Danni Din, a children’s book series tailored for the consumption of 
second graders. In a Danni Din tale published in , for example, a group of Israeli 
children were kidnapped by aliens. Aft er a violent battle, the kids wrested control of 
the alien spaceship just in time to stop Hamas from sending an aerial suicide bomber 
crashing into President Bill Clinton’s Air Force One as he junketed to Israel. The 
back cover of the book read: “Will our invisible heroes succeed in saving the beloved 
president and the plane’s passengers from death?” 

“Danni Din’s war on Arab terrorists is not unique,” Sheizaf wrote. “Almost every 
adventure book I remember from my childhood featured at least a handful of evil 
Arabs (never mention the P word), if not full Egyptian military divisions. Some 
of the Arabs in those books were thieves and kidnappers, but most of them were 
terrorists.”

Popular children’s books also contained depictions of blacks that ended up rein-
forcing racial stereotypes. A perfect example was a book called, Yeled Shel Shokolad, 
or The Little Chocolate Boy. The book told the story of Moshe, a little black boy who 
was shunned and insulted by his white classmates. In the end, the children’s teacher 
explains all the delightful things that are the same color as Moshe, from sweet choc-
olate to cuddly teddy bears, and fi nally, the children agreed to accept him.

Well before The Litle Chocolate Boy appeared on Israeli library shelves, there 
was Alikama, an acclaimed toddler-oriented book drawn in a striking, primitivistic 
woodcut style by the German-born Jewish illustrator Miriam Bartov. 

Alikama began:

See children, here stands Alikama
Happy and joyful, can you guess why?
First he’s a little nigger [kushon]
Second he’s a little blackie [sharcharon]
Third he knows how to ride a little elephant
This is his mother Sambina [play on the word “Sambo”]
She smiles to her child, “You need to walk to the city.
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Here’s a basket, diligent sharchari [my little blackie]
Buy everything we need in the store.”

With criticism mounting from groups advocating on behalf of the recently 
arrived Ethiopian Jews, some Israeli scholars stepped forward to defend the book and 
its author’s casual use of the word “nigger.” “You can’t say that Bartov isn’t obsessed 
with blacks,” said Yael Dar, an Israeli children’s literature expert. “At the same time, 
she really handles the characters well, and it would be superfi cial to call it racism.” 
Dar called Alikama, “one of the best books in Hebrew for toddlers.” Orna Granot, 
the associate curator of illustrated children’s books at the Israel Museum, suggested 
that “children’s books refl ect the concept of childhood of its time. I believe that this 
childhood as refl ected in Alikama is playful and mischievous, somewhat naive. I 
believe that innocence.”

Rather than allow the book to fade away in the dustbin of history, it was repub-
lished on the fi ft ieth anniversary of its publication and awarded the Israel Prize for 
illustration. A comment was inscribed inside the new edition justifying the author’s 
use of the word “nigger.” It read, “Remember that fi ft y years ago, when Alikama was 
‘born,’ the word kushon [nigger] was not considered an insult; it was a term used for 
a person who was born in Kush (Ethiopia).”

Through an array of aft erschool television programs, cuddly puppets and goofy 
actors dressed as generic children helped prepare Israeli kids for military service. In 
a typical episode of the Israeli TV show Songs and Games, a Hebrew Sesame Street–
style program targeted to Israeli children under eight years old, a new recruit returns 
home on leave in full army uniform, with a rucksack slung over his shoulder. Upon 
his arrival, the soldier, Uzi, who bears the same name as the Israeli-made machine 
gun, encounters two friends from the old neighborhood. One of them, a pig-tailed 
girl (played by an adult actor) is naïve to an exaggerated degree, peppering Uzi with 
questions about army life, thus allowing the soldier to educate small children on the 
process of induction. 

Girl with pigtails: Wow, Uzi! You’ve changed. What happened to your beautiful 
long curls?

Uzi, the new recruit: They cut them at the BAKUM . . . 
Girl with pigtails: But what’s BAKUM?
Uzi: Oh, BAKUM is the name of the new recruits’ base.
Girl with pigtails to male actor dressed in a little farm-boy costume, with 

overalls and a striped shirt: He’s a soldier now! One week exactly.
Farm-boy: Wow, you’re so lucky. Congratulations!
Uzi, the soldier: Thanks!

Later in the show, inside a bakery owned by Uzi’s doting grandfather, the naïve 
girl is belittled for her childish pacifi sm:

Pigtailed girl: I don’t really understand. What’s so great about the army?
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Male friend named “Guy”: What do you mean? The army is the most fun! 
What, you don’t want to join?

Pigtailed girl: I hope by the time I’m eighteen there won’t be an army. Because 
there will be peace.

Guy: No, no, anything but that.
Pigtailed girl: What, you don’t want peace?
Guy: Of course, I want peace, but I don’t want the army to be cancelled.

If the naïve, pigtailed girl chooses to follow Guy into the army, her experience is 
likely to be drastically diff erent than his, and not necessarily “the most fun.” Though 
the state of Israel markets its conscription of female citizens to the outside world 
as an equalizing, inherently feminist measure, many women soldiers fi nd that they 
are expected to serve as “mattresses” for their male counterparts as soon as they 
exchange their civilian clothes for olive garb.
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The Beauty Brigade

Other than Eritrea, a country ruled by a despotic military regime trapped in a 
perpetual border war with Ethiopia, Israel is the only country in the world that 
requires women to serve in the military. Though the State of Israel touts female 

conscription as a feminist achievement that guarantees women equal citizenship 
rights aft er their service—a system supported by many liberal feminists—women are 
rarely able to attain a sense of equality inside the army’s hierarchical structure, where 
they are sandwiched between randy generals and stir-crazy conscripts desperate to 
relieve their pent-up frustration. 

Instead of earning respect by displaying military élan, as their male counterparts 
do, women soldiers are oft en induced into the role of “mattresses,” realizing their 
value to the state through sexual availability and by maintaining an impeccably prim, 
alluring appearance. In the words of Ezer Weizman, a former Israeli president and 
commander of the country’s Air Force, “The best men to the cockpit, the best women 
to the pilots.” (Weizman resigned as president in  amid allegations of bribery 
that were not legally investigated because the statute of limitations had passed.) 

When the process of military indoctrination begins around age fi ve, Jewish Israeli 
boys are encouraged to play with guns or dress up in mock military uniforms while 
chanting texts about serving as warriors. Young girls, on the other hand, are trained 
to fear violence and, in turn, to seek protection from male soldiers. In a research 
paper titled “Fresh Meat, Fresh Sweets—Militarism and Sexism in Israel,” Gal Harmat 
of Kibbutzim College argued, “Girls are not part of the main game of soldiers and 
guns; they are indoctrinated to play a supportive role rather than a central role—they 
are part of the game, but only as protected and do not take part in the focal occur-
rence and events.”

The Jewish holiday of Purim has become an annual celebration for reinforcing 
Israeli gender roles. The holiday commemorates the deliverance of the Jewish people 
living in the Persian Empire from a plot to destroy them. According to the Book of 
Esther, the drunken King Ahasuerus orders his wife Vashti to perform a striptease for 
the Persian nobility. When she refuses, he casts her away, ordering a parade of nubile 
young women to have sex with him until he fi nds a suitable replacement queen. He 
settles on the orphan Esther, a Jew who eventually uses her wiles to convince the 
king to spare her people from the genocidal plot of his evil prime minister, Haman. 

In modern-day secular Israeli society, Purim is the occasion for a giant baccha-
nal—a cross between Halloween and Mardi Gras—in which young people dress up 
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in gaudy costumes and party the night away. For the very young, the holiday outlines 
the gender roles they are expected to play, preparing them for the duties they will 
assume in the army later in life. “Purim is a very sexist holiday,” the academic Hagith 
Gur remarked. “These days, the costumes are getting more and more gendered. Boys 
have macho costumes, dressing as soldiers, Batmen, Spidermen, ninjas. The girls are 
Barbies, queens, fairies, et cetera. This is the story of what you’ll grow up to be. The 
boys have to defi ne their sexual identity through power, so they play heroes, and 
the girls learn how to be beautiful. When they get to the army the women serve the 
coff ee, they are little more than ornaments. It puts the lie to the myth of equality in 
the army.”

Upon their induction into the army, female soldiers are designated as members 
of a women’s corps called Chen, which means “beauty” and “grace” in Hebrew—the 
Beauty Brigade. While male soldiers focus on maximizing their physical prowess, 
many women are provided with beauty tips and help on custom tailoring their uni-
forms for maximum sex appeal. In turn, they are used as props in pro-army propa-
ganda, with comely female soldiers in full makeup appearing frequently on the covers 
of Israeli newspapers, presenting the military as a heavily armed Ibiza. A May  
Ha’aretz article about a bikini-clad woman photographed with an M- slung over her 
shoulder on a Tel Aviv was headlined “Hot Israeli chick with gun occupies internet.”

With big guns in their hands, female soldiers appear capable of eliminating the 
thing they are told to fear the most: the Arab male. Indeed, the concept of an Arab 
man raping a Jewish woman represents perhaps the greatest attack on the Israeli 
nation’s honor. The army instructs female soldiers to guard themselves against Arab 
predations, providing them with “kidnapping kits” while forbidding them from 
hitchhiking without a male soldier present. The men of army combat units are thus 
posited as their protectors, as noble centurions who would exact immediate revenge 
on any Arab who dared violate their sexual purity. 

But cases of Arabs raping female Israeli soldiers have always been extremely rare 
and are now virtually unheard of. In reality, young Israeli women are far more likely 
to be raped or abused by the male soldier assigned to them as their protector. A 
survey provided to the Knesset Committee for the Advancement of the Status of 
Women in the Israeli army in  found that one out of three female soldiers had 
been sexually attacked during her service, and that at least  percent had suff ered 
from sexual harassment. Over a quarter had been off ered rewards in exchange for 
sex, while almost  percent said they had encountered an unwanted sexual proposi-
tion. The survey exposed a terrifying culture of rape that demanded the sexual servi-
tude of young Israeli women while training them to view their attackers as guardians.

“Israel is so small you don’t need prostitution,” Gur commented. “The soldiers just 
go to their wives and girlfriends, or inside the army on the weekend. The women are 
so available there—they are part of the militarization by serving the army with sex. 
The woman who is usually the clerk of a medium-size unit automatically becomes a 
sex object. She will be known as ‘the mattress of the unit.’”

Shlomo Benizri, a former member of Knesset from the right-wing Shas Party, 
echoed Gur, but from an alternately opposed viewpoint: “It is common knowledge 
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that new male recruits are called ‘fresh beef ’ or ‘meat’ and new female recruits, ‘fresh 
mattresses,’” he remarked casually. (Benazri has previously blamed homosexual 
activity for an earthquake that shook Israel in .)

According to Harmat, one of the many rewards off ered to the winner of the Miss 
Israel competition is the opportunity to serve in the offi  ce of the Israeli army’s chief 
of staff , who is one of the most revered men in the country. The Israeli media heavily 
covers Miss Israel’s recruitment process, Harmat wrote, with photos of her in full 
makeup and tightly fi tting olive drab splashed out in full-page newspaper spreads.

In recent years, top Israeli military and political fi gures have been placed on trial 
for raping and sexually attacking their female subordinates. Among those disgraced 
by charges of sexual misconduct was Haim Ramon, accused of forcing himself on a 
twenty-one-year-old woman in his offi  ce while serving as Minister of Justice. Yitzhak 
Mordechai, a former army chief of staff , was convicted of sexual assault two female 
soldiers working in his offi  ce. Then, in , aft er years of legal wrangling, former 
Israeli president Moshe Katsav was convicted of rape, indecent assault, and the sexual 
harassment of several female subordinates. 

A study by Avigail Moor, a clinical psychologist and head of the women’s studies 
program at Tel-Hai College in northern Israel, demonstrated how the army culture of 
harassment extended into general Israeli culture, with one of four women reporting 
that they have been sexually assaulted—and only a few even bothering to seek legal 
recourse against their abuser.

Neomi, a former female soldier whose experience transformed her into a radical 
feminist activist, refl ected to Harmat, “I still cannot believe how I was treated during 
my military service—like a whore, like a piece of meat—with chauvinist songs and 
jokes. I feel that the education system, and for sure the military, tried to educate me 
to be a small, obeying, lovely wife that gives birth to many new soldiers. Fuck them! 
It took me years to overcome this, but I will do anything to assist other women not 
to fall for it.”
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Lifelong Draftees

At the head of the Israel’s educational system between  and early  was 
Minister of Education Gideon Sa’ar, a clean-cut forty-fi ve-year-old Likud ideo-
logue who doubled by night as a hard-partying techno deejay at raucous Tel 

Aviv clubs. With his wire-rimmed glasses, nicely tailored suits, and soft -spoken style, 
Sa’ar appeared to be the mirror opposite of gruff  warrior-politicians like Ariel Sha-
ron and Moshe Dayan. Yet under Sa’ar’s direction, the Education Ministry became a 
virtual auxiliary of the army, partnering with the Ministry of Defense and the army 
to establish the “Path of Values,” a program designed to “strengthen a teenager’s com-
mitment to having a meaningful service in the [army].” 

At a June  meeting at a high school in Pisgat Ze’ev, a large Jewish settlement 
in East Jerusalem, inside a room decorated with posters of heroic-looking soldiers 
and nationalistic paraphernalia, Sa’ar introduced dozens of teachers to the program. 
By Sa’ar’s side sat Lt. Gen. Benny Gantz, the chief of staff  of the army, and hence, the 
most respected man in Israel. “Our meeting today is for those who charge ahead,” 
Sa’ar told the teachers. “Encouraging service in the [army] is not a favor that we are 
doing for the [army], but a moral issue.”

Sa’ar continued, “Teachers are lifelong draft ees. This project is one of the best 
things taking place in high schools.”

According to a reporter from Ha’aretz, teachers were handed pamphlets outlining 
the values they were expected to instill in students. “The army for me is a question of 
national survival; it’s the essence of the Jewish people,” the pamphlet read. “The army 
is the soul of the Jewish people; it’s a part of my soul.” Under the guidelines of the 
“Path of Values” program, local municipalities were expected to fund the creation of 
a position called “army preparation coordinator” who would monitor each student’s 
“readiness to serve and preparation for the army.”

When Zeev Dagani, the principal of one of Tel Aviv’s most prestigious high 
schools, Gymnasia Herzliya, refused to enlist in a similar program that brought 
army offi  cers to schools to instruct teachers on how to encourage military values, he 
was fl ooded with death threats and widespread condemnation, including from then-
army chief of staff  Gabi Ashkenazi. “The idea that the army will educate teachers 
casts major doubt on the work teachers do, all day all the time,” Dagani remarked. “It 
damages one of the most basic foundations of our profession.” At Aleph High School 
for the Arts, a school attended mostly by the children of North Tel Aviv’s liberal elite, 
principal Ram Cohen invited a fi restorm of controversy by merely attempting to 
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instill a diff erent set of values in his students than those proscribed by the military. In 
January , Cohen gathered his eleventh-graders to a meeting on their upcoming 
army service. Instead of feeding them clichés about the glory of army life or stok-
ing their fears with the looming specter of Arab evildoers, he told them about the 
unsettling scenes he had witnessed during a tour of the occupied West Bank with the 
Israeli human rights group Ir Amin. 

Cohen challenged the students to explain whether they could live the rest of their 
lives under occupation. He told them he understood why Palestinians felt compelled 
to resort to terror, even if he did not accept their actions as legitimate. Finally, he 
told them to protest against the occupation. “Talk to each other, talk to your parents, 
go out and demonstrate,” Cohen reportedly said. But he added an important caveat: 
The students should demonstrate only aft er completing their military service, during 
which they should serve as agents of change from inside the army, mitigating the 
cruelty of the occupation with their enlightened values.

As punishment for the civics lesson, Cohen was heatedly denounced by Shimshon 
Shoshani, the director general of the Education Ministry. “A principal who thinks he 
can preach has no place in the education system,” he said, equating Cohen’s speech 
with the right-wing incitement that inspired the murder of Prime Minister Yitzhak 
Rabin. At the heart of Shoshani’s accusation against Cohen and grounds for his dis-
missal was that he had said that the occupation existed: “Are we looking at what’s 
happening in the West Bank as occupation?” 

Next, the Tel Aviv municipality and Education Ministry summoned Cohen for 
“clarifi cations.” Finally, aft er being forbidden by the state from giving interviews 
to the media, Cohen was brought before the Knesset to be interrogated about his 
actions.

I visited Cohen in July  inside his offi  ce at Aleph High School for the Arts. He 
sat inside a spacious, dimly lit room at a simple, well-worn wooden desk upholding 
a clunky PC and a stack of manila fi les. Nearly bald, dressed in a short-sleeved polo 
shirt, and still possessed with a youthful look though well into his forties, Cohen 
spoke in a soft , measured tone, even when describing events that sounded remark-
ably stressful. I suddenly realized that this was the fi rst time in my life I had been 
seated across a desk from a principal without having to brace myself for a stern 
lecture about my own mischief making.

Cohen began by explaining what motivated him to engage his eleventh-grade 
class on a contentious topic like the occupation. He told me, “Aft er seeing the occu-
pation for myself, I wondered, what does it mean for me as an educator to be pushing 
kids into the army? What does it mean to send students to be at the checkpoints? 
When you fi ght for a budget for education or for the poor on the one hand, and on 
the other hand you put a lot of money for the army and developing the settlements, 
it’s a mistake. It made me irritated. I decided something here is not right. It goes 
against my basic morality.”

 Cohen stopped himself to qualify his indignant commentary about the occupa-
tion with reminders of his commitment to the army—“it’s the only army we’ve got,” 
he said—and assurances that he would not encourage students to refuse service, even 
if doing such a thing was legal. The point he emphasized most was that the creation 
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of a Palestinian state was necessary to preserve the Jewish demographic majority 
inside “Israel proper.” His views should not have been considered threatening or 
traiterous by a rational government or a society.

Cohen told me that aft er engaging his students about the occupation, he orga-
nized a trip for teachers across Tel Aviv to see the checkpoints in the West Bank. The 
night before the trip, he received a call from an Education Ministry offi  cial order-
ing him to cancel it. “It would be dangerous for you to continue with these tricks,” 
the offi  cial said. Though he protested, Cohen ultimately acceded to the ministry’s 
demand. But by then, it was too late; news of the trip had already leaked out to the 
Israeli public. Before long, right-wing members of Knesset were calling for his fi r-
ing and fi ling requests with the attorney general to oust him. When they failed to 
establish suffi  cient grounds for his termination, the lawmakers invited him to appear 
before the Knesset Committee on Education, Culture and Sports.

When Cohen arrived to testify, he was seated next to members of the Islamic 
Movement in Israel, a sectarian Islamist group accused of exploiting the Arab sec-
tor’s educational system to promote political Islam. “Some people said it was strange 
and insulting that I was put next to them,” Cohen said, “but what they do is legal, and 
what I do is legal.” As soon as the hearing began, right-wing members of Knesset 
including Sa’ar bombarded Cohen with hostile questions, demanding to know if he 
had actually called for Israel to withdraw to the Green Line. “I said, no I didn’t say 
to withdraw all the way to the Green Line,” he recalled. “I said we should have two 
states for two nations. Then I quoted Netanyahu, who said the same thing. At this 
point they laughed and seemed very embarrassed. Aft er two hours, they fi nally let 
me go.”

Having weathered the wrath of demagogues in the Knesset, Cohen refl ected on 
the silence of his peers. Were they self-censoring because of the state’s intimidation, 
or had they simply retreated into an armored, beachside bubble where the occupa-
tion existed only in occasional news fl ashes? “Unfortunately, all this time I haven’t 
seen any other educators who spoke up about the occupation,” he said. “Democracy 
is no longer something that educators understand deeply. They are not thinking 
about how they should reinforce it to make it stronger and how to transfer it to the 
kids. The occupation is simply not an issue in the secular public and it bothers me a 
lot. Why don’t we talk about it?”

Cohen’s comments highlighted a disturbing aspect of the controversy he with-
stood: It was an entirely isolated aff air. In most schools in Israel, principals welcomed 
the army into classrooms with zeal, placing open discussion of the occupation out-
side the frame of acceptable behavior. “As soon as the army shows up, a group of 
women takes off  their shoes, as if on holy ground, in unwilling adoration,” a teacher 
at Pisgat Ze’ev High School complained. Indeed, with its pool of “lifelong draft ees,” 
the state did not need to intimidate most principals into compliance with the army’s 
agenda. 

On December , , a group of young teachers sent a petition to Education Min-
ister Gideon Sa’ar calling on him to “speak out clearly against expressions of racism 
that are present everywhere.” 
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The teachers announced, “We can not remain silent in light of the increasing 
presence within the walls of schoolhouses of expressions of racism wherever it is 
directed—against Arabs, immigrants from Ethiopia and Russia, homosexuals and 
migrant workers. We see ourselves as educators who must issue a warning. A series of 
studies and surveys refl ect the everyday reality that we all experience in encounters 
with our students: the prevalence of racism and cruelty is growing among young 
people in Israel. We are witnesses to this growing racism in education.”

The educators blame state-funded rabbis, Knesset members, and mayors for 
“off ensive and racist formulations,” which provided “legitimacy to these expressions” 
by Israeli students—“a phenomenon that makes the educators’ attempts to deal with 
racism even more diffi  cult.”

Miriam Darmoni, a teacher-training specialist who signed the petition, explained, 
“These are idealistic young teachers who see their job as a mission, but they are 
helpless in the face of rising racism among the youth. . . . The increase in racism in 
recent years may cause damage to Israeli society, especially when it seems that there 
is a legitimacy among the general public.”

“The views that students present in the classroom are a refl ection of what they 
hear at home,” said Assaf Matzkin, an Israeli high school teacher. “Instead of express-
ing permissive liberal opinions, the students have become more nationalistic in 
recent years.”

Ignoring the petition, Sa’ar began slashing the budget for civic studies, channeling 
the funding back into a “Jewish culture and tradition” curriculum that requires even 
secular junior high schoolers to memorize weekly Torah portions and sayings of the 
Jewish patriarchs while studying Theodore Herzl’s novel, Alteneuland, or “Old New 
Land,” his fantasy about his ideal Jewish state, which would among other things have 
no place for religious teaching. The new program also emphasized state-sponsored 
fi eld trips to Jewish holy sites in the occupied city of Hebron under the protection 
of the military. 

Thanks in part to the “Jewish revolution” Sa’ar claimed to be conducting in Israel’s 
education system, the racist attitudes of Israeli high schoolers surged to shocking 
levels. A poll taken in August  by Tel Aviv University statistician Camil Fuchs 
revealed that a majority of Israeli twelft h-graders supported the total deportation of 
non–Jewish African asylum seekers living in the country, and the expulsion of their 
Israeli-born children. While almost half of secular high schooler seniors declared 
their refusal to live next door to an Arab, nearly  percent of their religious coun-
terparts endorsed the segregationist view. 

Bolstering the infrastructure of racist indoctrination was an infl uential coterie of 
state-sponsored rabbis who expressed an aggressively segregationist, and even geno-
cidal philosophy toward Arabs and other non-Jews. In December , thirty of the 
state rabbis’ wives issued a public letter urging Jewish girls to keep away from Arab 
men. A year and a half later, the letter became the basis for a question in a matricu-
lation guide distributed to Israeli high school students by the thousands.

The study guide asked students for their opinion on the letter. Then it provided 
them with a sample answer: “If the daughters of Israel will hang around with Arabs, 
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they are liable to have relationships and marry them. This would harm the Jewish 
majority of the state.” The guide provided another justifi cation: “If the daughters 
of Israel will hang around with Arabs, they are liable to fall victims to violence for 
nationalistic reasons. This would harm their right to life and security.”

The rabbis’ infl uence extended well beyond the school system, and into the core 
institutions of Israeli life. And the state demonstrated little interest in limiting it, a 
sign of the rising power of religious nationalism.
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5 7

How to Kill Goyim 
and Influence People

On another dry, sunny day in Jerusalem during the summer of , I weaved 
through the crowds of tourists, baby-faced soldiers, and packs of Orthodox 
settlers milling around on Ben Yehuda Pedestrian Mall, and headed toward 

Pomeranz, a Jewish book emporium on Be’eri Street, a busy road a few blocks away. 
As soon as I was inside the shop, a short, mild-mannered man greeted me with 
American-accented English. He was the owner, Michael Pomeranz, a former under-
cover narcotics agent and fi refi ghter from New Jersey who had experienced a reli-
gious awakening and immigrated to Israel. When I inquired about the availability of 
a widely discussed book called Torat Ha’Melech, or the King’s Torah, a commotion 
immediately ensued. 

“Are you sure you want it?” Pomeranz, asked me half-jokingly. A middle-aged 
coworker chortled from behind a shelf. “The Shabak [Israel’s internal security ser-
vice] is going to want a word with you if you do,” he warned. When a few customers 
stopped browsing and began to stare in my direction, Pomeranz pointed to a security 
camera affi  xed to a wall. “See that?” he said. “It goes straight to the Shabak! [Shin Bet]”

Upon its publication in , Torat Ha’Melech sparked a national uproar. The 
controversy began when the Israeli paper, Maariv, panned the book’s contents as 
“ pages on the laws concerning the killing of non-Jews, a kind of guidebook for 
anyone who ponders the question of if and when it is permissible to take the life of 
a non-Jew.” The description was absolutely accurate. 

According to the authors, Rabbi Yitzhak Shapira and Rabbi Yosef Elitzur, non-
Jews are “uncompassionate by nature” and may have been killed in order to “curb 
their evil inclinations.” “If we kill a gentile who has violated one of the seven com-
mandments [of Noah] .  .  . there is nothing wrong with the murder,” Shapira and 
Elitzur insisted. Citing Jewish law as his source (or at least a very selective interpre-
tation of it) he declared, “There is justifi cation for killing babies if it is clear that they 
will grow up to harm us, and in such a situation they may be harmed deliberately, 
and not only during combat with adults.”

Torat Ha’Melech was written as a guide for soldiers and army offi  cers seeking 
rabbinical guidance on the rules of engagement. Drawing from a hodgepodge of rab-
binical texts that seemed to support their genocidal views, Shapira and Elitzur urged 
a policy of ruthlessness toward non-Jews, insisting that the commandment against 
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murder “refers only to a Jew who kills a Jew, and not to a Jew who kills a gentile, even 
if that gentile is one of the righteous among the nations.” 

The rabbis went on to pronounce all civilians of the enemy population “rodef,” 
or villains who chase Jews and are therefore fair game for slaughtering. Shapira and 
Elitzur wrote, “Every citizen in the kingdom that is against us, who encourages the 
warriors or expresses satisfaction about their actions, is considered rodef and his 
killing is permissible.”

Shapira and Elitzur also justifi ed the killing of Jewish dissidents. “A rodef is any 
person who weakens our kingdom by speech and so forth,” they wrote. 

Finally, the rabbis issued an extensive but crudely reasoned justifi cation for the 
killing of innocent children, arguing that in order to defeat “the evil kingdom,” the 
rules of war “permit intentional hurting of babies and of innocent people, if this is 
necessary for the war against the evil people.” They added, “If hurting the children 
of an evil king will put great pressure on him that would prevent him from acting in 
an evil manner—they can be hurt.” 

Shapira and Elitzur justifi ed killing babies and small children on the grounds of 
satiating the national thirst for revenge. “Sometimes,” the rabbis wrote, “one does 
evil deeds that are meant to create a correct balance of fear, and a situation in which 
evil actions do not pay off  . . . and in accordance with this calculus, the infants are 
not killed for their evil, but due to the fact that there is a general need of everyone 
to take revenge on the evil people, and the infants are the ones whose killing will 
satisfy this need.”

In January , Shapira and Elitzur were briefl y detained by the Israeli police, 
while two leading, state-funded rabbis who endorsed the book, Dov Lior and Yaakov 
Yosef, were summoned to interrogations by the Shin Bet. However, the rabbis refused 
to appear at the interrogations, essentially thumbing their noses at the state and its 
laws. And the government did nothing. The episode raised grave questions about the 
willingness of the Israeli government to confront the ferociously racist swath of the 
country’s rabbinate. “Something like this has never happened before, even though 
it seems as if everything possible has already happened,” the liberal commentator 
Yossi Sarid remarked with astonishment. “Two rabbis [were] summoned to a police 
investigation, and announc[ed] that they will not go. Even settlers are kind enough 
to turn up.”

(In , British security offi  cials prohibited Rabbi Elitzur from entering the UK 
in a formal letter signed by the Home Secretary for “fomenting or justifying terrorist 
violence . . . and seeking to provoke others to commit terrorist acts.”) 

Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu maintained an eerie silence about the rab-
bis’ fl outing of the law. Following the publication of Torat Ha’Melech, Netanyahu 
strenuously avoided criticizing its contents or the authors’ leading supporters. Net-
anyahu’s submissive posture before the country’s religious far right highlighted the 
power religious nationalist fi gures wielded both in his own party and in his gov-
erning coalition. For the prime minister, a showdown with the rabbis threatened 
to unravel his coalition, derail his agenda, and alienate his party’s hardcore base in 
“Judea and Samaria.”
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When Israel’s fi rst prime minister, David Ben Gurion, established the country’s 
Chief Rabbinate, he pulled from a pool of religious nationalists following in the 
tradition of the fi rst Ashkenazi Chief Rabbi, Abraham Isaac Kook, and his son, Zvi 
Yehuda Kook, the spiritual leader of the Gush Emunim who spearheaded the settle-
ment movement in the West Bank and Gaza Strip aft er . 

“I will never agree to the separation of religion and state,” Ben Gurion once told 
Yeshayahu Leibowitz. “I want the state to hold religion in the palm of its hand.” Ben 
Gurion thus entered into a Faustian bargain with both the non-Zionist ultra ortho-
dox and the still-marginal religious nationalist camp, buying their loyalty to establish 
the image the secular government of Israel believed it needed to appear “Jewish” in 
the eyes of the world. Leibowitz chastisted Ben Gurion for his fecklessness, warn-
ing that however mediocre and malleable the state rabbis might have seemed, their 
thirst for power was insatiable, and their reactionary impulses obvious. As usual, his 
prophecies were ignored, and his most dire predictions were fulfi lled. 

Convinced they were living in the era of redemption, Zvi Yehuda Kook and his 
followers exploited the tacit alliance with secular Zionism to realize the dominionist 
goals of religious nationalism, positing the state as an ass that the Gush Emunim 
would ride until “the fulfi llment of the Zionist vision in its full scope.” The Torat 
Ha’Melech aff air demonstrated how far the Kookists had come since embarking on 
their heavenly mission. The dynamic that Ben Gurion had hoped to create had been 
entirely reversed, with the Israeli rabbinate holding the state in its palm, and molding 
it as it pleased. 

On August , , a pantheon of Israel’s top fundamentalist rabbis convened 
an ad hoc congress at Jerusalem’s Ramada Renaissance hotel to fl aunt their power. 
I stood in the audience with about  settlers and hardline rightists, watching in 
astonishment as one state-sanctioned rabbi aft er another rose from to the podium 
to speak in defense of the authors of Torat Ha’Melech.

My roommate, Yossi David, agreed to accompany me to the Torat Ha’Melech congress. 
He was the perfect person to help me translate the seemingly arcane Hebrew religious 
formulations that were likely to fi ll discussions at the event. Yossi was raised in an 
ultra-Orthodox home and was forced to spend his adolescence in a stuff y yeshiva 
where sports and the study of foreign languages were forbidden. He suff ered under 
layers of stiff  religious garb in the stultifying summer heat but never turned against 
the faith until the extremist environment his rabbis cultivated became unbearable. 

Five months aft er leaving his family and the ultra-Orthodox community, he had 
enlisted in the army, having been told by his adoptive family that it was the best way 
to assimilate into secular society. Aft er basic training, Yossi was assigned to what is 
known in army speak as “the texile factory in Dimona,” but what is actually Israel’s 
secret nuclear reactor. His assignment was rescinded, however, when he was outed 
for dating a Palestinian girl, resulting in his deployment to Hatmar Etzion, a base 
near the settlement of Efrat. “I was still wearing a hot uniform, just like in the yeshiva, 
and still worshipping the God of Israel, but now the God was the commanders—the 
generals and the chief of staff —and my Torah was my gun.” 
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By the end of his time in the army, Yossi was questioning everything, not just reli-
gious and army life, but the entire philosophy of Zionism. “The society educates you 
to be stupid. If you ask questions you are immediately labeled an annoying person. 
If you ask questions, you can’t accept racism,” he said. “If you ask questions, you can’t 
accept violence. You might be able to accept it for ten, twenty years, even, but aft er 
a while, if you keep questioning, it all falls apart. Maybe our national slogan should 
be, ‘Don’t ask, don’t tell.’”

In , Yossi visited Jerusalem’s fi rst gay pride march out of curiosity. He arrived 
at the end of the event, fi nding himself in a scene of chaos. A young man had just 
lunged into a crowd of marchers and slashed three men with a knife he had just 
purchased. The perpetrator turned out to be a thirty-year-old ultra-Orthodox fanatic 
named Yishai Shlisel. “I came to murder on behalf of God. We can’t have such abom-
ination in the country,” the unrepentant Shlisel said aft erward. Yossi remembered 
Shlisel from his yeshiva days. “I realized then that if I had stayed, if I hadn’t asked 
questions, that he could have been me,” he said of the fanatical slasher. 

Having suff ered inside the two most powerful institutions in Israeli society, the 
army and the synagogue, Yossi fi nally found a measure of personal freedom studying 
for his graduate degree in sociology at Hebrew University. There, he explored issues 
of identity and his own connection to the Middle East through the radical Mizrahi 
discourse pioneered by academics such as Ella Shohat and Sami Shitrit. Yossi was 
born into a Tunisian family and saw himself as a part of the Arab world, defying the 
typical Israeli orientation toward Europe. He recalled the days before Oslo, before 
the separation, when he could take trips to Gaza with his grandfather, who spoke 
Arabic and employed Palestinians on his farm. One day, while standing in a market 
in Gaza City, his grandfather pointed back toward Israel, to the Ashkenazim, and 
remarked, “These are our cousins.” Then, motioning to the Palestinians in the street, 
he declared, “These are our brothers.”

“He completely reversed the dynamic we were raised on in Israel,” Yossi said. “It 
made a big impression on me.”

Before we left  for the Torat Ha’Melech congress, Yossi showed me how to dab water 
on a knit kippa so that it would stay affi  xed to my head. We posed as modern Ortho-
dox settler types out of concern that the secular media might not be particularly wel-
come at such a gathering, and that participants might be more open to volunteering 
their opinions to fellow religious Jews. On the bus ride to the Ramada Renaissance 
Hotel, I noticed that the young haredi women who normally treated me as though 
I were invisible were making eye contact, and holding their gaze for uncomfortably 
long periods. 

“Do you think the Torat Ha’Melech authors can off er any dating tips?” I asked Yossi.
“Yeah. Make lots of Jewish babies.” 
Outside the conference hall, in a s-era hotel lobby decked out with mirror 

columns, track lighting, and fake plants, a clean-cut, thirty-something man with a 
knit kippa checked our IDs, presumably to confi rm that we had Jewish names, then 
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waved us in with an approving nod. In the hall, prayers had just begun. Now I was 
swaying from side to side with a crowd of bearded settlers, chanting along to every 
prayer I could remember. Nearby stood a secular-looking young man with a red 
Golani Brigade T-shirt. Yossi recognized him as an Im Tirtzu activist from Hebrew 
University. His shirt showed a crude drawing of a ferocious-looking tank above the 
slogan, “Force Without Mercy.” 

At the conclusion of prayers, eight major state-funded rabbis ambled up to the 
platform above the crowd, most representing an offi  cial yeshiva from a settlement 
or major Israeli city. With their long, gray beards, black suits, black fedoras, and 
wizened, wizardly appearances, they looked as though they had been lift ed from the 
imagination of some deranged anti-Semite. And here they were to defend a book that 
openly justifi ed the mass slaughter of gentile babies, though to be sure, not all were 
willing to say that they agreed with its contents. The only point the rabbis agreed 
on, at least openly, was that the state should never scrutinize or punish the speech 
of religious authorities. With their penchant for fi rebreathing tirades against Arabs, 
homosexuals, and other evildoers, these rabbis knew they were next in line if Shapira 
and Elitzur were offi  cially prosecuted.

Yaakov Yosef was escorted into the gathering by Baruch Marzel, a notoriously 
violent leader of the Jewish terrorist group, Kach. Up at the podium, Yosef hailed 
Marzel as a “gever,” or a great man of honor. Yosef was the son of Ovadiah Yosef, 
the spiritual guide of the Shas Party and former Chief Sephardic Rabbi of Israel. 
Despite Ovadiah Yosef ’s penchant for outrageous ravings (“Goyim were born only 
to serve. Without that, they have no place in the world,” he proclaimed in a weekly 
sermon), he opposed the publication of Torat Ha’Melech, calling it “racist” and dan-
gerous to Israel’s international image. But since joining the extremist, cultic Jewish 
sect of Chabad, Yaakov had taken on a decidely more radical posture than his father. 
(Elitzur was a Chabad rabbi.)

In his speech, Yosef attempted to couch Torat Ha’Melech within the mainstream 
tradition of the Torah. Quoting from Psalms Chapter  in order to demonstrate the 
book’s supposed consistency with established Halakhic teachings, Yosef declared, 
“Pour out your wrath on the nations that do not acknowledge you, on the king-
doms that do not call on your name; for they have devoured Jacob and destroyed his 
homeland.” He then reminded his audience of the Passover tale. “We asked the Jewish 
people, ‘You don’t want to read from the Hagadah at the Passover table [citing the 
slaughter of non-Jews]? Does anyone want to change the Bible or the statements of 
the Torah?” Shapira and Elitzur’s only crime, Yosef claimed, was remaining faithful 
to the oral and written statements contained in the Torah.

Next,  Rabbi Haim Druckman, rose to speak. A former member of Knesset and 
winner of the  Israel Prize for education, Druckman was a fi gurehead of Jewish 
extremism in Israel. In , aft er a group of settlers embarked on a semi-successful 
terror plot to maim the leading Palestinian mayors of the West Bank (they crippled 
the mayors of Nablus and Ramallah), Druckman celebrated: “Thus may all of Israel’s 
enemies perish!” Hunched over the podium, the hoarse-throated Druckman was 
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careful to avoid endorsing the contents of Torat Ha’Melech, volunteering only that 
he “hope[d] what happened here will end soon and that we will never have to make 
such conferences again.”

A more strident statement of support came from Rabbi Yehoshua Shapira, head of 
the state-sponsored yeshiva in the Tel Aviv suburb of Ramat Gan. Yehoshua Shapira 
bellowed, “The obligation to sacrifi ce your life is above all others when fi ghting those 
who wish to destroy the authority of the Torah. It is not only true against non-Jews 
who are trying to destroy it but against Jewish people from any side.”

Outside the conference hall, where the Kahanist Knesset member Michael Ben-
Ari milled around with Baruch Marzel and Itamar Ben-Gvir, another aide he pulled 
from the ranks of Kach, Yossi and I chatted with a twenty-two-year-old settler who 
spoke to us in an American accent. We demanded to know if he was willing to defend 
the provisions in Torat Ha’Melech justifying the murder of innocent children. With-
out hesitation or any initial shame, the young man, who refused to give his name, 
told us, “There is such a concept in Jewish law as an enemy population, and under 
very, very specifi c circumstances, according to various rabbinic opinions, it would be 
seemingly permissible to kill, uh, uh . . . ” 

For a moment, he trailed off , and his eyes darted around the room. But the settler 
managed to collect himself and complete his statement. “To kill children,” he mut-
tered uncomfortably. 

The genocidal philosophy expressed in Torat Ha’Melech emerged from the fevered 
atmosphere of a settlement called Yitzhar located in the northern West Bank near the 
Palestinian city of Nablus. There, Shapira helps lead the settlement’s Od Yosef Chai 
yeshiva, holding sway over a small army of fanatics eager to terrorize the Palestinians 
tending to their crops and livestock in the valleys below them. 

Shapira was raised in an infl uential religious nationalist family. Like Yaakov Yosef, 
he took a radical turn aft er joining the Chabad sect under the tutelage of Rabbi Yitz-
chok Ginsburgh, the director of Yitzhar’s Od Yosef Chai yeshiva who defended seven 
of his students who murdered an innocent Palestinian girl by asserting the superi-
ority of Jewish blood. In , when the Jewish fanatic Baruch Goldstein massacred 
twenty-nine Palestinian worshippers at the Cave of the Patriarchs in Hebron, Gins-
burgh lionized Goldstein in a lengthy article entitled “Baruch, Hagever,” or “Baruch, 
the Great Man.” Ginsburgh cast Goldstein’s murder spree as an act consistent with 
core Halakhic teachings, from the importance of righteous revenge to the necessity 
of the “eradication of the seed of Amalek.” 

Under the direction of Ginsburgh and Shapira, Od Yosef Chai has raked in nearly 
, from the Israeli Ministry of Social Aff airs since . The Israeli Ministry of 
Education has supplemented the government’s support by pumping over  thou-
sand dollars into the yeshiva’s coff ers between  and . Od Yosef Chai has 
also benefi ted handsomely from donations from a tax-exempt American non-profi t 
called the Central Fund of Israel. Located inside the Marc Brothers Textiles store in 
Midtown Manhattan, the Central Fund transferred at least , to Od Yosef Chai 
between  and . (Itamar Marcus, the brother of Central Fund founder Ken-
neth, is the director of Palestine Media Watch, a pro-Israel organization ironically 
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dedicated to exposing Palestinian incitement). In April , the Israeli government 
fi nally announced that it would cease funding Od Yosef Chai, citing the yeshiva as a 
threat to public safety.

Though he did not specify the identity of the non-Jewish “enemy” in the pages of 
his book, Rabbi Shapira’s longstanding connection to terrorist attacks against Pal-
estinian civilians exposes the true identity of his targets. In , another rabbi in 
Shapira’s yeshiva, Yossi Peli, was briefl y held by Israeli police for urging his supporters 
to murder all Palestinian males over the age of thirteen. Two years later, Shapira was 
questioned by Shin Bet under suspicion that he helped orchestrate a homemade 
rocket attack against a Palestinian village near Nablus. Though he was released, Sha-
pira’s name arose in connection with another act of terror, when in January  
the Israeli police raided his settlement seeking the vandals who set fi re to a nearby 
mosque. Aft er arresting ten settlers, the Shin Bet held fi ve of Shapira’s confederates 
under suspicion of arson. None ever saw the inside of a prison cell.

Asked if the students at the Oded Yosef Chai yeshiva were taking the law into 
their own hands in attacking Palestinians, one of Shapira’s colleagues, Rabbi David 
Dudkevitch, replied, “The issue is not taking the law into our hands, but rather taking 
the entire State into our hands.”

Jewish settler violence has been a fact of life in the occupied West Bank since the 
s. Since , however, settler violence has spiked dramatically. A  article 
in Ha’aretz attributed the rise in attacks to the  withdrawal of settlers from the 
Gaza Strip, aft er which West Bank settlers vowed to answer each state action against 
them by with a “price tag” assault on Palestinians, thus establishing a deterrent “bal-
ance of terror.” 

But a detailed analysis of documented settler attacks that occurred during 
the past decade by the Washington-based research institute, the Palestine Center 
revealed the violence as structural, not reactive. Staged without pretext and most 
frequently in West Bank areas under Israeli security control, the settlers acted with-
out restraint. The report identifi ed northern settlements such as Yitzhar as hotbeds 
of violent activity, with shooting attacks and arson on the rise. According to Yesh 
Din, an Israeli human rights group, the Israeli police closed  percent of investiga-
tions into settler attacks without indicting anyone, and usually failed to locate the 
suspects. 

According to a March  Ynet-Gesher poll of  Israeli adults,  percent 
of Israelis supported settler violence in retaliation to Palestinian or Israeli govern-
ment actions, with only  percent stating their belief that settler violence was “never 
justifi ed.” While a vast majority of Orthodox and religious nationalist respondents 
expressed strong support for settler attacks,  percent of secular Israelis did as 
well—a remarkably high number for a population that lives primarily inside the 
Green Line.

While Ginsburgh and Shapira provided the halakhic seal of approval for settler 
rampages in the north of the West Bank, in the south, their comrade, Dov Lior, the 
chief rabbi of Hebron, has cheered on the murder of anyone, Jew or non-Jew, who 
appeared to interfere with the redemptive cause of Greater Israel. At the funeral for 
Baruch Goldstein, Lior extolled the mass killer as “a righteous man” who was “holier 
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than all the martyrs of the Holocaust.” Thanks in part to Lior’s eff orts, a shrine to 
Goldstein stands inside the Jewish settlement of Kiryat Arba, where Lior presides 
over the yeshiva. At the same time, Lior pronounced Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin a 
moser (a Jew who snitches to the goyim) and a rodef (a traitor worthy of elimination), 
helping establish the religious justifi cation for Yigal Amir, one of Lior’s admirers, to 
assassinate him.

Lior’s penchant for overheated, fascistic tirades has not diminished with age. He 
has warned Jewish women not to allow in vitro fertilization with the sperm of non-
Jews, claiming that “gentile sperm leads to barbaric off spring,” described Arabs as 
“evil camel riders” and said captive Palestinian militants could be used as subjects 
for live human experiments. The short, gray-bearded rabbi has even held forth on 
the evils of “boogie woogie,” declaring that rock and roll “expresses people’s animal-
istic and lower urges.” He added, “Something that belongs to the rhythms of kushim 
[Negroes] does not belong in our world.”

Thanks to the growing corps of religious nationalist youth signing up for army 
service aft er studying in hesder yeshivas, or institutions of religious learning that 
train young men for the military, Lior has secured considerable infl uence inside the 
military. In , when the chief rabbi of the Israeli army, Brigadier General Avichai 
Ronski, brought a group of military intelligence offi  cers to Hebron for a special tour, 
he concluded the day with a private meeting with Lior, who was allowed to regale 
the offi  cers with his views on modern warfare, which includes vehement support 
for the collective punishment of Palestinians. Ronski, for his part, has overseen the 
distribution of extremist tracts to soldiers during Operation Cast Lead, including 
“Baruch, Hagever,” and a pamphlet stating, “When you show mercy to a cruel enemy, 
you are being cruel to pure and honest soldiers.”

In October , a group of soldiers from the army’s notoriously abusive Shim-
shon Battalion upheld a protest banner vowing to refuse orders to evacuate settle-
ments during a swearing-in ceremony at the Western Wall—“Shimshon does not 
expel.” When the army punished the two soldiers who organized the display of dis-
loyalty by ejecting them from the unit, rabbis Ginsburgh and Lior promptly planned 
a religious revival in Jerusalem in their honor. A source told the Jerusalem Post that 
the ceremony would include the mass distribution of the newly published Torat 
Ha’Melech. Weeks aft er the incident, two more major Israeli army brigades, Nahson 
and Kfi r, decorated their training bases with banners announcing their refusal to 
evacuate settlements.

Less than two years later, Matanya Ofan, the cofounder of a Jewish extremist 
media outlet based in Yitzhar, appeared in a viral online video in full army uniform, 
cradling an army-issued M- in one hand and a copy of Torat Ha’Melech in the 
other. The book had come to represent the unoffi  cial code of the religious nationalist 
soldier. Staring into the camera, Ofan declared, “When I come at the border, with 
God’s grace, I will not listen to the nonsense that the commanders will tell me, and 
if I see an enemy coming towards the border I will do anything to stop him from 
passing and I will try and harm him—because this is how we can save the lives of the 
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Jews. Only this way no Sudani or Syrian will get to Tel Aviv.” A caption at the end of 
the video read, “Jews, let’s win.”

By this time, the ranks of the army were overrun by religious nationalists, with 
more than a third of infantry offi  cers expressing a right-wing religious point of 
view—a  percent jump since . A  study showed that  percent of com-
pany commanders lived in West Bank settlements. The army’s second-in-command, 
Deputy Chief of Staff  Yair Naveh, was the fi rst religious offi  cer appointed to a posi-
tion on the General Staff . He was also the offi  cer implicated in the Anat Kamm scan-
dal for ordering the assassination of Palestinian militants in fl agrant violation of a 
Supreme Court ruling. 

Another prominent religious Zionist was Yaakov Amidror, the former direc-
tor of the analysis wing of the army’s military intelligence and commander of its 
offi  cer academies. A settler with a puff y white beard (imagine a demographics 
threat-obsessed Santa-for-hire), Amidror was appointed by Prime Minister Benja-
min Netanyahu to serve as the director of his National Security Council. Besides 
advocating the reoccupation of the Gaza Strip, Amidror stirred controversy by calling 
for summary executions of Israeli soldiers who refused to advance in battle, and for 
using disproportionate force against the enemy’s civilian population. “What should 
be said is ‘kill more of the bastards on the other side, so that we’ll win.’ Period,” he 
bellowed during a panel discussion on “National Values in the Israel Defense Forces.”

While Amidror’s views appeared to dovetail with some of those of the authors of 
Torat Ha’Melech, he did not dare defend them. This was a job for Rabbis Lior and 
Yaakov Yosef, who became the most prominent apologists, if not the most enthusi-
astic boosters, of Torat Ha’Melech. In early , with the controversy over the book 
still raging across Israel, Yosef and Lior provided the supreme rabbinical stamp of 
approval: a haskama, the kind of endorsement provided at the preface of Judaic 
works by scholars testifying to their halakhic value and the veracity of their contents. 
“I was gladdened, seeing this wonderful creation,” Lior said of the book. 

That February, the minister of Internal Security issued an arrest warrant for Lior 
aft er he refused to come in for questioning on suspicion of incitement to racism, a 
crime in Israel that is seldom punished, but which carries a penalty of as much as 
fi ve years in prison. Lior rejected the state’s order on the grounds that he had no 
obligation to abide by its rules; the Torah itself was being put on trial, he claimed. 
Thus the self-proclaimed voice of Judaism in its purest form placed himself above 
the law. 

Meanwhile, the arrest order provoked calls for total resistance from right-wing 
members of Knesset like Yaakov Katz, who said the government was behaving like 
the “dark regimes” that persecuted Jews throughout history, casting the attorney gen-
eral in the role of Nazis and Pharoahs. Twenty-four members of Netanyahu’s coali-
tion, including David Rotem, the chair of the Knesset’s Constitution, Law and Justice 
Committee, joined Katz in denouncing Lior’s arrest. Both chief rabbis of Israel, Yona 
Metzger and Shlomo Amar, issued a joint statement denouncing the arrest of a man 
they called “one of Israel’s greatest rabbis.” 
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The religious right’s ire exploded at a boisterous protest outside the Supreme 
Court in July , with hundreds of young settlers breaching a wall outside the 
courthouse and attempting to storm the building. That same month, when two right-
wing activists were caught breaking into his home, Shai Nitzan, the deputy state 
prosecutor, was forced to travel with a special security detail.

In May , the government buckled under unrelenting pressure—the right-
wing caved to the far-right—with Attorney General Yehuda Weinstein ruling that 
he had insuffi  cient evidence to conclude that Torat Ha’Melech incited racism, mainly 
because the book was written in a “general manner.” Lior walked free along with the 
book’s authors, Shapira and Elitzur, consolidating their political dominance while 
ensuring that the tract they produced would continue circulating freely within the 
ranks of the army. Astonished by the state’s decision, Sefi  Rachlevsky, a liberal col-
umnist for Ha’aretz, pronounced Lior “the ruler of Israel.” 

Having successfully exerted its infl uence on the military and the justice system, 
the religious right set out into mixed cities across Israel to promote segregation and 
punish miscegenation in a campaign that spread block by block, street by street. 
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The Daughters of Israel

“We castrated you! We castrated you, Mohammed!” members of the Palmach 
strike force sang during the s, celebrating an incident in which an 
undercover intelligence unit punished an Arab man for attempting to rape 

a Jewish woman living in a nearby kibbutz. Palmach founder Yitzhak Sade provided 
his men with courses on castration at a local hospital, training them to punish the 
male other who threatened the honor of the Jewish collective with calculated, clini-
cally executed brutality. 

Two of his students, Yohai Bin-Nun, who went on to found the Israeli Navy, and 
Amos Horev, later the president of the Technion and an original member of the 
Turkel Commission of Inquiry into the Gaza Flotilla Raid, hunted down the Arab 
suspect and dragged him into an open fi eld. There, according to the Israeli historian 
Gamliel Cohen, they “deal[t] with him in accordance with the biblical principle that 
calls for the chopping off  of a thief ’s hand and which, in this case, would call for 
attacking the organ he used to perform the crime, namely, for castrating him.” 

The fear of the indigenous male’s sexuality struck terror in the hearts of Israelis, 
provoking widespread hysteria and violent countermeasures. In a purely strategic 
sense, castrations carried out by the Palmach under the guidance of medical profes-
sionals were designed as a deterrent against further sexual attacks, instilling terror 
in the Palestinian rural population while restoring the confi dence of Jewish women 
living in adjacent kibbutzim. But they also contained a deeper signifi cance that found 
its roots in fi n de siècle European colonialism. Through its brazen castrations, the 
Palmach militia sought to symbolically neuter the Palestinian national movement, 
asserting Zionist dominance in a struggle between two patriarchal societies where 
virility and victory were intertwined.

During the early years of Zionist settlement in Palestine, the kibbutz movement 
tasked Jewish women with an equal role in labor and the military required her to 
serve in some capacity, but her most essential function was as the national womb. 
“Any Jewish woman who does not bring into the world at least four healthy children 
is comparable to a soldier who evades military service,” said David Ben Gurion, 
the fi rst prime minister. In order to establish the stability of its ethnocratic political 
structure, Israel’s founders demanded policies of selective pronatalism that aimed to 
maximize the production of Jewish babies while keeping the Arab population to a 
minimum. As Ben Gurion said, “Any future pronatal policies must be administered 
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by the Jewish Agency and not the state because its aim is to increase the number of 
Jews and not the total population.” 

In the years aft er Israel’s establishment, the state rewarded women for giving birth 
to their tenth child with the “heroine mothers” award. The program was discon-
tinued a decade later, however, when state planners discovered that most of those 
eligible for the prize were Arabs. Until the late s, birth control was banned, as 
was abortion until . The motives for such restrictive policies were not moral, 
as in the United States, but nationalistic—women’s reproductive rights were seen as 
a threat to Jewish demography. In , Prime Minister Levi Eshkol established a 
demographics center that inspired policies providing a range of substantial benefi ts 
to families with more than three Jewish children. 

Just as the state incentivized Jewish reproduction, reducing Jewish women to 
human incubators, it prioritized separation from the indigenous population to 
protect its demographic advantage. To encourage the exclusion of Arabs from the 
workplace, the early Zionist left  introduced the concept of Kibush Ha’avodah, or “the 
conquest of labor.”

The boycott of Arab labor fl owed directly into the left -wing Israeli peace camp’s 
Oslo-era slogan, “Them over there, over here,” which became the motto of Ehud 
Barak’s  campaign for reelection as prime minister. The ultimate manifestation 
of Zionist left  ideology arrived with construction of the separation wall, a demo-
graphic Maginot Line designed to produce the virtual disappearance of Palestinians 
from Israeli life. Explaining his support for the wall, Barak told the liberal Israeli 
activist and confl ict resolution specialist Gershon Baskin that his ultimate goal was 
to restore the values of Kibush Ha’Avodah by eliminating the presence of Palestinian 
laborers inside Israel, an aim he was already accomplishing by revoking their work 
permits by the thousands.

The Ashkenazi elite who guided the policy of separation enjoyed the greatest 
distance from Palestinians, their “villa in the jungle,” as Barak said. But among the 
lower rungs of Jewish society, especially those deliberately planted in development 
cities in the “periphery,” Arabs and, in more recent years, migrants from Africa were 
a constant presence in daily life. 

Having seized the reins of the state from the old left -wing Zionist establishment, 
the religious right plunged into the mixed cities to stir moral panic, and to tap into 
their resentment against the Ashkenazi elite, hoping to extract publicity and droves 
of new followers from the crisis their presence inevitably stirred. Once again, the 
Jewish woman emerged as a symbol of purity in peril who demanded ironclad pro-
tection and, if necessary, commando-style rescue operations.

In December , around fi ft y state-sanctioned Israeli rabbis including chief rabbis 
from suburbs of Tel Aviv issued a psak din, or a public religious edict, urging Israelis 
against renting to Arabs and other non-Jews. The letter was complemented with 
a second edict signed by twenty-seven of the rabbis’ wives warning young Jewish 
women against dating or marrying Arabs, and urging them to avoid working in areas 
where Arabs might be lurking. “Your grandmothers never dreamed or prayed that 
one of their descendants would commit an act that would remove future generations 
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of her family from the Jewish people,” the wives wrote. Among the signatories of the 
letter were the spouses of leading state-sponsored rabbis including Haim Druckman 
and Dov Lior. The wife of Ovadiah Yosef, the spiritual guide of the Shas Party, and 
the wife of his son, Yaakov, also lent their names to the manifesto. 

In the letters, the rabbis cited a genocidal verse from the Bible (Deuteronomy :) 
to justify their position. The verse read: 

When your god, Yahweh, brings you to the land that you are going to inherit, 
he will banish other nations. . . . And your god, Yahweh, will deliver them to 
you, and you will strike them down. Utterly destroy them, and do not sign any 
pacts with them. Show them no mercy. And do not intermarry with them. 
Do not give your daughters to their sons, and do not take their daughters 
for your sons. . . . But instead do this to them: Shatter their altars, and break 
their monuments, and chop down their goddess fi gures, and burn their idols. 
Because you are a holy people to your god Yahweh, he chose you to be his 
special people from all the nations in the world.

Both rabbinical letters were initiated by Shmuel Eliyahu, the chief rabbi of the 
northern mixed city of Safed, and the son of Mordechai Eliyahu, the former Sephar-
dic chief rabbi of Israel and until his death, one of the most revered fi gures of Isra-
el’s Orthodox community. Like many of his rabbinical peers, Eliyahu distinguished 
himself with a mixture of kabbalistic wisdom and naked enthusiasm for genocide. 

In , the rabbi called for “carpet bombing” the Gaza Strip, writing that if the 
Palestinians do not stop fi ring rockets “aft er [we kill] , then we must kill ,. 
If they still don’t stop we must kill ,, even a million. Whatever it takes to make 
them stop.” The following year, Eliyahu suggested the army lynch the children of 
Arab terrorists from trees as revenge. 

Eliayhu also was responsible for a pamphlet whose publication he arranged by the 
Union of Orthodox Jewish Congregations of America that claimed Pope Benedict 
and the Vatican organized tours of Auschwitz for Hezbollah terrorists to train them 
how to wipe out Jews—a pamphlet that was distributed to elite units of the Israeli 
army. “The book is distributed regularly and everyone reads it and believes it,” one 
soldier told Ha’aretz. “A whole company of soldiers, adults, told me: ‘Read this and 
you’ll understand who the Arabs are.’” The pamphlet quoted as its source a supposed 
Hezbollah spy who was on the Vatican-sponsored Auschwitz tour: “We came to the 
camps. We saw the trains, the platforms, the piles of eyeglasses and clothes. . . . We 
came to learn. . . . Our escort spoke as he was taught. We quickly explained to him: 
Every real Arab, deep inside, is kind of a fan of the Nazis.” When Ha’aretz exposed 
the patently risible conspiracy mongering, the IDF Spokesperson’s Unit released a 
statement: “The book was received as a donation and distributed in good faith to 
the soldiers. Aft er we were alerted to the sensitivity of its content, distribution was 
immediately halted.” 

With the two edicts he organized, Eliyahu emerged as a nationally signifi cant 
fi gure. Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu denounced the rabbinical letters 
as undemocratic and un-Jewish, while the Likud Party’s grand old man, Knesset 
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Speaker Reuven Rivlin, called them “another nail in the coffi  n of Israeli democracy.” 
But the Israeli public came down less decisively, with only a narrow plurality— to 
 percent—expressing opposition to the segregationist manifestoes. 

With outrage over Eliyahu’s proclamations building among the secular Israeli 
intelligentsia, and within establishment political circles concerned over Israel’s wors-
ening international image, the Israeli police ordered him to appear for questioning 
over suspicion that he had committed the crime of inciting racial hatred. Eliyahu 
followed in the footsteps of his comrade Rabbi Dov Lior and refused to honor the 
order, declaring that he too was above the unholy law of the secular state. Amid calls 
for Netanyahu to strip the rabbi of his publicly funded position, the government did 
nothing. And the racism Eliyahu inspired spread into synagogues and cities across 
the country.

An article in the family-oriented Orthodox magazine Fountains of Salvation, a 
popular religious nationalist publication distributed to synagogues around Israel, 
lambasted the rabbis who opposed Eliyahu’s letter. The author of the article swift ly 
descended into an apparent endorsement of Arab genocide. “It will be interesting 
to see whether [the rabbinical critics of the letter] leave the assembly of the Amele-
kites [Palestinians] in extermination camps to others, or whether they declare that 
wiping out Amalek is no longer [historically] relevant,” he wrote. “Only time will 
tell.” On the next page of the magazine, a manifesto by Eliayhu demanded the ille-
galization of abortion, a practice he cast as both evil and a grave threat to Jewish 
demographics. 

Days after the publication of the rabbinical letters, Israel’s burgeoning 
anti-miscegenation movement took its campaign into the streets. The fi rst target 
was the Tel Aviv suburb of Bat Yam. Populated largely by the Russian-Jewish working 
class, the area was witnessing an increasing infl ux of young Palestinian couples and 
families denied housing in nearby Jaff a, where the Tel Aviv municipality refused to 
authorize new units for Arabs in order to pursue a campaign of aggressive gentrifi -
cation for the nearly exclusive benefi t of affl  uent Jews from Tel Aviv. 

In a society where assimilation was offi  cially discouraged, social friction natu-
rally accompanied the increasing Arab presence, with the rare mixed Jewish-Muslim 
relationship exacerbating the situation. But there was no evidence to support wild 
claims like the kind leveled by Likudnik member of Knesset Danny Danon, who 
announced from the parliament fl oor that Bedouins were responsible for one thou-
sand kidnappings of Jewish girls each year. Indeed, there was no factual basis to 
claim that Jewish-Arab relationships or marriages were on the rise, or that they were 
responsible for any of the troubles affl  icting blue-collar communities. If anything, by 
spreading fear of widespread kidnappings, casting the daughters of Israel as prey for 
Arab predators, right-wing elements distracted from the real sources of the myriad 
economic problems facing working class Israelis, thus enabling the predations of the 
country’s oligarchic elite. 

On December , , soon aft er the release of the publication of the rabbis’ 
letters, Bat Yam was plastered with posters reading “Keep Bat Yam Jewish.” Other 
posters read, “Hundreds of girls from Bat Yam and the center get together with Arabs, 

9781568586342-text.indd   3169781568586342-text.indd   316 8/3/13   11:49 PM8/3/13   11:49 PM



 The Daughters of Israel 

they are integrated among us, their confi dence rising. Put an end to it! Lower their 
confi dence!”

The following day, about two hundred religious nationalists marched into the 
town center to rally against Jewish-Arab relationships. They were joined by a sub-
stantial group of secular locals who supported the “Arabs out” theme of the protest, 
while a small crowd of left -wing demonstrators from Tel Aviv chanted nearby against 
racism. Rabbi Shlomo Ariel Malka, the rabbi of a synagogue in the city, proclaimed 
before the crowd, “A woman who goes to an Arab home is hated by them. God will 
bless when he opens our sisters’ eyes.” His warning was echoed by Rabbi Nissim Itah, 
the rabbi of a Bat Yam school. “Girls, there are plenty of Jewish youth. I am asking our 
Arab neighbor not to hit on our girls,” Itah said. Driven into a frenzy by the rabbis, 
one demonstrator cried out, “Any Jewish woman who goes with an Arab should be 
killed! Any Jew who sells his home to an Arab should be killed!”

Behind the rally was a newly formed anti-miscegenation group called SOS Israel, 
or Lehava, which is the Hebrew acronym for “The Organization for Preventing 
Assimilation in the Holy Land.” The group’s founder Benzi Gopstein promoted the 
rabbis’ letter as the opening salvo in a nationwide campaign against interreligious 
relationships. Like many of the fi gures who gathered around the banner of Lehava, 
Gopstein was an open admirer of Rabbi Meir Kahane, the Jewish fascist leader who 
advocated the forced expulsion of all non-Jews from Greater Israel. In , Gop-
stein was arrested on suspicion of murdering a random Palestinian couple in the 
West Bank as revenge for Kahane’s assassination by an Arab Muslim in New York 
City. The crime was never solved. Four years later, Gopstein hailed the fanatic Baruch 
Goldstein as a “hero” aft er his shooting spree claimed the lives of twenty-nine Pal-
estinians in Hebron.

With the publication of the rabbis’ letters, Gopstein took on the role of street-level 
enforcer, ensuring that businesses that employed Arabs were boycotted and landlords 
who rented to non-Jews were suffi  ciently punished. A supermarket in the settlement 
of Gush Etzion that employed Arab men and Jewish women was the fi rst target of 
a Lehava boycott. Then Lehava opened a hotline that encouraged Israelis to report 
landlords who rented to Arabs and African migrants. Mock kosher certifi cates issued 
by Lehava began appearing in storefronts from Jerusalem to Safed, signifying the 
enforcement of the Jews-only business environment. In , Gopstein formed an 
“anti-assimilation Coast Guard,” dispatching bands of vigilantes onto Israeli beaches 
to warn Jewish women against dating Arab men. “Organizers hope this campaign 
will stop the phenomenon of mixed marriages,” a Lehava press release read, “and 
restore ‘the values needed to preserve Israel.’”

One of the fi rst victims of a Lehava-inspired boycott was Eli Tzvieli, an 
eighty-nine-year-old Holocaust survivor and ex-social worker living in Safed. Tzvieli 
supplemented his pension by renting rooms in his house to three Arabs studying at 
a local college. “They are nice boys,” he said of his tenants. But in December , 
following a conference held in town called “Quiet War: Combating Assimilation in 
the Holy City of Safed,” and then the notorious rabbis’ letter, Tzvieli was bombarded 
with death threats. Notices denouncing him as a traitor to Judaism were regularly 
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posted on his door. Even a young, secular neighbor who rented a café out of one of 
Tzvieli’s properties told a reporter he thought his landlord was “wrong” and should 
“listen to what people say.” 

“We feel threatened, we feel helpless. They don’t want us here. We came to learn in 
peace, not to make war,” said one of Tzvieli’s renters, a nineteen-year-old Palestinian 
citizen of Israel named Nimran Grefat. 

Presented by a reporter with criticism that Lehava’s segregationist crusades 
seethed with racism, Baruch Marzel, a Kahanist settler and leading supremacist 
activist, fi red back with a deft  retort. Like many fi gures of Israel’s religious right, Mar-
zel justifi ed his activities as the natural progression of a cause inaugurated by Isra-
el’s founding generation. “If this is racism,” the bearded Marzel bellowed in thickly 
accented English, “then the Jewish state is racism, the Torah is racism, the Jewish 
National Fund that only sells land to Jews is racism, and everything is racism!”

While Lehava relied on intimidation and public relations stunts to enforce religious 
and sexual segregation, a closely affi  liated organization called Hemla, or “Mercy,” 
dedicated itself to the salvation of Orthodox Jewish women supposedly corrupted by 
unholy relationships with Arab men. On a leafy street in a residential neighborhood 
in Jerusalem sits Hemla’s hostel, a home that claims to provide shelter and therapy to 
Jewish women “rescued” from hyper-possessive, predatory Palestinian men. Hemla 
claimed to be tending to at least twenty women in , however, when two reporters 
from Ha’aretz arrived at the home, they found it completely empty except for a single 
staff er. Under orders from Hemla’s director, Rachel Baranes, the staff er ordered the 
journalists to leave the premises.

Baranes had joined avowed supporters of the late Meir Kahane to operate Hemla. 
She was also a signatory of the rabbis’ wives letter urging Jewish women to avoid Arab 
men. “Hemla was established for the purpose of building a warm home in order to 
help girls—saving Jewish girls from assimilation, whether it’s foreign workers, Arabs, 
[or] people with no connection to our religion,” Baranes said in an interview with 
an Orthodox cable channel. Assisting Baranes as Hemla’s director of public relations 
was Benzi Gopstein, the director of Lehava and veteran Kahanist, and Rabbi Yehuda 
Kroizer, who ran the yeshiva Kahane established in Jerusalem and receives mail for 
Hemla at the same address. (Kroizer delivers regular, army-sanctioned lectures for 
religious combat soldiers). The network of characters behind Hemla revealed the 
organization as a wing of Lehava and both groups as comprised largely of fi gures 
who have been associated with Kahane’s outlawed Kach organization.

In fact, the roots of Hemla lay in a hostel for “rescued” Jewish women personally 
established by Kahane in the settlement of Kiryat Arba in . Among those who 
volunteered to help at the home was Baruch Goldstein, the man who later massacred 
twenty-nine Palestinians at the Cave of Patriarchs. During the brief period the hostel 
operated, it housed no more than four women, all victims of domestic abuse who left  
almost as soon as they arrived. 

When the organization reconstituted in  as Hemla, it gained a material 
advantage Kahane never had: direct government funding. According to documents 
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revealed by Ha’aretz, the Israeli Ministry of Social Aff airs has supported Hemla’s 
operations with around , in taxpayer money every year—about half the 
organization’s annual budget. “We can’t say that we won’t fund the association 
because the director wrote a racist letter or disseminates hatred,” a Social Aff airs 
Ministry spokesman claimed, “because we’re not the ones who decide on that—our 
hands are tied and I can’t intervene, it’s the job of the Attorney General.” 

Hemla was rivaled by another outfi t of the Jewish far-right called Yad L’Achim, 
which boasted of commando-style raids to rescue Jewish girls and young women 
supposedly trapped in Palestinian villages. Based in the Orthodox Jewish Tel Aviv 
suburb of Bnei Barak, Yad L’Achim once relied on the volunteer service of Jack Teitel, 
an immigrant from the United States who was eventually convicted of serial killing. 
According to reports in the religious nationalist media, Yad L’Achim conducted its 
rescue missions with close army coordination. A January  raid that allegedly 
delivered an abused Jewish woman from her Palestinian husband in the West Bank 
city of Tulkarm required “advance permission from a senior IDF offi  cer,” according 
to the settler news outlet Arutz Sheva. The news site reported, “One of [the rescued 
Jewish woman’s] fi rst actions was to take off  her Muslim garb and tell Yad L’Achim 
offi  cials, ‘Throw them in the trash can.’” 

Rabbi Shalom Dov Lifschitz, the founder of Yad L’Achim, marketed his orga-
nization’s efforts as a countermeasure against the Palestinian campaign of 
“non-conventional warfare.” “People must understand that Jewish-Arab marriages 
are part of the larger Israeli-Arab confl ict,” Lifschitz said in a promotional article 
posted on Yad L’Achim’s website. “These girls are in distress, they are wandering the 
streets and the Arabs take advantage of them. They see it as their goal to marry them 
and ensure that their children aren’t raised as Jews. This is their revenge against the 
Jewish people. They feel that if they can’t defeat us in war, they can wipe us out this 
way. We must fi ght this threat as well; it’s a matter of national security.” 

Like Lehava, Yad L’Achim has focused its propaganda eff orts on the Jewish res-
idents of mixed cities in Israel, distributing videos and pamphlets warning of the 
sexual danger supposedly presented by Arab males. A lurid, Yad L’Achim–produced 
video distributed by the thousands, opened with graphic scenes of Palestinian 
violence against Israelis, then segued into recorded testimonies by Jewish women 
describing how Arab men courted them with gift s and loft y promises before holding 
them as virtual captives in their villages. 

In an anonymous testimony of captivity, a Jewish woman recalled how her Pales-
tinian ex-boyfriend “portrayed [his village] quite like living in a kibbutz or an Israeli 
cooperative agricultural village. Just as I entered, the abuse began. I was already preg-
nant. . . . Even though I converted into Islam, they reminded me that I was always 
Jewish, and there was nothing I could do about it. And every time there was a terror 
attack, you should see their happiness. Our people died, and they held celebrations 
all night long. And when somebody of theirs died from the fi re of our soldiers, I was 
beaten with hard blows.” 

Next a baritone voiced narrator appeals to viewers: “We are surrounded with 
Arabs that hate us in any direction we look, and the Arabs that live among us and 
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suck on our honey, become stronger, and there is not much time until they control 
the country. And when it will happen, we will be in a crisis, because their hate is 
something we can’t even imagine! We are only left  with helping each other, we’re only 
left  with strengthening one another.” 

Finally, an animated sequence depicts the righteous hand of Yahweh striking 
down the Dome of the Rock with thunderous fury, revealing the foundation of 
the Temple Mount. As the gloomy skies over Jerusalem rapidly clear, signaling the 
removal of the Islamic occupation of Eretz Israel, a fl ock of doves fl oats blithely 
across the horizon. The video closes with plea for donations: “If you have fallen into 
such a situation and you need help, call free now. Lev L’Achim . . . Yad L’Achim. This 
movie is for the rescue of the daughters of Israel from the captivity of the Enemy.” 
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5 9

Children Whose Hearts 
Were Unmoved 

Since I fi rst arrived in Israeli-controlled territory, hardly a week passed without a 
few incidents of unprovoked violence against the Arab outclass, particularly in the 
occupied West Bank, where settlers were aff orded carte blanche to rampage across 

Palestinian land. But the fi nal eleven days of  seemed to bear a special quality. 
The violence centered at fi rst in southern Tel Aviv, a working-class area inhabited 

by Mizrahi Jews who had grown irate with the presence of thousands of African asy-
lum seekers and migrant workers increasingly residing in their neighborhood, and 
taking the place of the Palestinian laborers blocked from entering Israel by the new 
regime of demographic separation. On December , , three teenage girls born 
to African refugee parents were assaulted and badly beaten by a mob of Jewish youth 
while walking to their homes in Tel Aviv’s Hatikvah neighborhood, an impoverished 
Mizrahi area. “Israel is facing a wave of hate crimes, crimes whose main motive is the 
hatred of foreigners,” the Hotline for Migrant Workers declared.

The same day, in the development city of Ashdod, an apartment inhabited by 
seven refugees from Sudan was torched. The assailants left  a burning tire outside the 
front door of the residence, forcing all those inside to break through the burglar bars 
on their window in order to escape the blaze. 

Also that day, in the village of Aqraba in the occupied West Bank, armed settlers 
from the Ma’ale Efraim settlement, located just south of the Palestinian city of Nab-
lus, arrived on the farmland of Sameer Mohammed Khader Bani Fadel, a forty-year-
old shepherd, daring him to walk in their direction. When he refused and attempted 
to fl ee, the settlers gathered his goats and burned them alive on a wooden pyre, 
killing all twelve in his fl ock. Bani Fadel, a father of six, said the goats were his only 
source of income. The Israeli army promised an investigation but never made any 
arrests. According to the Israeli human rights group Yesh Din,  percent of investi-
gations into crimes committed by Israelis against Palestinians and their property are 
closed without indictments being served.

Three days later, hundreds of local residents gathered near the marketplace of 
Shapira and Hatikvah neighborhoods in southern Tel Aviv to rally against the pres-
ence of African refugees in their neighborhood. “When I walk in the neighborhood 
today, I see that we have become the foreigners,” Knesset member Michael Ben-Ari 
boomed through a megaphone, proposing that the government pay each African 
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 to leave Israel. Also at the protest was Yoel Hasson, a member of the supposedly 
moderate Kadima Party. “This struggle isn’t one of extremists or racists,” Hasson said. 
“It is a struggle of people who want to protect Israel as a Jewish state, and a state for 
its citizens.”

Just hours aft er the anti-African rally in Tel Aviv, nine Jewish youths were arrested 
in connection with a wave of hate crime assaults on young Arab men in Jerusalem. 
At the head of the gang was a fourteen-year-old boy who allegedly used a girl to lure 
Arab victims to a meeting point in Jerusalem’s Independence Park. There, in the 
darkness of the park, the rest of the gang savaged its victims with rocks, glass bottles, 
and pepper spray. 

“This is not new to us. Almost everyday there’s an incident in which settlers attack 
Arabs,” said Hussam Tamimi, a Palestinian resident of East Jerusalem. Jafar Farah, 
director of the Mossawa Center, an NGO dedicated to Arab legal rights in Israel, 
said of the youth gang, “These are [Avigdor] Lieberman and [Interior Minister] Eli 
Yishai’s boys.” The violence, Farah said, was “a result of the education and legal sys-
tem, as well as the political environment that does nothing to stop the incitement 
across the country.” 

While the mob attacks multiplied across Israel, Christmas approached in Nazareth, 
the home of Jesus Christ. On December , just days before the city’s Palestinian res-
idents planned to celebrate the holiday, Shimon Gaspo, the mayor of Nazareth Illit, 
a mostly Jewish mitzpe community adjacent to Nazareth proper, announced a literal 
War on Christmas, declaring his refusal to tolerate the display of a single Christmas 
tree within city limits. “Nazareth Illit is a Jewish city and it will not happen—not this 
year and not next year, so long as I am a mayor,” Gaspo proclaimed. Aziz Dahdal, a 
thirty-fi ve-year-old Palestinian Christian resident of Nazareth Illit, put the ban into 
context, explaining, “The racism of not putting a tree up is nothing compared to the 
real racism that we experience here.”

The hostile offi  cial attitude toward indigenous Christians living inside Israel grad-
ually escalated into a series of vandalism attacks by hardline Jewish nationalists. In 
September , in the most shocking instance of anti-Christian bigotry in years, a 
group of nationalist vandals set fi re to the door of an ancient Franciscan monastery 
at Latrun, the only remnant of the Palestinian communities ethnically cleansed from 
the area in . “Jesus is a monkey,” read graffi  ti spray-painted beside the door, along 
with the names of two extremist West Bank settlements. A month later, graffi  ti was 
scrawled on the door of Jerusalem’s Church of the Dormition, a sanctuary built on 
Mount Zion at the site of the Last Supper: “Jesus, son of a bitch, price tag.”

In an offi  cial statement, the Assembly of Catholic Ordinaries in the Holy Land 
pointed blame not at an isolated group of extremists, but at the very structure of 
Israeli society. “More than anything, the Assembly again asks, that radical changes be 
made in the educational system, otherwise the same causes will produce the same 
eff ects over and over,” the statement read. 

Reverend Pierbattista Pizzaballa, the top Vatican offi  cial in the Holy Land, echoed 
the Assembly of Catholic Ordinaries, remarking, “When you say ‘Christianity’ to 
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Israelis they immediately think of the Holocaust and the [Spanish] Inquisition. Peo-
ple don’t know that we are here and have roots here.” Though Israeli government 
offi  cials condemned the attacks on Christian property, none of the vandals were 
prosecuted or even arrested.

The mounting wave of mob violence culminated in Jerusalem, in the middle 
of Zion Square, the site of Joseph Dana’s and my widely condemned and censored 
“Feeling the Hate in Jerusalem” video. There, on August , , dozens of Jewish 
teenagers set themselves on three Palestinians innocently strolling through the Ben 
Yehuda Street pedestrian mall, just feet from the apartment Joseph and I stayed in. 
Aft er the Jewish youths fl ed, one of the victims lay unconscious in a pool of blood. 
Hundreds of bystanders witnessed the attack, but no one had attempted to intercede.

One eyewitness wrote on her Facebook page, “Today I saw a lynch with my own 
eyes, in Zion Square, the center of the city of Jerusalem . . . and shouts of ‘A Jew is a 
soul and Arab is a son of a bitch,’ were shouted loudly and dozens (!!) of youths ran 
and gathered and started to really beat to death three Arab youths who were walk-
ing quietly in the Ben Yehuda street.” (“A Jew is a soul” was a popular chant by both 
settlers and fans of the football club Beitar Jerusalem).

The witness continued: “When two volunteers [from local charities] went into the 
circle, they tried to perform CPR, and the mass of youths standing around started 
to say resentfully that we are resuscitating an Arab, and when they passed near and 
saw that the rest of the volunteers were shocked, they asked why we were so in 
shock, he is an Arab. When we returned to the area aft er some time had passed, and 
the site was marked as a murder scene, and police were there with the cousin of the 
victim who tried to reenact what happened, two youths stood there who did not 
understand why we wanted to give a bottle of water to the cousin of the victim who 
was transferred to hospital in critical condition, he is an Arab, and they don’t need 
to walk around in the center of the city, and they deserve it, because this way they 
will fi nally be afraid.”

“Children aged fi ft een to eighteen are killing a child their own age with their own 
hands,” the eyewitness concluded. “Really with their own hands. Children whose 
hearts were unmoved when they beat to death a boy their age who lay writhing on 
the fl oor.”

Less than a week aft er the mob assault, the Israeli police arrested seven of the 
approximately fi ft y teenaged perpetrators, including a thirteen-year-boy and two 
girls. Inside a Jerusalem courthouse, the main suspect, a fi ft een-year-old boy, stood 
before a gaggle of reporters and boasted of his violent exploits. “For my part, he can 
die,” he said of Jamal Joulani, the seventeen-year-old Palestinian still on a life support 
machine in a local hospital. “If it was up to me, I’d have murdered him,” he added. 
“Everyone hit him, there were some forty people there and all of them hit him.” 

According to the Jerusalem police, the Jewish teens began searching for a Pales-
tinian to pulverize when a girl complained to them that she had been raped by an 
Arab. Later on, under police questioning, the girl admitted that the allegation was 
false. She had invented it knowing that rumors of sexual advances by young males of 
the racial out-group against the offi  cially sanctifi ed females of the “white” overclass 
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were enough to provoke a lynching. Decades and continents away, the incident had 
an underlying dynamic reminiscent of Alabama circa . Outside the courthouse 
where Joulani’s attackers were to stand trial, Lehava’s Benzi Gopstein vigorously 
defended the assailants. “It seems that here the youth raised Jewish pride off  the 
fl oor,” Gopstein told a reporter from Arutz Sheva, “and did what the police should 
have done. They did justice with the Arab criminals harassing Jewish girls. It is too 
bad teenagers are given this job instead of the police having to deal with it.”

A week aft er the attack, the Israeli online edition of Yedioth Ahronoth dispatched 
a reporter to the scene of the crime to produce a viral video that looked remarkably 
similar to “Feeling the Hate.” At Zion Square, Yedioth’s reporter stumbled onto large 
groups of drunken Israeli youths celebrating the racial violence they had witnessed. 
“I saw the whole beating,” one teenager exclaimed as though he had witnessed his 
favorite football team win a league championship, “and it’s a good thing they beat 
the Arabs. [Death] to the Arabs,” he said, repeating La Familia’s Beitar chant. “They 
should all die!” 

The reporter also encountered Palestinians working in the area who described 
routine assaults that were never reported or punished. “The truth is that it’s danger-
ous to go around here because . . . there are problems almost every weekend,” said 
one local Palestinian worker, recalling a recent incident in which thirty-four Jewish 
youths jumped him with glass bottles and screwdrivers, forcing him to rush to the 
hospital for stitches. In the fi nal scene of the video, dozens of Jewish youths gathered 
spontaneously before the camera, chanting, “I hate all the Arabs!” until an embar-
rassed police offi  cer dispersed them. 

The young idlers who gather spontaneously at the squares of central Jerusalem 
each night were probably unaware of the existence of Lehava, but they knew they 
wanted Arabs removed from their world, and by all means necessary. With an army 
of teens ready to rampage against Arabs at a moment’s notice, Lehava stepped up its 
threats.

Days aft er the mob beating in Zion Square, leafl ets appeared on streets around 
occupied East Jerusalem. Written in Hebrew on one side and Arabic on the other, 
the letters were addressed, “Dear Arab Guy.” They read, “We don’t want you to get 
hurt! . . . If you are thinking of visiting Jerusalem malls or the [Ben Yehuda] pedes-
trian street with the intention of dating Jewish girls—this isn’t the place for you. 
You may walk around in your own village freely and fi nd girlfriends there, not here! 
Last week an Arab who thought he might fi nd Jewish girls got hurt. We don’t wish 
for you to get hurt, so respect our daughters’ honor. As we mind it dearly!—Lehava 
organization.”

Shocking as they might have seemed, the leafl ets resembled a Haganah militia 
note left  at the dawn of Israel’s foundation on the bleeding body of a Palestinian rape 
suspect its members castrated on direct orders from David Ben Gurion—“This is 
what will happen to anyone who rapes Jewish girls.” Echoes of the submerged violent 
past, the leafl ets also stood as harbingers of wild, racial violence in the future. 
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When Kahane Won

Amid the angriest ultra-nationalist gatherings and the displays of their street 
theater, from protests against Arab-Jewish relationships to demonstrations 
against the presence of African asylum seekers, there was one man—Michael 

Ben-Ari—who invariably took hold of the microphone to whip up the crowd. His 
outrageous stunts ranged from tearing up a New Testament on the Knesset fl oor 
to leaping atop an army truck in protest of the arrest of settlers blocking roads in 
the northern West Bank, provoking Border Policemen to drag him to the ground. 
He has earned international headlines and embarrassment from the established, 
buttoned-down right wing, which attempted to distance itself from his histrionics 
while simultaneously advancing his agenda. 

When state-funded rabbis gathered to defend the publication of Torat Ha’Melech, 
the guide to killing non-Jews, Ben-Ari was seated in the front row of the audience 
with two of his young sons by his side. When he was not racing between far-right 
confabs to the fever swamps of “Judea and Samaria,” Ben-Ari could be found seated 
on Knesset committees, denouncing Arab colleagues like Hanin Zoabi as treacherous 
criminals, or cheering on the passage of the latest legal assault on Palestinian citizens 
of Israel and human rights NGOs, whom he called “traitors who must be persecuted 
at any cost.” Everywhere he went, reporters and camerapeople seemed to be in tow, 
eager to document his colorful hysterics.

In October , when the cabinet of Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu’s 
governing coalition approved a Knesset-authored amendment to the country’s Cit-
izenship Law requiring new citizens to take an oath of loyalty to the “Jewish and 
democratic state,” Ben-Ari erupted with rapturous joy. His political and spiritual 
mentor, the late rabbi Meir Kahane, who was banned from running for a Knesset 
seat in part for advocating loyalty oaths for non-Jews, had been vindicated. “Twenty 
years aft er Rabbi Kahane’s murder,” Ben-Ari said, “the Likud has admitted that Rabbi 
Kahane was right.” 

Referring to former prime minister Yitzhak Shamir and his deputy chief of staff  
Benjamin Netanyahu, who approved Kahane’s electoral ban in part because they 
viewed him as a dangerous competitor, Ben-Ari proclaimed, “It’s refreshing to hear 
the Likud government that haunted Rabbi Kahane wants the Arabs to sign a loyalty 
oath. It was admitted today that what Rabbi Kahane stated twenty years ago was 
correct and proper.” 
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Writing from the opposite perspective, Ha’aretz columnist Chaim Levinson came 
to the same conclusion as Ben-Ari. Levinson dredged up a  campaign manifesto 
of Kahane’s Kach Party called, “The Arabs.” According to the manifesto, any Arab 
who refused to immediately evacuate the land of Greater Israel would “be asked to 
sign an oath of allegiance to the Jewish state. In this declaration, he will recognize 
Israel as the homeland of the Jewish people and its sole sovereignty over the land 
and will receive the rights of a resident alien. Any Arab who acts in this way will 
remain a resident of Israel without national rights, but with full individual, cultural, 
and minority rights forever.”

Twenty-six years later, the Israeli government approved a law almost identical 
to the kind Kahane proposed, and with the support of the then-chairman of the 
Labor Party, Defense Minister Ehud Barak, a fi gure portrayed in Western media as 
a pragmatic centrist. “Kahane’s vision for [a] loyalty oath was not so diff erent from 
Barak’s,” Levinson concluded. 

The Israeli political establishment drove Kahane out of the Knesset without ever 
bothering to confront him directly—even the Israel Broadcast Authority refused to 
cover his activities. Though he was ousted on the grounds that he had committed 
racial incitement, Likud leaders like Shamir were privately concerned about polling 
showing that Kahane’s Kach Party was set to win three to fi ve Knesset seats in the 
 elections, eating into Likud’s base. By vanquishing him without attempting to 
discredit his vision, the Israeli governing establishment ensured that Kahane’s ghost 
would haunt the country long aft er his assassination in  by a lone gunman with 
no connection to any Palestinian faction. 

The late rabbi loomed large over the  elections, and not only because Yisrael 
Beiteinu chairman Avigdor Lieberman was implicated in various media reports for 
once belonging to Kach, or because many among the Likud Party’s next generation of 
politicians sounded remarkably like him. Running on the fourth slot of the National 
Union Party list was Ben-Ari, who proudly campaigned as Kahane’s student and 
follower. 

“I’m not the only one who represents Kahane,” Ben-Ari said at the time. “He’s 
represented by a great many people today, within the Knesset and outside it. [Foreign 
Minister Avigdor] Lieberman masquerades as Kahane to win more mandates, [Min-
ister of Sports and Culture] Limor Livnat also sounds like Kahane, and everybody 
realizes the need for a solution to the problem of Israeli Arabs—a subject which was 
once taboo.”

Ben-Ari continued, “The saying, ‘Kahane was right,’ has already been used up. You 
can practically see how what Rabbi Kahane brought up twenty-four years ago has 
now become the central issue of this election campaign.”

As a candidate, Ben-Ari pledged to forge a new path for Kahane’s agenda, prom-
ising to create a “humanitarian corridor” for the mass expulsion of Palestinians to 
far-away countries like Venezuela and Turkey. Even more important, he said, was 
packing the Supreme Court with right-wing ideologues who “act in favor of the Jews 
and the IDF soldiers, whose lives are more valuable than those of others.” 
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Once Ben-Ari secured a seat, he appointed Baruch Marzel and Itamar Ben-Gvir, 
two veteran members of Kahane’s outlawed Kach Party, as his parliamentary aides. 
Then he watched from his seat on the Knesset’s Constitution, Law and Justice Com-
mittee as bills remarkably similar to those authored by his mentor were passed by 
sweeping majorities.

At the helm of the Knesset committee was David Rotem from Lieberman’s Yisrael 
Beiteinu Party, perhaps the parliament’s most zealous advocate of stripping away 
Israel’s already threadbare democratic provisions. And seated by his side was Ben-
Ari. “It’s bad enough that Rotem is the chair of the Constitution committee,” said 
Orna Kohn, a lawyer for the Adalah, the legal center dedicated to defending the 
rights of Israel’s Arab sector told me. “But when Rotem gets up to go to the bathroom, 
Ben-Ari actually sits in his chair, grabs the gavel, and takes over for a few minutes. 
It is truly shocking and I think if a situation arises where Ben-Ari takes control of 
a committee, it might be time to move outside of politics and fi nd other means of 
activism.”

Ben-Ari’s aides and allies who ran the Lehava anti-miscegenation organization 
had refused to speak to David Sheen and me, calling us agents of the Enemy. But 
when Sheen requested an interview with Ben-Ari, he obliged without any reserva-
tions. When we arrived at his small offi  ce in the Knesset in August , Ben-Ari 
was seated at a desk littered with pro-settler propaganda DVDs and pamphlets. On 
his wall was a sketched portrait of Kahane, his patron saint and longtime teacher. 

Clad in a tight-fi tting, short-sleeved white shirt, and with a full but neatly groomed 
salt-and-pepper beard, Ben-Ari’s wild, darting eyes were his most distinctive feature, 
brimming with intensity each time he launched into an extended diatribe. When I 
asked him to pose for a photo beneath his portrait of Kahane, he said, “So you want 
to make me out to be the big Kahanist?”

“Well, isn’t that what you are?” I said. He shrugged and nodded sheepishly. 
At the time, Ben-Ari was attempting to generate publicity for a bill he had intro-

duced that would have banned “disloyal” Israeli fi lmmakers from receiving state 
funding. Sheen seated himself across from Ben-Ari’s desk and asked him why he 
had introduced a proposal that even a few of his colleagues in Likud had described 
as anti-democratic.

“We need to request from people that are going to represent the state, or who 
are receiving prizes from the state, to say in advance, are we loyal to the state or 
are we disloyal to the state,” Ben-Ari declared, citing the Oscar-nominated joint 
Israeli-Palestinian production, Ajami, a crime drama about a mixed, working-class 
neighborhood in Jaff a, as an example of traitorous cinema. “We won’t jail someone 
who says they’re not loyal to the state. He can walk around freely and create. He can 
curse, he can dump garbage on himself and others freely! But the state will not pay 
for him to do that. You want to spit on me? I don’t have to pay you for that. That’s 
the whole law.”

Ben-Ari stressed that Ajami’s director, Scandar Copti, had refused to appear at the 
Academy Awards, claiming that as a Palestinian citizen whose family had endured 
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gratuitous abuse at the hands of the Israeli police, he could not represent the State of 
Israel. “You say it’s not your state, so why do I have to pay you? I want one person to 
explain to me the logic in that,” Ben-Ari exclaimed, punching his desk with an index 
fi nger. But he was just warming up. 

“It angers me,” he went on. “I believe the occupation in the territories is the Arabs 
conquering our territories. This is our home, and the people who conquered are 
Arabs. They were the regents here. And they were the invaders, Philistines. Even their 
name proves they are invaders. This is my home for all time. This was your father’s 
father’s land, and they kicked us out of here. And we just returned home. They are 
the invaders. Not us. It angers me. But it’s something else. If someone would come up 
to the Knesset and say, ‘I’m not a representative of the State of Israel’—what is that? 
You were sent by Israel, you were funded by Israel!”

Throughout the interview, Ben-Ari, like Kahane before him, went to pains to dis-
tinguish himself from more established right-wingers. Avigdor Lieberman’s Yisrael 
Beiteinu, “is a scarecrow” that supports quasi-autonomy for Palestinians in the West 
Bank—“not a real, values-driven right that speaks like me.” “Today the Likud party is 
carrying out the party platform of Meretz, two states for two peoples,” he added. “It’s 
not even the platform of Meretz, it’s the platform of [the defunct Arab communist 
party] Rakach.” 

Even most of the pro-settler representatives who advocated transferring Palestin-
ians to Jordan were too soft  for Ben-Ari: “I would never allow these words to leave 
my lips: Jordan is Palestine. God forbid! Jordan is part of the land of Israel, it belongs 
to the people of Israel, it’s not Palestine, it was never Palestine.” 

Borrowing from Kahane, Ben-Ari presented his devout, messianic Judaism not 
just as an article of faith, but as a secret weapon in the struggle against the Palestin-
ians—a characteristic he claimed none of the enlightened fi gures of Likud and the 
secular liberal politicians possessed. “I am still not encouraged,” he said. “The process 
of cutting off  the Jewish people’s roots is very deep. The people who did it were very 
sneaky, over several years. So all the people have in the world is American Idol, fallen 
idol; that’s all they have in the world, it’s unbelievable. Our culture is completely 
empty, Big Brother, little brother, a bunch of Survivor foolishness.”

Leaning close, Ben-Ari asked in a plaintive tone, “Tell me, what chances does a 
man of the world at large have standing up to a Palestinian with an agenda? What 
does he have? He’s got nothing. He’s empty.”

This was the same sort of pitch that brought droves of followers to Kahane’s side: 
Secular Zionists had established the foundation for a Jewish state—“they once sailed 
here in ships and were willing to drown,” as Ben-Ari said—but they had exhausted 
themselves of messianic energy. Meanwhile, the Palestinians maintained their sense 
of sumud, or steadfastness, no matter what hardships they endured. They knew who 
they were and what they wanted, and no one could deter them from resisting Zion-
ism. What Israelis needed, according to Kahane and disciples like Ben-Ari, was not 
clever hasbara or military sophistication, but a rearmed identity. 

But the gradual mainstreaming of Kahane’s agenda presented a quandary for the 
apostles who bore his legacy. As Ben-Ari freely acknowledged, younger members of 
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Likud struck a remarkably similar tone to Kahane, and the kind of segregationist 
legislation the late rabbi advocated was fl ying through the Knesset with wide major-
ities of support. Ben-Ari reminded me of American white supremacists like David 
Duke who struggled to retain popular infl uence aft er elected national representatives 
of the Republican Party coopted the anti-immigrant agenda they pioneered in the 
s. His only hope for prolonged relevance was in out-demagoguing the greatest 
demagogues of the right. 

So, where the enemy was once Palestinians, Ben-Ari found a new social menace: 
asylum seekers fl eeing war and genocide in Africa. As the only industrialized coun-
try directly bordering Africa, Israel had become home to some seventy thousand 
non-Jewish migrants and asylum seekers from countries like Sudan, Eritrea, the 
Ivory Coast, and Cameroon. Others had come from the Philippines and Thailand 
to fi ll low-wage jobs as domestic workers and custodians—those which used to be 
occupied by Palestinians before they were blockaded in Gaza or tucked behind the 
separation wall. Many of the African and Asian migrants were concentrated in a 
single, low-wage district in southern Tel Aviv inhabited for decades by Mizrahi Jews 
who traditionally supported hardline rightist parties like Likud and Shas. With ten-
sion smoldering, Ben-Ari did what he did best: he doused it with gasoline. 

Now, even liberal Tel Aviv was feeling the hate. And while the street-level incite-
ment against African asylum seekers mounted, the Knesset and Israeli government 
accelerated plans to construct the world’s largest prison, illegalize the presence of 
non-Jewish migrants and build a wall on the African border—all in the name of 
preserving Israel’s Jewish demographic majority. The anti-immigrant movement 
would build over the next year, culminating where it began, in southern Tel Aviv, 
with several nights of violence that left  sidewalks littered with the shattered windows 
of non-Jewish homes and storefronts. 
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6 1

This Belongs to the 
White Man

The village of Salama had stood against the Mediterranean coast, just north of 
Jaff a, since the sixteenth century, providing generations of residents with an easy-
going lifestyle of farming and fi shing. But with the arrival of Zionist settlers, the 

town and its four thousand or so Palestinian Arab inhabitants were gradually encir-
cled by the rapidly growing, all-Jewish neighborhoods of Tel Aviv, Neve Tzedek, and 
Neve Sha’anan. The Zionists had built to conquer, and in April , aft er declaring 
the birth of Israel, David Ben Gurion’s commanders delivered soldiers from the Pal-
mach strike force with instructions to fi nish the job. Despite having mounted little 
to no resistance, the villagers of Salma were deemed hostile to the new Jewish state. 

The Palmach’s instructions read, “The villagers do not express opposition to the 
actions of the [Arab Liberation Army] gangs and a great many of the youth even 
provide [the ALA irregulars with] active cooperation. . . . The aim is . . . to attack 
the northern part of the village . . . to cause deaths, to blow up houses, and to burn 
everything possible.” 

Despite a cable from Israeli forces informing the military command that the peo-
ple of Salama “have no stomach for war and . . . would willingly return to their vil-
lages and accept Jewish protection,” they were not allowed to return to their property. 
Instead, they were marched to refugee camps, while gangs of “hooligans” from Tel 
Aviv’s lower-class Hatikvah Quarter vandalized and looted their homes. Weeks later, 
the Israeli government and Jewish Agency arranged for the settlement of hundreds 
of new Jewish immigrants, mostly from Arab countries, in the homes seized from 
the Palestinians expelled from Salama, or in new developments on those which were 
destroyed. 

The newcomers—impoverished Mizrahim subject to the whimsy and abuse of 
Israel’s Ashkenazi founders—were deployed as placeholders, ensuring that Palestin-
ian refugees would have nowhere to return. Thanks to a law passed by the Knesset 
in , the Prevention of Infi ltration Act, Palestinian refugees who did attempt to 
re-enter Salama or other areas conquered by Israeli forces would be punished with 
automatic jail time and immediate expulsion. Under the new legal provision, refu-
gees and absentees whose property was confi scated were offi  cially criminalized as 
“infi ltrators,” enabling the authorization of brutal army raids and round-ups to rid 
the country of their presence.
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What was once the village of Salama became Kfar Shalem, a rough, blue-collar 
neighborhood in Tel Aviv next to the working-class districts of Shapira and Hatik-
vah, and just west of the increasingly gentrifi ed hipster mecca known as Floren-
tin—the geographical embodiment of the Tel Aviv “bubble,” where trendy, young 
bohemians maintained a studious apathy toward the myriad injustices taking place 
all around them. Over the years, the area’s Mizrahi population was supplemented 
with Jewish immigrants from Russia and Bukharin Jews from Central Europe who 
arrived with less education and democratic immersion than the Askhenazi middle 
and upper class to their North. 

For decades, the neighborhoods of south Tel Aviv remained underserviced and 
poor, rendering their residents powerless to resist the machinations of wealthy devel-
opers. In the early s, the Tel Aviv Municipality began demolishing homes in 
the area to make room for more profi table ventures, from luxury condos to more 
aff ordable offi  ce space. The families that had been essentially installed as a human 
wall against Palestinian repatriation now faced an ironic fate, as they were evicted 
without any legal recourse or compensation. In , a local activist named Shi-
mon Yehoshua was killed by Israeli police when he attempted to defend his property 
against demolition. 

The evictions accelerated on the watch of Ron Huldai, the Tel Aviv mayor whose 
electoral campaigns depended on handsome fi nancial backing from real estate devel-
opers and bankers practically drooling at the prospect of gentrifying south Tel Aviv. 
In , Israeli police expelled thirty families from Kfar Shalem before a bulldozer 
was brought in to destroy their homes, which stood on the future site of an upscale 
housing development. Avi Harayti, a thirty-two-year-old father of three, protested 
as he watched the bulldozer trundle toward what had once been his home. “Ben 
Gurion put my wife’s grandfather and grandmother here,” he protested. But unlike 
his grandparents, whose presence helped prevent the return of Palestinian refugees, 
Harayti had become superfl uous.

One of the few Israelis able to make the connection between the Nakba and the 
present-day struggles of south Tel Aviv was Mya Guarnieri, a freelance journalist 
much of whose work focused on the working-class areas of the city. The area’s current 
problems were “about ,” Guarnieri wrote. “It’s about internal class struggle and 
divisions and inequalities between Mizrachim and Ashkenazim. For some activists 
on the far-left , it can open up the diffi  cult question of supporting people who live in 
the homes of dispossessed Palestinians. For the Zionist left , a place like Kfar Shalem 
forces consideration of ethnic cleansing in Israel’s history. It might make those of us 
who live within the Green Line wonder if we aren’t another kind of settler.” 

In , the crisis in South Tel Aviv deepened when African asylum seekers fl eeing 
violence and genocide in Sudan’s Darfur region and other war-ravaged areas began 
crossing into Israel through Egypt’s Sinai Desert. Among them was Jacob Berry, a 
refugee in his late twenties who fl ed the genocide in Darfur, traveling through the 
Sinai to Israel. Aft er crossing the border, Berry was captured by the Israeli army. He 
recalled in an interview with David Sheen, “One day they released me [from a deten-
tion center] and took us to Beersheva, a city in the south, then told us, ‘Go home now. 
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I was saying, where is home? I knew nothing about Israel and where I came from 
there was no television. . . . So we came to Tel Aviv, and also we didn’t know where 
Tel Aviv was.” 

By , as the southern Tel Aviv neighborhood of Shapira fi lled up with African 
asylum seekers like Berry, right-wing activists began holding meetings at the local 
community center about “kicking out the kushim [blacks].” David Sheen, my jour-
nalistic associate, attended one meeting where he was shouted down for protesting 
the disturbing implications of expelling Africans on the basis of their ethnicity. He 
told me, “Respectable looking people, grown adults in suits and ties in the middle of a 
community meeting—not riff -raff —would get up and shout at me and others, ‘Dirty 
left ist, you fuck Arabs!’ But at that point it wasn’t that scary to be in the room. Left ists 
could shout back. You didn’t feel like you would get your throat slit aft erwards. But 
that day was coming.” 

The number of African refugees in south Tel Aviv had swelled to around twenty 
thousand by , with most settling around the Central Bus Station, while others 
wound up in southern development towns like Ashkelon and Eilat, a resort city on 
the Red Sea. Convinced that the government had deliberately burdened them with 
the refugees, and not without some justifi cation, impoverished Mizrahi Jews already 
struggling against evictions in neglected neighborhoods had an additional cause for 
indignation. Compounding the problem were the longtime residents’ attitude toward 
Arabs and other non-Jewish “enemies,” an entrenched bigotry cultivated under the 
political leadership of Likud and Shas—right-wing factions that pumped state welfare 
into the West Bank settlements while neglecting impoverished areas in Israel’s cities.

While African asylum seekers slept by the hundreds in South Tel Aviv’s Levinsky 
Park, seeking out low-paying jobs that oft en placed them in competition with the 
Jewish underclass, the Israeli government refused to honor its obligation under 
the  United Nations Refugee Convention to provide them with work permits. 
If the migrants had the ability to work, they would have been able to integrate into 
Israeli society and out of the neglected neighborhoods near the bus station. 

Jacob Berry, the asylum seeker from Darfur, explained, “If the government was 
capable of addressing the issues at the right time when it had the momentum at that 
time, it could have done it. We presented the government with a number of proposals 
and we said, ‘We don’t want the accumulation of people in one place, this is not our 
interest and it’s not your interest and it’s not the interest of the people in South Tel 
Aviv.’ You can spread people in diff erent cities . . . and then there is no one making 
problems. But no one listens to what you say.”

The refugees were not aff orded asylum, nor were they allowed to integrate into 
the mainstream of Israeli society, even as temporary workers. As non-Jews, the 
African migrants posed a threat to the demographic majority. The only options an 
ethnocracy could exercise in this case were internment and mass expulsion, two 
practices with which the State of Israel happened to boast unparalleled expertise 
and experience. 

Arnon Sofer, the most infl uential demographer in Israel, who consults to the 
security agencies and the prime minister, lashed out at the human rights NGOs that 
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urged the government to adopt policies to absorb the migrants. “They do not want a 
Jewish state but a state of ‘human beings.’” Sofer said. “They do not understand that 
this is not the reason why we are here and that if their vision becomes a reality the 
Jews will become a minority that will be slaughtered by the majority.”

Echoing Sofer, Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu called the African asylum 
seekers a “concrete threat to the Jewish and democratic character of the country.”

Eli Yishai, the Israeli Interior minister and leader of the religious Shas Party, whose 
job it was to determine who was allowed to enter the country and who received citi-
zenship, distilled the concept of the Jewish majority into crude racialist terms. Warn-
ing that the migrants “will quickly bring us to the end of the Zionist dream,” Yishai 
declared, “Most of those people arriving here are Muslims who think the country 
doesn’t belong to us, the white man.”

This might have seemed like an ironic formulation by a son of Tunisian immi-
grants like Yishai, but for him and many of his constituents, being classifi ed Jewish 
was a superior racial category of “the white man.” By contrast, he cast the African 
migrants as a diseased subclass of people that should be expelled to preserve the 
racial purity of the country. They were, he claimed, infected with “a range of dis-
eases such as hepatitis, measles, tuberculosis, and AIDS,” and refused to back down 
aft er the Ministry of Health released data, prompted by press inquiries aft er Yishai’s 
statement, disproving it. Physicians for Human Rights, an NGO, also refuted Yishai’s 
claim. “We have , patient fi les and we keep records of every visit,” said Dr. Ido 
Lurie, medical director of its clinic. “If there was pervasive evidence that infi ltrators 
and asylum seekers bring in diseases, we would be able to tell, but there is nothing 
that I know of that confi rms the fear.”

Inciting against Africans promised additional political benefi ts for demagogues 
like Yishai, enabling them to divert from social problems in south Tel Aviv and 
cities like Ashkelon, drowning out any protests of economic grievances with the 
all-unifying rhetoric of Jewish hyper-nationalism. Many in the neighborhood were 
keenly aware of the political scheme. “The government has an interest in infl aming 
the [south Tel Aviv] Shapira neighborhood,” one local resident told journalist Lia 
Tarachansky, “because that way the public will talk about the refugees instead of 
talking about all the social problems.” Another local remarked, “People like [Michael] 
Ben-Ari come here and they incite all this anger not against the government or its 
planning, but against the refugees, and they are already suff ering.”

But others in the area were easily susceptible to the backlash populism of Yishai, 
who now competed with other rightist ministers for the title of the most forceful 
advocate for expelling Africans. “Given a choice between being called ‘an enlightened 
liberal’ without a Jewish and Zionist state, and being called a ‘benighted racist’ but a 
proud citizen, I choose the latter,” Yishai proclaimed. “The era of slogans is over, the 
era of action has begun.”

The crisis in south Tel Aviv propelled Michael Ben-Ari into action, and his 
bearded visage had become a ubiquitous sight at anti-African rallies throughout 
. Unlike Yishai, a slight fi gure who rarely appeared in public without an entou-
rage and security detail, Ben-Ari appeared to be a genuine man of the street. He spoke 
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charismatically, with the rhetorical skill of a veteran rabble-rouser, and was known 
to mingle into crowds of commoners alone without a phalanx of burly guards. In his 
style and strategy, Ben-Ari followed in the footsteps of his mentor, Meir Kahane. “I 
go into the neighborhoods,” Kahane explained, “to the poor, to the people who have 
nothing and are not interested in anything, and I off er them action. There is drama 
here, it is interesting because it opens new vistas for a bitter, frustrated people full 
of problems.”

David Sheen documented the anti-African demonstrations closely—perhaps 
more closely than any other reporter in Israel—following Ben-Ari and his cadres 
as they hounded African asylum seekers with Kahane-inspired vigilante squads and 
spread the toxin of ethnic resentment throughout the cities of Israel. By April , 
Ben-Ari and his minions had established a regular presence in the Shapira neighbor-
hood of Tel Aviv, where thousands of African asylum seekers lived among longtime, 
mostly Mizrahi residents. At a rally that month covered by Sheen, Ben-Ari addressed 
a crowd of a few hundred ultra-nationalist activists and disgruntled local Jewish resi-
dents. He boasted to them of his pivotal role in infl uencing the government’s decision 
to construct a massive detention center for non-Jewish Africans:

“I want to tell you how Netanyahu awoke,” Ben-Ari said. “It was two weeks ago 
in the Defense Committee meeting. The committee asked Netanyahu, ‘What about 
the detention centers for African infi ltrators?’ He answers, ‘We priced it out, we don’t 
have the budget.’ In other words, nothing! I told him, ‘Mr. Prime Minister, members 
of your political party are crossing over to mine!’ I saw from his facial expression that 
he got it. The next day, he was with the mayor of Eilat, who is doing a great job with 
the Africans there. I only wish we did the same here in Tel Aviv! He doesn’t allow 
them to attend schools, he restricts their movements, he knows what to do. But there’s 
still a lot of work to do.” 

Ben-Ari positioned himself to the right of Yishai, mocking the Interior minister 
as a faux populist who talked tough but did little. He said, “On Thursday, Interior 
Minister Eli Yishai told the Knesset that the detention center will be built. I asked 
him, ‘Is there a start date?’ He wouldn’t answer me. I put the pressure on! Two days 
later, I saw Yishai and he told me, ‘Netanyahu screamed at the Finance Minister to 
come up with the money.’ It’s all because of one thing: We have awoken!”

Following a raucous ovation from a street crowd, he led it on a provocative 
march through the neighborhood, beside the dwellings of African asylum seekers 
and through Levinsky Park, the grassy fi eld abutting Tel Aviv’s Central Bus Station, 
where the migrants picnicked and oft en slept. “Tel Aviv for the Jews! Sudan for the 
Sudanese!” the marchers chanted. “We have come to expel the darkness!”

When a small group of Africans and Jewish left ists gathered nearby, chanting, 
“Enough with the racism!” they were set on by furious local residents. “Disgusting! 
Why should my son go to school with thirty Sudanese in a class?” a middle-aged 
woman shrieked at the counterdemonstrators. “And he won’t speak Hebrew! He’ll 
speak English! Right?! Let’s see you take them [Africans] home to your neighbor-
hood and we’ll see you complain that your property values are dropping!”
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Another Shapira resident, a balding, middle-aged man, addressed the left ists: “Go 
fuck yourselves, you sons of bitches! You are the cancer of this country! You’re two 
percent of the population, you sons of bitches. Leave the fucking country!”

And another: “Their place is in Sudan, not here! This is a Jewish state!”
And fi nally, a long-haired, twenty-something man: “You celebrate May Day along 

with Hitler! Damn you! You Holocaust deniers! Have you no shame? You kill the 
Jewish people! You’re a murderer! You represent the worst of the human race!” 
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The Concentration Camp

At  a.m. on January , , the Knesset passed an amendment to the  
Prevention of Infi ltration Law, a bill originally authorized to consolidate the 
ethnic cleansing of Palestinians that began in . The new law authorized 

the government to arrest and hold anyone the government deemed an “infi ltrator”—
namely, non-Jewish asylum seekers and migrants—in internment camps for a period 
as long as three years and without being charged or receiving trial. Even the handful 
of Africans who managed to garner refugee status or permanent residency from the 
Israel government would now be labeled criminal “infi ltrators.” The bill passed by a 
whopping majority of –, with Dov Khenin from the communist Hadash Party 
leading the marginal opposition, fi libustering the bill until late into the night. Many 
supposedly moderate members of Labor and Kadima headed home well before the 
debate concluded, abstaining from registering their votes. 

The anti-migrant bill included substantial funding for the expansion of the 
Saharonim facility at Ketziot, a Negev Desert mega-prison that once held thousands 
of Palestinians detained during the First Intifada, and which was due to be renovated 
to hold around eight thousand Africans fl eeing persecution—“infi ltrators”—for an 
indefi nite period. Suggesting preparations to hold the asylum seekers for the long run, 
the plan outlined the construction of sports facilities and medical centers. The Inde-
pendent, a British newspaper, wrote that Ketziot would amount to “the world’s biggest 
detention center.” Reuven Rivlin, the speaker of the Knesset, described the planned 
center in much starker terms. “As a democrat and a Jew, I have a hard time with 
concentration camps where people are warehoused,” he remarked. But Netanyahu 
countered the critics by arguing that the desert prison was a “humanitarian solution” 
that would prevent non–Jewish Africans from “chang[ing] the character of the state.”

In , Yeshayahu Leibowitz predicted,“Concentration camps would be erected 
by the Israeli rulers.” Two decades later, he reiterated his warning, predicting that if 
the status quo remained, “the growing savagery of Israeli society will be as inevitable 
as the severance of the state from the Jews of the world.” Leibowitz’s darkest prophesy 
had been fulfi lled, though under conditions he never could have imagined. 

His prediction that the international community would conclude that “Israel 
would not deserve to exist, and it will not be worthwhile to preserve it” was still a 
long way off , but that did not mean the government was not terribly worried about 
how the new camp might stain its image. In a bid to ward off  outside condemnation 
without upsetting the present order, the National Planning and Building Council 
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appointed Tomer Gotheft , an MIT graduate in urban planning serving as a senior 
adviser to the Interior Ministry, and Shlomit Dotan-Gissen, another planning spe-
cialist, to prepare an outline presenting the facility not as an internment camp, but 
euphemistically as a “closed accommodation center.” 

In a leaked government document, the planners wrote, “The diff erence between 
the two terms is not as great as it may seem. By ‘closed accommodation centre’ we 
mean an accommodation centre which prevents the residents from leaving without 
the permission of those in charge of the facility, but with a possibility of diff erent 
degrees of openness within diff erent sections of the prison, and between the living 
quarters and the public areas. The degree of openness within the facility will be 
determined through accumulated experience of its operation.” 

The Orwellian language of the document suggested a harrowing fate awaiting the 
thousands of asylum seekers whose presence in the Jewish state had been suddenly 
criminalized. Indeed, if the state did not wish to obscure the true nature of the camp 
at Ketziot, it would not have needed to rely on such sophistry. In the end, the popular 
demand to expedite construction of the camp forced the government to abandon the 
original master plan altogether, erecting a massive tent city with no sewage or health 
facilities in its place. Bikrom, an Israeli group of architects advocating “responsible” 
planning, said the new proposal would create “a huge concentration camp with harsh 
conditions. The changes would enable the imprisonment of thousands of people in 
tents for three years or more, in diffi  cult physical conditions and extreme climate 
conditions.” 

The anti-migrant law authorized by the Knesset hinted at another draconian 
measure that would soon be enacted. With funding in the bill for the construc-
tion of a massive wall stretching  kilometers across Israel’s border with Egypt, 
Israel was planning to erect another demographic Maginot Line, this time to halt 
the migrant menace. “If we don’t stop the problem, , infi ltrators are liable to 
become ,, and cause the negation of the State of Israel as a Jewish and dem-
ocratic state.” Netanyahu declared at a cabinet meeting. He added that it was also 
imperative “to physically remove the infi ltrators. We must crack down and mete out 
tougher punishments.” 

For Sofer, Israel’s demographics guru and longtime adviser to Netanyahu, the wall 
must be only the beginning of a much broader plan to guard the state against a future 
wave of non-Jews fl eeing environmental catastrophe in Africa. “We are an island,” the 
professor said. “We don’t belong to this region, and we have to defend Israel from 
waves of migration from Egypt, from Jordan and maybe from Syria. If we want to 
keep Israel a Jewish state, we will have to defend ourselves from what I call ‘climate 
refugees,’ exactly as Europe is doing now.” In a two-hundred-page paper presented 
to Israel’s minister of Environmental Protection, Sofer and a team of one hundred 
academics from the Israel Climate Change Knowledge Center argued for completing 
the ongoing project of transforming Israel into a gigantic fortress encircled by walls 
“all around Israeli borders,” including “sea fences.” 

While the government prepared for a massive round-up of “infi ltrators,” a small 
group of Israelis gathered on a busy Tel Aviv boulevard to protest the newly passed 
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anti-migrant legislation. Numbering only a few dozen scraggly left ists, the protest-
ers represented the only iteration of internal resistance to the expulsion policy, to 
the internment camp in the desert, to its poisonous climate of scapegoating and 
race-baiting. While the demonstrators blocked traffi  c by lying prone in the middle of 
the intersection, prompting the arrival of a squadron of riot police, a young woman 
took hold of a small megaphone and calmly addressed the cops.

“We have no choice,” she said, explaining why they had halted traffi  c. “In our 
names, they are opening concentration camps, and if we get up and leave, it is as if 
we are consenting to it. Seventy years ago, we would have been happy if people would 
have stood up for our rights in Europe, and if they would have blocked streets for 
and for our grandfathers and grandmothers. We have no choice but to do this. We 
request that you wait patiently, Mister Police Offi  cer, sir.” 

But the police ignored the appeal to conscience. They were, aft er all, just cops. 
Wading into the crowd with batons drawn, they peeled the few dozen protesters off  
the pavement and dragged their limp bodies away. With the path cleared, a long line 
of cars proceeded freely down the boulevard. 

Emboldened by the government’s new legislation, offi  cials across the country off ered 
their own proposals, each more grotesque than the next. In February , a Tel Aviv 
council member named Benjamin Babayof delivered a letter to the city’s mayor and 
Israel’s Transportation minister proposing separate buses for Sudanese migrants. “A 
bad smell waft s from them and may, god forbid, lead to all kinds of diseases,” Babayof 
said of the Africans. 

Though the councilman’s idea went nowhere, the Tel Aviv Municipality agreed to 
entertain a separate proposal from Benny Tal, a former Israeli army colonel and elite 
bodyguard operating a private security fi rm. Tal told Tel Aviv municipal representa-
tives he would gather intelligence on the African migrant population, send in hun-
dreds of security guards to cuff  them, and ship them away on buses or trucks. “This 
should be a very violent action,” Tal insisted. The municipality ultimately rejected 
Tal’s proposal, though a local offi  cial raised the plan again in a meeting of the Israeli 
Knesset’s Special Committee regarding Foreign Workers, claiming he intended only 
to highlight the severity of the situation in southern Tel Aviv. 

On April , , a few days aft er the Knesset heard from Tal, a group of Israeli 
politicians and activists gathered in the city of Ramle to discuss strategies for expel-
ling the African menace. At the conference, which is normally convened each year 
to rally support for the forced transfer of Palestinians from Israel, a lobbyist named 
Ilan Tsion from a group called Fence for Life was seated next to Interior Minister 
Eli Yishai, and beneath a banner featuring an illustration of six white fi gures stand-
ing against a dark-colored human wave. Tsion opened his remarks by plugging his 
organization’s role in rallying public support for the West Bank separation wall and 
was cheered for describing his eff orts to “prevent Palestinian families from living in 
Israel.” 

But now there was a new threat: “The migration from Africa and from the Pal-
estinian Authority and the Arab states is about to sentence us to death,” he warned. 
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Invoking the traditional Zionist imperative for expulsion, Tsion continued, “If Israel 
loses its Jewish character, they’ll slaughter every one of us here!  .  .  . Therefore, I 
say, enough with this about refugees. This isn’t Sweden or England, we are a special 
case. We cannot accept even one of them!” He described the encircling separation 
wall—and who could and could not pass through it. “The separation fence must be 
closed and sealed,” he said. “The Egyptian border fence must be closed and sealed. 
We must build a fence on the Jordanian border immediately, no one gets in or out! 
Jews who live in Judea and Samaria [West Bank] may come in and out—Arabs may 
not come in and out.” 

Yishai built onto Tsion’s jeremiad, declaring that a wall was not enough—the gov-
ernment needed to round up all fi ft y thousand Africans in the country and deport 
them as soon as possible. They were all, he said, “a criminal element.” A week earlier 
Yishai had appeared on Israel army radio to stir demographic panic, declaring, “The 
migrants are giving birth to hundreds of thousands, and the Zionist dream is dying.”

While the government rushed construction of the new border wall, residents of 
Tel Aviv’s southern Shapira and Hatikvah neighborhoods took measures into their 
own hands. Woody, my former roommate in Jaff a, had relocated to Shapira just as the 
troubles began in April , on Israel’s Independence Day. While standing on a cor-
ner of the Neve Sha’anan pedestrian mall, a walkway that serves as a fl ea market and 
gathering place for Tel Aviv’s migrant community, Woody noticed a phalanx of Bor-
der Policemen marching down the path with truncheons drawn. The police ordered 
everyone out of the street, menacing crowds of migrants until they dispersed, and 
demanding that he leave the area, too. Though he did not understand what motivated 
the operation, he soon learned of rumors fi ltering through the neighborhood that an 
African migrant had attempted to sexually assault a teenage Jewish girl. A frightening 
scene was beginning to take shape.

That night, following a string of arson attacks on the residences of foreign work-
ers in Jerusalem, a series of coordinated fi rebomb attacks damaged African property 
in Tel Aviv’s Shapira neighborhood. The assault began at : a.m., with three Molo-
tov cocktails thrown through the window of an African apartment, then attacks 
on three more houses. Finally, an hour later, vandals torched a local kindergarten 
operated by a Nigerian couple. Though children arrived at the school the follow-
ing day to fi nd their modest playground reduced to ashes, no one was hurt by the 
fi rebombings. 

“When I have experiences in Darfur, like watching Janjaweed taking kids and 
throwing them into the fi re, it reminds me of the same trauma, because when you see 
people burning down people’s property, it’s horrifi c,” Jacob Berry, the Darfuri refugee, 
said of the fi rebombings. “And second of all, it’s like you see someone is insulting you 
because you are black, and you are kushi, and you are not a human being, and you 
don’t deserve to be in this state—this is really an underestimation of the dignity of 
human beings.”

Haggai Matar, a left -wing Israeli journalist, interviewed a Jewish resident of the 
neighborhood the day aft er the arson attacks. “Whoever did this is right, but he’s 
doing it the wrong way,” the neighbor complained. “This fi re almost burned my car, 
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and also—there is a small girl in that house. He should have waited until nobody 
was home, and then blown the place up to send them a message.” (Haim Moula, the 
twenty-one-year-old charged with fi rebombing the African properties, was set free 
aft er the prosecutor mysteriously altered his indictment, allowing him to strike a 
plea bargain.)

The violence in April was only a prelude to a great release of pent-up resentment, 
a harrowing vision of what was possible when the government chose to tap into the 
public’s unfathomably deep wellspring of prejudice. 

As the disgruntled denizens of south Tel Aviv summoned their rage for another 
round of violence, the governmental incitement continued, as senior members of 
the Israeli police presented the government with false statistics asserting that African 
asylum seekers were responsible for  percent of the crime in Tel Aviv. In fact, the 
crime rate of foreigners living in Israel was half that of the overall population, which 
stood at around  percent. 

This inconvenient fact did not deter Israel’s minister of Public Security, Yitzhak 
Aharonovitch, from indulging public hysteria about a nonexistent “crime wave.” Fol-
lowing a tour of south Tel Aviv, Aharonovitch returned to the Knesset with a grim 
report for the Internal Aff air and Environment Committee: “We are fi ghting for the 
face of Israeli society,” the minister declared. “This is a strategic issue, no less so than 
the Iranian threat.” Demanding a round-up to fi ll the thousands of new prison cells 
built for the non–Jewish Africans, Aharonovitch proposed enticing the migrants to 
leave with payments of around  and a plane ticket home. 

In May , as the government’s demagogy peaked, the Israeli media fi lled with 
panicked accounts like Avi Shoshan’s “fi ft een minutes of terror in south Tel Aviv.” In 
the Yediot Ahronoth editorial, Shoshan described the moments of sheer hell a friend 
suff ered through as she was forced to wait for him to pick her up at the Central Bus 
Station while dark-skinned Africans stood nearby, doing nothing in particular. “It 
is not Iran, Hamas and Hezbollah that scare me,” Shoshan wrote. “What is it? The 
transformation of Tel Aviv.” The Africans were a terrifying sight, indeed. Aft er all, 
they resembled blacks in the United States. “I feel sorry for the residents of south Tel 
Aviv,” he continued, “because they live in the Israeli version of Harlem in the ’s. I 
feel sorry for them because they do not have the [strong-armed former New York 
City Mayor Rudy] Giuliani to come and impose order.” 

But Shoshan’s nightmare could not compare to that of Seth Franztman, a former 
itinerant worker and low-level Republican activist who emigrated from the United 
States to Israel, where he reinvented himself as a scholarly “critiquer of modernity.” 
The conservative Jerusalem Post saw fi t to publish Franztman’s column—a horror 
story about the insidious Africans. According to Frantzman (who announced in a 
bio he posted on his personal Amazon.com account that he “only date[s] non-white 
women”), an African migrant dared to tell his Jewish Ethiopian girlfriend “hello” 
in Amharik, a Semitic language spoken in Ethiopia. “Why is it that when some of 
these men see a mixed couple they decide that it is their prerogative to say ‘hello?’” 
Frantzman wondered. “They don’t say hello to white women on the streets in their 
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language. They don’t greet white women walking with their husbands.” Saying “hello” 
was the hostile act that confi rmed the Africans as the real racists. 

As they assembled their rap sheet of African transgressions, it seemed that star-
ing, saying “hello,” and having the audacity to stand near Israelis at the Central Bus 
Station were among the worst off enses the proponents of mass expulsion could con-
jure. Of course, the asylum seekers’ greatest transgression was not being Jewish and 
white. For this, many were doomed to weather a maelstrom of xenophobic hatred 
and violence. “My feeling is that when I walk down the street everyone is looking at 
me as though I am a big disaster,” said Viktoria James, a ninth-grade Tel Aviv resident 
from Sudan. “They say that they are afraid of me but I am afraid of them. I am afraid 
they will do something to me on the way, or they will hurt me because I am a black 
African.” 

Left -wing social justice activists had volunteered in the past to walk Palestinian 
children to school in occupied Hebron, shielding them from attacks by extremist 
Jewish settlers. Now they found themselves back at home in Tel Aviv, the supposed 
liberal cultural bubble, guarding young African children from locals incited into 
a violent frenzy by settlers from Hebron. Rotem Ilan, an Israeli volunteer chaper-
one, told journalist Lia Tarachansky, “I think more than one hundred [African] peo-
ple called me to tell me that they’re very scared for themselves and especially their 
children. They asked me to escort them to their homes just to make sure that they 
wouldn’t be attacked in the street.” 

Even the journalists who covered the anti-African demonstrations became tar-
gets. Sheen told me that when a few protest leaders had begun to recognize him, 
they sometimes sicced crowds on him as soon as he appeared. Sheen’s wife, Anne, a 
black woman whose family had emigrated to Canada from Jamaica, said she avoided 
going near south Tel Aviv for her own safety. Sheen explained, “When they see me, 
one guy might approach me, shouting, “You should get raped by an African! Then 
another says it. Then another, and they are laughing. Then someone spits at you or 
slaps you. They have crossed the line and dehumanized you too. Your security is gone 
and anything can happen. It’s completely terrifying.”
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The Night of Broken Glass

Throughout May , a gang of about a dozen youths terrorized Africans in Tel 
Aviv, attacking them with clubs and iron chains, while robbing their stores of 
thousands of shekels. Their motive, the youths confessed aft er they were fi nally 

arrested at the end of the month, was to exact revenge for the horrible crimes the 
Israeli media claimed the foreigners had committed against the Jewish public. On 
May , following weeks of high-level government incitement, Michael Ben-Ari and 
his minions returned to south Tel Aviv to arouse the angry, left -behind community 
with the message that the time for action had begun.

The demonstrations began with Ben-Ari standing before a crowd of fi ft y at the 
front door of a small community center that provided services to asylum seekers, 
claiming without any evidence that Sudanese migrants had urinated on synagogues, 
desecrating the holiest sites of the “Jewish people.” Another speaker declared that the 
greatest threat to Israel was African refugees, claiming they had been shepherded 
into Israel by the Arab states in a devious plot to upend the Jewish demographic 
majority. A young woman in the crowd sported a gold Star of David necklace and 
a white T-shirt emblazoned with the hand-scrawled phrase, “Death to Sudanese.” 

With Ben-Ari standing a few meters away, a middle-aged man in the crowd took 
the megaphone and addressed a small group of left ists staging a counterprotest 
nearby: “We want to remind you of the new protocol regarding women. If you are 
pretty, don’t leave your home! You’ll get fucked in the ass at night by a Sudanese 
man.”

A woman in her thirties who was well known in the neighborhood for her activ-
ism against Africans charged across the street with a young girl who appeared to be 
her daughter. There, they confronted two left ists sitting at the door of the community 
center. “May you all get cancer! May the cancer spread!” the woman screamed at the 
two young women, who silently endured the abuse with a look of resignation. “May 
your entire family die in a car accident tomorrow! With the help of God, you piece 
of garbage! You spawn of Amalek!” 

When the demonstration ended, the protesters set themelves on Yossi Gurvitz, 
a widely read, left -wing Israeli blogger, and his girlfriend, Galina, who had dared 
to shout back at Ben-Ari. Comprised mostly of women, the crowd hectored Galina 
with graphic sexual and racial slurs while David Sheen fi lmed their shocking antics. 
With Border Police offi  cers standing by and doing absolutely nothing, an elderly man 
barked at Galina, “Who are you married to? You’re married to a nigger!”
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 “A Sudanese man will rape you and then you’ll cry,” said a bald man wearing 
aviator sunglasses who appeared to be in his late thirties. “A Sudanese man will rape 
you in the ass! May your mother be raped! A Sudanese man will fuck you! Then you 
will cry out in pain! 

“She wants some nigger dick. She’s not getting any from her husband,” said an 
old woman with bright yellow hair, gesticulating wildly just inches from Galina’s 
face. “You know why she wants them here?” the old woman continued. “She wants 
a man!”

A young woman from the neighborhood added, “What Israeli would want her? 
She wants a nigger!”

In modern day Israel, the African refugee occupied a similar role as the devious 
Jew in Weimar-era Nazi propaganda and the criminal “nigra” constantly invoked 
by racist Dixiecrats such as Strom Thurmond in the Jim Crow South. According to 
opinion writers in center-right papers like Yedioth Ahronoth, the country’s burgeon-
ing anti-miscegenation movement, and elements in Netanyahu’s governing coalition, 
the African male’s crimes were legion, but his greatest danger was his propensity for 
violating the sexual dignity of Jewish women, and by extension, of the Jewish nation. 
While the state constructed a vast internment camp in the desert for the refugees, the 
Jewish man on the street assumed the role of the aggrieved victim and avenger. In 
projecting sexual anxiety onto the Africans—“A Sudanese man will fuck you!”—the 
time-tested language of genocide was updated. 

“I am as afraid to live in the Israel of  as any right-minded German should 
have been in , or as any right-minded American should have been in the s,” 
confessed Aliyana Traison, the normally subdued deputy editor of Ha’aretz. 

On May , the night aft er the rally at the community center, a crowd of at least 
one thousand demonstrators gathered in south Tel Aviv for the largest protest ever 
held against the presence of Africans in Israel. Besides Ben-Ari, the crowd heard 
from Danny Danon, the right-wing Knesset member who served as chairman of 
World Likud, who proclaimed, “The infi ltrators have to be expelled. We shouldn’t be 
afraid to say that word—expulsion, now!” Next up was Miri Regev, a Likud Knesset 
member who previously served as the chief spokesperson of the Israeli army. 

“The Sudanese are a cancer in our body!” Regev railed from the dais, echoing the 
tirade Meir Kahane delivered against Palestinians over decades before. “We will do 
everything in our power to return them to their countries of origin.”

 “All they do is reproduce! Deport them!” a man in the crowd answered back.
Following Regev’s comparison of Africans to a terminal disease, a chant erupted 

from the crowd: “Nigger, nigger, you’re a son of a bitch!” 
When a woman in the audience spotted the journalist Haggai Matar, shouting 

that she had seen him at West Bank protests “throwing stones at soldiers and calling 
them Nazis”—a baseless slander—a mob formed almost immediately to chase him 
and Ilan Lior, a reporter from Ha’aretz, with the apparent intention of beating them 
to a pulp. Matar managed to slip behind a police detail dispatched to the neigh-
borhood ostensibly to protect its residents from migrant crime, but an old woman 
charged through the line of cops and began battering him with her fi sts. Lior was 
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sucked back into the crowd, but was saved from possible death by a police offi  cer 
who threw him in a squad car. Mattar was able to fl ee to safety. As he bolted down 
the street, he heard a speaker from the stage announce, “Haggai Matar is here, and he 
and his mother are traitors who should be kicked out of the country.”

The mob that chased Matar and Lior swelled to several hundred enraged locals of 
all ages. They sprinted directly toward Levinsky Park, the center of African refugee 
life, chanting “Sudanese to Sudan!” But their advance was halted by a detachment of 
Border Policemen, forcing the mob to disperse into small groups. The rioters spent 
the next few hours in the Hatikvah neighborhood attacking any African targets they 
could fi nd. 

Among the businesses they vandalized was a local Eritrean bar. “They said ‘Bitch! 
You black son of a bitch!’ in Arabic,” the bar’s owner, Amine, recalled. “Aft er that they 
started to hit me. . . . They took the legs of a table and hit me, all of them: They all 
came together at once. What can I do?” Amine added, “Aft er a week or ten days later, 
they came and broke the windows again.” It was the fi ft h time in a year his bar had 
been attacked.

Gathered around a burning pyre and waving Israeli fl ags while riot police stood 
by passively, the mob chanted, “The people want the Africans to be burned!” mock-
ing a popular slogan from the Arab Spring—“The people want to overthrow the 
regime”—for their spree of racial violence.

Next, the rioters attacked a Sudanese woman holding a small baby. She dropped 
the child in shock, leaving the sidewalk spattered with blood. Aft er smashing the 
windows of an African-owned grocery shop and looting it, members of the mob 
spotted a man from the Ivory Coast driving up the street with his Israeli girlfriend 
in the passenger seat. Rami Gudovitch, an Israeli community activist who lived in 
the area, witnessed the scene. “They smashed all his car windows, and then they tried 
to pull him out of the car, through the broken window. They would have killed him. 
Now, it’s important to emphasize that when I say they would have killed him, that’s 
not speculation. There were pieces of broken glass that would have got stuck inside 
him. They tried to pull him out . . . through the broken glass. And then the police 
arrived, and the police did move the crowd back. But it was a lynch, pure and simple.” 

Gudovitch, a veteran south Tel Aviv resident, refl ected, “In the past few months 
I’ve seen things that are impossible to imagine. I don’t know if I can go on living with 
the things I’ve seen.” 

The next morning, shards of broken glass glimmered across the soot-stained 
sidewalks of Hatikvah. For the Africans still bunkered inside their homes, includ-
ing some who had escaped Janjaweed massacres in Sudan’s Darfur region, the 
scene summoned the worst demons of history. “When I saw what they did in the 
Hatikva neighborhood, I remembered Kristallnacht,” a twelft h-grade asylum seeker 
educated in Israeli schools said of the night of attacks. “The next morning I came 
[to school] wearing a shirt with the date of Kristallnacht on it and the date of the 
demonstration.”

Such impressions were common among Israel’s refugee population, according 
to Gudovitch. “One of the things that moved me the most when I started working 
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with the children of refugees,” he said. “I was just overwhelmed with how much 
these children are obsessed with the Holocaust. With their history and experiences, 
suddenly they felt that fi nally, they had come to the right place; fi nally, people will 
understand them.” 

On June , on a primetime Israeli news talk show called London and Kirschen-
baum, Channel  military correspondent Or Heller made the connection between 
Israel’s treatment of Africans and the treatment of Jews in s Europe as clearly as 
any major personality in Israel would. “I think everyone should be asking themselves 
what’s next,” Heller warned. “Because if you change their skin color and add numbers, 
you’ll get my own grandmother sixty years ago.” 

A week aft er the attacks, the Knesset Interior Committee held a discussion on the 
situation in south Tel Aviv. Among the few members who issued any reservations 
about the violence that transpired in south Tel Aviv was Benjamin Fuad Ben-Eliezer, 
the grand old man of the Labor Party. The eighty-two-year-old former Defense min-
ister had arrived in Israel in  with his parents aft er fl eeing a spate of anti-Jewish 
mob attacks in their hometown of Basra, Iraq. Before the Knesset committee, Eliezer 
declared that he had heard the same rhetoric about Jews in Iraq as he heard in the 
past several days from his colleague, Miri Regev, who had taken to calling the Afri-
cans a “cancer.” “Jews cannot speak like that. The Jewish state is a humane state,” he 
vainly protested. 

His protests were immediately drowned out by Regev’s allies. Mocking Eliezer, 
Limor Livnat, the Likud minister of Sports and Culture, said, “If a strange person 
entered the plenum, he would not be able to guess that you were a member of this 
government.” Danny Danon, another face of Likud’s next generation, slammed 
“bleeding hearts” who opposed the mass deportation of Africans. While Ben-Eliezer 
proposed nothing beyond a soft ening of anti-African rhetoric, a chorus of lawmak-
ers from the supposedly centrist Kadima Party echoed the rightists from Likud. 

Marina Solodkin, a Kadima representative who immigrated to Israel from Soviet 
Russia, equated expelling refugees to Africa to her immigration to Israel, a place she 
and her family had never lived in before her arrival. “Returning someone to their 
homeland is repatriation,” she claimed. “I was repatriated to Israel.” 

Joining her Kadima comrades, Yulia Shamalov-Berkovich demanded the 
construction of more internment camps on Israel’s border with Egypt. Then 
Shamalov-Berkovich lashed out at the left ists who had protested the right-wing 
demonstrations in south Tel Aviv. She proclaimed, “All human rights activists should 
be imprisoned and transported to camps we are building.” 

Regev, for her part, had issued a formal apology on her Facebook page for her 
controversial comments equating Africans with “cancer.” But she addressed her apol-
ogy to cancer patients, not African asylum seekers, doubling down on her incendi-
ary rhetoric. Next, she posted a video clarifying her view of non–Jewish Africans: 
“Heaven forbid, I did not talk about human beings, and I did not compare them to 
human beings.” 

Regev’s sentiments were widely shared. According to a May  poll by the Israel 
Democracy Institute,  percent of Israeli Jews agreed with Regev that Africans were 
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“a ‘cancer’ in the body of the nation.” A poll by Yediot Tel Aviv corroborated the fi nd-
ings, showing that  percent of Tel Aviv’s residents supported the expulsion of all 
non–Jewish Africans from Israel.  

In the months aft er the rioting in south Tel Aviv, the stories of racist incidents 
piled up with depressing frequency. In Ashkelon, when residents scrambled to bomb 
shelters during a rocket attack from Gaza, Russians occupying one facility refused to 
allow any black-skinned residents inside. “I cannot be with them in the shelter, it’s too 
unpleasant,” said one Russian resident. “I’d rather be outside.” In Jerusalem, the state 
arrested and deported an eight-year-old Filipino child adopted by a Palestinian fam-
ily that found her left  outside a monastery by her mother, who had also been arrested. 
“‘I’d die before having her taken from me,” pleaded the child’s adoptive Palestinian 
mother. Meanwhile, African diplomats stationed in Israel protested to the Foreign 
Ministry that they no longer felt safe walking in public, and that their spouses were 
“picked on” almost anywhere they went. 

As soon as South Sudan declared independence from Sudan, pledging to enter 
into a special alliance with Israel and the United States that undermined the stra-
tegic deterrence of the anti-Western government in Khartoum, the Israeli govern-
ment seized on the news just to justify sending asylum seekers from the region back 
home. “They are going from house to house and rounding up people. They tell us, 
‘Get your things and go,’” one South Sudanese asylum seeker said. “The (people) 
are willing to go home, but not in this manner. We are tired of this. We’ve only 
had independence for ten months. You can’t build a state in ten months.” Another 
Sudanese refugee told an Israeli reporter, “They treat us like animals so we have no 
choice but to go back.” 

In September, as the state rushed to complete construction on its refugee intern-
ment camp, twenty-one Eritrean refugees became trapped behind Israel’s new 
border fence aft er completing a harrowing trek through the Sinai Desert. Denied 
entry through the gates of the Jewish state, the group was then denied food by the 
Israeli army, which limited them to eight ounces of water a day as they roasted in the 
scorching sun. Aft er nearly a week of exposure and dehydration, a pregnant female 
member of the group suff ered a miscarriage. Israel “must act with a heavy hand,” said 
Interior Minister Yishai. “We cannot let them enter.” 

Conditions in Israel had become so desperate for asylum seekers, and their future 
appeared to be so bleak, scores of Africans began appearing at the prime minister’s 
offi  ce to beseech government offi  cials to allow them to convert to Judaism. Having 
been accused by Israeli offi  cials of seeking to subvert the fundamental character 
of the state, the refugees now demonstrated their sincere desire to join it as Jewish 
citizens. But no matter how earnest the Africans, their conversion applications were 
rejected in absolutely every case. “We cannot just allow anyone who wants to, to 
convert to Judaism!” Israel’s Minister of Justice, Yaakov Neeman exclaimed. “Because 
then it permits anyone to enter the State of Israel and receive citizenship, or if some-
one is in the country illegally, he can convert and become legal.” 

The race to complete the electrifi ed, sixteen-foot-high, refugee-repelling wall on 
the -mile stretch running from the city of Eilat to the tip of the besieged Gaza 
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Strip would cost the Israeli government more than  million to complete, forcing 
across-the-board cuts in social spending. But the new wall represented only the latest 
attempt by the State of Israel to seal itself off  from the surrounding region. It had 
already built a massive fence sealing off  the frontier it conquered in  connecting 
the Sea of Galilee to the Dead Sea. That fence connected to the barriers constructed 
along the  ceasefi re line with Syria in the occupied Golan Heights—built inside 
Syrian territory—which were liberally mined with explosive charges. 

Then there was the fence built along Israel’s fi ft y-mile border with Lebanon in the 
s. Following a May  march by hundreds of unarmed Palestinian refugees 
symbolically demanding their right of return, an incident that left  fi  fteen dead and 
many more wounded by Israeli gunfi re, Israel elected to build a new, -foot-high 
wall on the Lebanese border. To Israel’s south, a -foot-high wall surrounded the 
Gaza Strip, complementing the wall separating Gaza from Egypt, and all designed 
to keep the mostly refugee population from escaping its overcrowded, embargoed 
coastal enclave. 

The only area controlled by Israel that had not been walled off  was the southern 
border with Jordan that ran between the Gulf of Aqaba and the Dead Sea. But that 
would soon change. “When the security barrier along the Egyptian border is fi n-
ished,” Netanyahu said at a cabinet meeting, “one will be built along the border with 
Jordan.” At a cost of  million, the wall would guarantee the total encirclement of 
the Jewish state by concrete, electrifi ed fencing, steel, and barbed wire. 

Intended as an aggressive security measure to keep indigenous enemies out, the 
walls had instead established a suff ocating climate that locked its inhabitants into a 
hermetically sealed ghetto ravaged by Jewish extremism. What was prophesied in the 
Book of Numbers was being fulfi lled: The people of Israel dwelled alone and were 
not reckoned among the nations.

“You could argue that this is a Zionist, incredibly important defense venture,” 
wrote Yedioth Ahronoth’s Alex Fishman, one of Israel’s few independent-minded 
military aff airs correspondents. “Yet one must admit that this fence is the mirror 
we look into. This is our face. In the past twenty years we’ve turned into porcupines; 
we’ve become a frightened nation that imprisons itself behind fences and retreats 
into defensive walls.” 

Fishman concluded, “In the past twenty years, we were completely overcome by 
the national mental illness. . . . Such a society, which loses its self-confi dence, does 
not convey deterrence. With all the bombs and advanced aircraft , this is not a society 
that conveys a sense of strength.” 

Of all of Israel’s walls, its most ambitious, visually jarring, and legally dubious 
endeavor was the -mile-long, twenty-fi ve-foot-high separation wall it con-
structed inside and along the border with the West Bank. Promoted to the world as 
a temporary “security fence,” the wall was in fact designed to serve two major pur-
poses: preserving the Jewish demographic majority by eff ectively annexing the main 
settlement blocs into “Israel proper”; and fragmenting the Palestinian population in 
order to shatter their struggle for independence once and for all. Ironically, it was in 
the West Bank, as I lived among occupied Palestinians, that I was able to glean the 
clearest image of the kind of future that awaited the architects of the walls.
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6 4

The Big Quiet

The men and women who set out to build a Jewish state in historic Palestine 
began with a dream of escaping from the crippling confi nes of European 
anti-Semitism into an imagined utopia in which Jews would be a normal people 

like the English or Germans and whose normality, even socialism, included a version 
of nineteenth-century Western colonialism, an uplift ing “mission civilisatrice,” as the 
French put it. Those who invented modern Zionism had little knowledge of, and 
no regard for, the actual people living in Palestine, then a province of the Ottoman 
Empire. And if they had any regard for them, it was expressed in typically colonial-
ist terms. Zionism’s intellectual author, Theodor Herzl, a Viennese playwright and 
journalist, described the country “as a portion of a rampart of Europe against Asia, 
an outpost of civilization as opposed to barbarism.” “All the means we need, we our-
selves must create them, like Robinson Crusoe on his island,” the literary-minded 
Herzl told an interviewer in . The Labor Zionist movement’s chief ideologue, 
Berl Katznelson, blunter than the dreamy Herzl, declared in , “The Zionist enter-
prise is an enterprise of conquest.” More recently, and perhaps most crudely, former 
prime minister and Defense minister Ehud Barak described the goal of Zionism as 
maintaining “a villa in the jungle.”

Those who dedicated themselves to the formation of the Jewish state may have 
formulated their national identity through an idealized vision of European enlight-
enment, but they also recognized that their loft y aims would not be realized without 
force. As Katznelson said, “It is not by chance that I speak of settlement in military 
terms.” Thus the Zionist socialists gradually embraced the ideas of radical right-wing 
ideologue Ze’ev Jabotinsky, who outlined an utterly unromantic strategy in his  
essay, “The Iron Wall,” for fulfi lling their utopian ambitions. 

“Zionist colonization, even the most restricted, must either be terminated or car-
ried out in defi ance of the will of the native population,” Jabotinsky wrote. “This 
colonization can, therefore, continue and develop only under the protection of a 
force independent of the local population—an iron wall which the native population 
cannot break through. This is, in toto, our policy towards the Arabs.” According to 
Jabotinsky, residents of the Zionist yishuv (community) could not hope to enjoy a 
European standard of life in the heart of the Arab world without physically sepa-
rating themselves from the natives. This would require tireless planning, immense 
sacrifi ce and no shortage of bloodshed. And all who comprised the Zionist move-
ment, whether left , right, or center, would carry the plan towards fulfi llment. As 
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Jabotinsky wrote, “All of us, without exception, are constantly demanding that this 
power strictly fulfi ll its obligations. In this sense, there are no meaningful diff erences 
between our ‘militarists’ and our ‘vegetarians.’” 

One of the greatest misperceptions of Israeli politics has been that the right-wing 
politicians who claimed Jabotinsky’s writings as their lodestar were responsible for 
the most egregious violence against the Palestinians. While brimming with anti-
Arab resentment and surging in infl uence, the Israeli right’s real legacy has consisted 
mostly of producing durable strategies and demagogic rhetoric. Until very recently, it 
was the Labor Zionists who bore the real responsibility for turning the right’s ideas 
into actionable policies. The dynamic was best illuminated by the way in which suc-
cessive Labor Party governments implemented the precepts outlined in Jabotinsky’s 
“Iron Wall” under the cover of negotiations with the Palestinians. 

As early as , the peace camp icon Yitzhak Rabin advocated the construction 
of a concrete wall to “take Gaza out of Tel Aviv,” closing off  the Gaza Strip and West 
Bank to pave the way. But it was not until the violence of the Second Intifada accel-
erated that the process of what Rabin and Barak called “hard separation” became a 
plausible strategy. Suicide bombing confi rmed to even liberal-minded Israelis the 
stereotype of the Arab native as inherently violent, incurable, and culturally retro-
grade. By extension, the wave of terrorism ratifi ed Jabotinsky’s original thesis. “Some-
thing like a cage has to be built for [the Palestinians],” the famed Israeli historian 
Benny Morris declared in a  interview. “There is a wild animal that has to be 
locked up in one way or another.”

Thus while Israeli forces set about in tanks and combat jets to crush the Intifada, 
 kilometers of steel and concrete immediately began to spring up around Jewish 
demographic enclaves, detaching Israel from the occupied population to its West 
while gobbling up over , dunams of Palestinian land. For the residents of 
Israel’s coastal center, and especially its more affl  uent members who had suff ered 
through a wave of suicide bombings targeting cafés and nightclubs, the wall prom-
ised a return to normal life. “We can no longer keep fooling ourselves,” read a  
Ha’aretz editorial. “This is a war about the morning’s coff ee and croissant. About the 
beer in the evening. About our very lives.”

Channeling the mood of Israel’s Enlightened Public, Ha’aretz published a separate 
editorial that same year endorsing the wall as a possible stepping-stone toward the 
two-state solution. The editors wrote, “A new, tangible reality of separation between 
two national, geographic entities, will ensue. This reality will gradually become part 
of the consciousness of both peoples.  .  .  . The change could be revolutionary: A 
physical change that leads to a psychological change, with which it may be possible 
to rehabilitate the much longed-for political change.”

But as usual, the devil was in the details. The plan for the wall had been years in 
the making, and its designs were unlikely to produce the kind of political change that 
many liberal Zionists longed for. Indeed, the wall was intended primarily as a means 
to consolidate Israel’s Jewish demographic majority without risking the removal of 
the major settlement blocs that encircled Palestinian East Jerusalem, and severed 
it from the West Bank. Rather than delivering a viable country to the Palestinians, 
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it became the backbone of a policy of forced ghettoization that would guarantee a 
one-way peace while limiting the Palestinian Authority to a realm of disjointed Ban-
tustans. The process of draft ing a blueprint for the wall began beneath the media’s 
radar, under the fi rst government of Benjamin Netanyahu.

During the late s, when Ariel Sharon, the so-called “Bulldozer,” served as for-
eign minister in the government of Netanyahu, he became acquainted with a pro-
fessor with a long basset hound-like face who claimed he could tell his future. “You 
don’t look like a gypsy,” Sharon told the professor. The professor elaborated on his 
prophecy: Sharon, the patron saint of the settlers, would soon see the error of his 
ways. He would begin removing some settlements, recognize a Palestinian state, and 
erect a wall between Israel and the Palestinians, separating the two peoples forever. 
He handed Sharon a copy of his new book, The Need for Separation: Israel and the 
Palestinian Entity.

The professor was Dan Schueft an, a professor of political science at Haifa Uni-
versity and deputy director of the school’s National Security Studies Center. Under 
Sharon, Schueft an’s book became the blueprint for Israel’s policy doctrine toward 
the Palestinians living in the Occupied Territories. And Sharon committed himself 
to implement Schueft an’s concept of separation, or hafrada, to resolve Israel’s demo-
graphic crisis. Schueft an, a committed Zionist and hardheaded realist, saw no other 
option. If the state followed his guidelines, it could remain “Jewish and democratic.” 
If not, it would be recognized worldwide as an apartheid regime.

As the separation plan took eff ect under the government of the Labor Party’s 
Ehud Barak in , Barak began distributing copies of Schueft an’s book to his cab-
inet ministers. Next, he appointed Schueft an to his National Security Council. The 
prime minister treated the professor’s work like the gospel, promoting it to anyone 
who would listen, in hopes that it would become a blueprint for redefi ning Israel’s 
relationship with the Palestinians. 

In the book, which journalist Gershom Baskin, who negotiated the release of 
captive Israeli soldier Gilad Shalit, called “one of the most explicit exposés of mod-
ern Zionism,” Schueft an wrote that the main reason for separation was to prevent 
Israel from becoming a Middle Eastern country—from being “Levantinized,” as the 
old generation of Zionists liked to say. Israel had to separate itself from the Arab 
world, he said, to preserve its cultural superiority, economic prosperity and very 
identity. Arabs were anti-democratic, corrupt, violent, and generally retrograde peo-
ple, Schueft an claimed, cherry-picking quotes from Palestinian Authority leaders 
to illustrate his points. To negate the danger of the surrounding Arab culture, the 
professor called for hafrada, or the physical segregation of Jews and the Palestinians 
of the West Bank and Gaza on a demographic basis. 

Shueft an focused his hafrada strategy around the construction of a literal iron 
wall constructed along lines that excluded as many Palestinians as possible from 
inside its borders, especially in Jerusalem. This would mean annexing major settle-
ment blocs into “Israel proper,” drawing an armored border that would swallow up 
large portions of the West Bank and Jordan Valley. Ultimately, Shueft an said, his wall 
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would lower the curtain on the Palestinian refugees’ demand for a right of return, 
demoralizing them over time through a permanent regime of exclusion. Schueft an 
viewed factors related to Israeli security as added value that could be exploited to 
generate political support for separation. But in essence the wall was little more than 
a demographic barrier. “The idea that just delineating a border on a map will stop 
people coming is becoming more and more unrealistic,” Shueft an told Time mag-
azine. “[Openness] is actually a calamity. Immigration is changing demographics 
in places like Europe, and I can’t think of anything in the next century that is more 
important than dealing with that.”

Behind Schueft an’s logic lay a brazen racism that he made no attempt to conceal. 
While teaching at Tel Aviv University’s master’s program on Diplomacy and Secu-
rity, the professor delighted in unleashing vitriolic, anti-Arab outbursts before his 
students. On the policy of hafrada, he once declared, “The Palestinians are a repul-
sive part of the Middle East, let’s leave those ratbags.” In another class, Schueft an 
exclaimed, “While Israel sends a satellite into space, the Arabs come up with a new 
kind of hummus.” He went on: “The best thing that has happened to the Arabs is 
that they agreed to be occupied.” And fi nally: “If you want to be a hero in the Arab 
world, you have to get blown up. I am prepared to make a personal contribution.” 
According to the Israeli paper Maariv, “some of the students burst out loud laughing 
and applauded” at this line.

Schueft an’s racism never denied him entry into the halls of power. As he revealed 
to Maariv: “A senior offi  cial told me that he does not call me for consultation because 
I sit in his head and every time, before he makes a decision, he hears me telling him: 
‘You idiot, what are you doing?’ And then he answers me and decides. Many people in 
the military and political establishments have taken my courses. My level of contact 
with that group is very high. A large proportion of Israel’s decision makers were stu-
dents of mine or have listened to my lectures. I gave a lecture to all the division and 
brigade commanders of the ground forces and some of them invited me aft erwards 
to talk to their units. Sometimes they contact me aft erwards to consult with me. 
Nearly all the political-military establishment has some kind of relationship with me. 
I would not want them to be alienated from the important people who are outside 
the establishment. Access to decision-makers here is among the easiest in the world.”

Once Sharon was elected prime minister, Schueft an enjoyed unfettered access 
to him and his advisers. The professor impressed upon Sharon the practicality of 
hafrada while Schueft an’s colleague, the self-styled “Arab Demographic Threat” 
specialist Arnon Sofer, sold him on the strategy’s demographic benefi ts. Sofer, who 
directed the National Security Studies Center at the University of Haifa, where 
Schueft an served as his deputy, had spent decades focusing on the escalating danger 
that the Palestinian birthrate posed to the “Jewish and democratic state.” 

In  Sofer produced a monograph, Israel and Demography: –, that 
spelled out the dire consequences of not enacting a policy of separation. With an 
unprecedented level of Israeli Jews citing the country’s Jewish character as more 
important than its democratic system, Sofer suddenly had the ear of everyone from 
backbenchers in the Knesset to the prime minister. In a presentation before a Knesset 
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committee in , Sofer warned his rapt audience that Jews would comprise a mere 
 percent of the population between the Jordan River and the Mediterranean Sea 
by . At the same time, he said, the population of Palestinians inside Israel would 
exceed  percent, meaning they could end Zionism simply by exercising their dem-
ocratic right to vote. “If this is the process, and the problem is not dealt with, our 
country is fi nished in seventeen years, and there will be a collapse,” Sofer warned. 

Seated in the audience and hanging on to Sofer’s every word was Sharon. Days 
later, according to René Backmann, the foreign aff airs columnist for Le Nouvel Obser-
vateur and author of the essential history of the separation wall, A Wall in Palestine, 
Sharon invited the professor to a private meeting where he explained his plan in 
detail. Sofer recommended that Israel absorb  percent of the West Bank’s Jewish 
settlers and all the settlers in East Jerusalem by evacuating fi ft y distant settlements 
while engulfi ng the major Jewish population blocs with the wall or fenced extensions 
of it—a unilateral redrawing of borders. With more than three hundred thousand 
Jews absorbed into the new “Israel proper,” the threat posed by gestating Arab fetuses 
would be severely diluted. 

Then the Palestinians of the West Bank would be crammed into what Sofer called 
“three sausages,” or population clusters, which would comprise only half of the West 
Bank’s land. Electrifi ed fencing and army checkpoints would serve as the casing for 
these “sausages,” indefi nitely confi ning the Palestinians to heavily militarized ghet-
toes. Finally, Israel needed to maintain a constant military presence in the Jordan 
Valley in order to sever the Palestinians from the broader Arab world while main-
taining the vast Israeli agricultural enterprises in the occupied area, including prof-
itable date farms, wineries, and mineral extraction projects. To accomplish this, Sofer 
urged Sharon to build the separation wall along demographic lines.

Sharon initially opposed the wall out of concern that it would disconnect central 
Israel from the settlement enterprise he claimed as his legacy, thus ending a long 
love aff air symbolized by his purchase of a confi scated Arab home in the heart of 
Jerusalem’s Muslim Quarter. During a series of meetings and correspondences, Sofer 
battered Sharon with statistics highlighting the existential nature of the Arab “demo-
graphic threat,” including studies from Israeli think tanks and universities reinforc-
ing his own fi ndings. “In the absence of separation, the meaning of such a majority 
[of Palestinians]—is the end of the Jewish State of Israel,” he wrote Sharon in March 
. “You should remember that on the same day as the Israel Defense Forces is 
investing eff orts and succeeding in eliminating one terrorist or another, on that very 
same day, as on every day of the year, within the territories of western Israel, about 
 children are being born, some of whom will become new suicide terrorists! Do 
you realize this?” 

While Sofer lobbied Sharon, a working group of academics met at a think tank in 
Jerusalem called the Van Leer Institute to plot the separation step by step. “Had the 
Jewish underground operated with the same degree of secrecy as the team that meets 
at Van Leer, it is doubtful that it would ever have been exposed,” reporter Lily Galili 
wrote in . Yift ah Spector, a famous former Air Force pilot who joined the Van 
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Leer group, warned that if the Palestinians ever came to outnumber Israeli Jews, “the 
new majority could, through democratic means, eliminate the Jewish state.” 

At the Inter Disciplinary Center (IDC), a privately funded university in the affl  u-
ent coastal city of Herziliya, a team of academics and intelligence fi gures were also 
hard at work on a plan to counter the “demographic threat.” They concluded that 
some form of transfer was necessary, though they believed it could be accomplished 
through redrawing the borders of Israel to exclude the Arab city of Umm al-Fahm, 
which lies just on the Israeli side of the Green Line, forcing tens of thousands of 
Palestinian citizens of Israel and their property into the hands of the Palestinian 
Authority simply because they were not Jewish. Sofer cheered the plan, remarking, 
“This is not expulsion, it’s irredentism.”

Sofer took his apocalyptic presentation to the general public at the  Herziliya 
Conference, an annual aff air held at the IDC that American journalists nicknamed 
“the neocon Woodstock.” His data on the looming threat to Jewish political dom-
inance in Israel riveted the audience. Shlomo Gazit, the former director of Israeli 
Military Intelligence and longtime president of Ben Gurion University, came to a 
startling conclusion aft er listening to Sofer: “Democracy has to be subordinated to 
demography.” 

Sofer echoed Gazit’s view. “If you endanger the Jewishness of my country, we will 
have to compromise democracy. You will see long nails,” the professor told a doc-
umentary fi lmmaker, fl icking out his fi ngers for eff ect. Benjamin Netanyahu, who 
served at the time as Finance Minister in Sharon’s government, sounded a similar 
note when he spoke at Herziliya the following year, positing democracy as a potential 
threat to the Jewish state. “The [Israeli] Declaration of Independence depicts Israel as 
both Jewish and democratic,” Netanyahu said. “To stop democracy from wiping out 
the Jewish nature of the country we must ensure the Jewish majority.” 

Like Sharon, Netanyahu was a lifelong proponent of Greater Israel. But he heartily 
endorsed the separation wall, describing it a necessary barrier against “demographic 
spillover” from the West Bank. By , Sharon pledged to implement separation, 
vowing to “make hafrada across the land.” Thanks to Sofer, Schueft an, and military 
intelligence confi dants like Avi Dichter, he had come to accept the importance of 
a giant concrete wall that established demographic lines while voiding Palestinian 
national aspirations. Yet he recognized that in style and in substance, Israeli sep-
aration was remarkably similar to South African apartheid—the Afrikaans term 
translated literally to “separateness.” Thus Sharon consciously replaced the term 
“separation” with “withdrawal,” whitewashing the racist undertones of his policy by 
co-opting the conciliatory language of the Zionist left .

The stylistic alteration was apparent when Sharon addressed a  Likud Party 
meeting. “You might not like the word, but what’s happening is occupation,” he told 
his stunned audience. “Holding . million Palestinians under occupation is bad 
thing for Israel, for the Palestinians, and for the Israeli economy. We have to end this 
subject without risking our security.” The remark seemed so out of character that it 
convinced infl uential liberal Washington columnists and leaders of Israel’s Zionist 
left  that the patron saint of Greater Israel was undergoing a change of heart.
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The Sharon government went to pains to present the wall as a temporary mea-
sure that would not aff ect any negotiations on permanent borders. It was offi  cially 
designated as a “fence” and a “barrier,” not a wall, giving the impression that it could 
be removed as soon as the Palestinians gave up their bloodthirsty campaign to con-
quer Israel. For Israeli Jews, the language encouraged the widespread belief that the 
occupation was an ephemeral phenomenon resulting entirely from urgent security 
needs. As long as they believed the occupation was fl eeting, Israelis were psycholog-
ically freed to participate in its maintenance as conscripted soldiers, military desk 
jockeys, and as the Tel Aviv mortgage brokers who fi nanced homes in “Judea and 
Samaria.” 

Sharon was aware that the reaction from international allies could be harsh if 
the wall was seen as a permanent border. Aft er all, the wall had not been drawn 
along legally recognized  armistice lines, but along demographic lines instead, 
absorbing major Jewish settlement blocs on the Palestinian side of the Green Line 
into Israel just as Sofer and Schueft an advised. The result was the unilateral confi s-
cation of , dunams (more than , acres) of privately owned Palestinian 
land, an act the International Court of Justice of the United Nations called “de facto 
annexation,” but which the Israeli Supreme Court would eventually approve. Eighty 
percent of Israeli settlers now lived within areas annexed by the wall while Palestin-
ian villages like Bilin and sizable towns like Ni’lin were due to be severed in half by 
the wall, with much of their land eff ectively annexed to nearby settlements. Towns 
like al-Walajeh would be literally encircled, with residents required to pass through 
army-administered tunnels just to tend their fi elds. 

Thanks to the wall and the overall regime of hafrada, Israeli contact with Palestin-
ians was reduced to a minimum. For those living inside the Tel Aviv cultural bubble, 
the occupation existed only in the media, and even there, it was not always scruti-
nized in a particularly critical manner. Meanwhile, just thirty minutes away, a giant 
zone of exclusion had been established, with a new regime of checkpoints surround-
ing Palestinian population centers, forcing the urban population into micro-zones. 
Passing through the checkpoints was a daily exercise in humiliation that reminded 
the non-people of the dominant force controlling their every move. 

“Animals. Animals. Like the Discovery Channel,” an Israeli soldier posted outside 
Ramallah commented to the documentary fi lmmaker Yoav Shamir, pointing at a line 
of Palestinians shivering in a snowstorm while they waited to pass through a check-
point. “All of Ramallah is a jungle. There are monkeys, dogs, gorillas. The problem is 
that the animals are locked in, they can’t come out. We’re humans. They’re animals. 
They aren’t human. We are.” Though delivered in a crude manner, the soldier’s dia-
tribe presented a neat distillation of the logic behind hafrada.

Back in Tel Aviv, where suicide attacks faded from memory, in large part because 
Palestinian factions had scrapped the tactic, the “war over the morning coff ee and 
croissant” appeared to have been won. By , Prime Minister Netanyahu was cele-
brating what he called “the Big Quiet,” a phrase he had coined to describe his strategy 
of “neither war nor peace” and that he amplifi ed to highlight Israel’s position as des-
potic Arab regimes collapsed in popular uprising. Under Netanyahu’s direction, the 
occupation would be carefully managed—but never ended—to guarantee tranquility 
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for Israeli Jews and harsh consequences for any Palestinian who dared resist Israeli 
control. As long as the one-way peace held, Israelis would support the status quo, and 
by extension, Netanyahu.

“We have gotten used to the idea that every problem has a solution,” said Net-
anyahu’s vice prime minister and confi dant Moshe Ya’alon. “We are so patronizing 
and feel so powerful that we feel that we can solve everything. . . . Mankind arrived 
on the moon so why can’t we solve the Israeli-Palestinian confl ict?”

Distilling Netanyahu’s Big Quiet philosophy into a single sentence, Ya’alon 
explained, “There are some things that we can’t solve, it has to be managed.”

Although most major Palestinian factions in the West Bank increasingly had 
concluded that the tactic of suicide bombing had been a tactical mistake, and that a 
continual armed struggle was futile, at least for the moment, they could not seem to 
agree on a new strategy to resist Israeli domination. How could they challenge Isra-
el’s occupation and disrupt the Big Quiet without a military strategy? This question 
vexed many Palestinians during the lull that followed the Second Intifada. In the 
rural villages that lay in the path of the separation wall, however, an unarmed protest 
movement arose in almost spontaneous fashion, fi lling the void with new energy and 
a sense of creativity that attracted a generation of Israeli and international social jus-
tice activists to the Palestinians’ side. It was there, in the teargas-choked olive fi elds 
of villages like Ni’ilin, Bil’in, and Nabi Saleh, that Palestinian nonviolence would be 
tested, and where questions about its effi  cacy would be resolved.
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The Joint Struggle

With the rise of hafrada, a sense of urgency spread throughout the Palestinian 
villages in the path of the separation wall. In March , the bulldozers and 
earthmoving machines arrived at Mas’ha, town of about two thousand in the 

northern West Bank, near the city of Nablus. The separation wall was going to annex 
 percent of Mas’ha’s land to Elkana, an adjacent Jews-only settlement, forcing the 
residents of the town to pass through a special gate at army-approved hours to reach 
their fi elds, or visit the outside world. A group from the village immediately formed 
a popular committee to begin coordinating resistance. Elsewhere in the West Bank, 
particularly in the refugee camps around Nablus, the armed struggle still raged. But 
Mas’ha decided to try a diff erent approach.

On March , , Mas’ha’s popular committee staged its fi rst demonstration 
against the wall. Joining the local residents were Israeli and international activists 
invited to the village for the protest. A week later, the Israelis and internationals 
returned, mobilizing a protest of fi ve hundred people that generated global media 
attention. At the end of the demonstration, someone pitched a tent on the plot of land 
confi scated by the State of Israel for the construction of the wall. The tent became 
the center of Mas’ha Camp, a spontaneous community that Israelis and Palestinians 
made into their home for four months, nurturing an unprecedented sense of bina-
tional solidarity while developing the tactics for a joint struggle against occupation. 

From Mas’ha, activists set out to other villages to build the movement, helping 
to organize protests in places like Qalqilya, a city of forty-fi ve thousand that would 
be completely surrounded by the twenty-fi ve-foot-high wall. Those who convened 
at Mas’ha Camp were not waiting for a government-led process of negotiations to 
deliver peace; they were embarking on a process of decolonization on their own terms. 
“At Mas’ha Camp we lived together, ate together and talked together twenty-four 
hours a day for four months,” a Palestinian participant, Nazeez Sha’alabi, refl ected. 
“Our fear was never from each other, but only from the Israeli soldiers and settlers.”

The camp produced the fi rst joint act of civil disobedience against the wall, with 
Israeli activists rushing a section of the fencing installed inside Mas’ha and literally 
tearing it down—a symbolic rejection of hafrada. On other side of the fence stood 
a platoon of Israeli soldiers with live ammunition in their magazines. They opened 
fi re on the protesters, wounding one in the thigh and nearly killing him. The incident 
generated a fi restorm of media coverage, prompting Israeli society to evaluate the 
human cost of the wall for the fi rst time. “The military had diffi  culty dealing with 
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us because they weren’t allowed to use the same means of repression if it were a 
Palestinian-only demonstration,” said Uri Gordon, an Israeli anarchist, lecturer at 
Loughborough University in the United Kingdom, and veteran of the Mas’ha Camp. 
“So there was an initial feeling that the group was able to catch the state off  guard 
but that rapidly changed.”

The original protest tent moved wherever the bulldozers were, eventually winding 
up in front of the home of Hani Amer, a Palestinian farmer whose home would be 
surrounded on all sides by the wall and a fence separating the settlement of Elkana. 
Finally, under the auspices of Order , a military order forbidding anyone from 
gathering in groups of more than ten in the Occupied Territories, eff ectively banning 
any form of protest in the West Bank, the army evicted the activists from Mas’ha 
Camp. The veterans of Mas’ha formed a new protest faction called Anarchists Against 
the Wall. Despite the name, its members explicitly eschewed any concrete political 
framework. “The name didn’t carry strong ideological implications but was cho-
sen more for the provocative impact,” Gordon explained. “We could have named it 
‘Satanists Against the Wall.’ The aim was just to use the transgressive value of that 
word, although the form of that initiative has taken on some anarchist characteristics.”

Indeed, the Anarchists were dedicated to little more than the informal principles 
of direct action and civil disobedience. In one of its few communiqués, the protest 
camp veterans declared: “We forced open the gate at Mas’ha to open a gap in the 
wall of hatred and to provide without actions a living, kicking alternative to the 
apartheid policy of the Israeli government. . . . The Berlin Wall was not dismantled 
by rulers and agreements, but by the citizens who felled it with their own hands. . . . 
The ethnic cleansing is occurring before our eyes and we have only one option: to 
use the few rights we still have from the remnants of Israeli democracy and break 
the racist, immoral laws.”

Following the success at Mas’ha, the struggle graduated to Budrus, a town set to 
lose three thousand trees, three hundred acres, and its residents’ livelihood to the 
wall. The village’s weekly popular protests spread across the West Bank to as many 
as twenty more towns, eventually becoming the subject of the award winning  
Palestinian-Israeli documentary fi lm, Budrus. Nearby, in Bil’in, residents injected the 
popular struggle with a sense of theatrical fl air that attracted attention from an inter-
national media that had dismissed unarmed Palestinian resistance for what seemed 
like generations. At a typical Bil’in protest that captured international attention, Israeli 
and Palestinian demonstrators painted themselves blue and dressed up as the Nawi, 
the aliens from James Cameron’s blockbuster fi lm Avatar that depicted an indigenous 
race battling marauding colonialists seeking to usurp their land and natural resources. 
In another Bil’in demonstration, protesters wheeled a cardboard model of the Mavi 
Marmara toward Israeli troops, provoking the surreal but revealing scene of soldiers 
destroying a miniature replica of the ship their navy had assaulted just days before.

Almost as soon as they began, many of the popular protests ground to a halt. 
Repressive measures, from night arrests to permit revocations, were too overwhelm-
ing for most villages to withstand. But in a select few other villages, the struggle per-
sisted, thriving on a rare sense of factional unity in the face of dispossession. Indeed, 
in towns from Bil’in to Beit Ommar to al-Walajeh, and in Ni’lin, members of rival 
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groups like Hamas, Islamic Jihad, and Fatah, along with Palestinian independents 
and left ists, put aside their disputes to challenge the occupation with tactics agreed 
on through consensus in village popular committees. 

As the resistance mounted, the Israeli army ratcheted up the violence. In Bil’in, 
a soldier fi red a high velocity teargas projectile—“The Rocket”—directly into the 
chest of Bassem Abu Rahme as he shouted, “Stop fi ring! Stop fi ring!” from across 
the separation fence. He happened to be standing on land recently handed over to 
the residents of Bil’in by the Israeli Supreme Court, but the army simply ignored the 
ruling. A beloved local protest leader known for his jovial attitude and generosity to 
the protesters who poured into Bil’in each Friday, Abu Rahme, died as his friends, 
both Israeli and Palestinian, laid their hands on his chest, applying pressure in a 
futile attempt to stop the bleeding. (Footage of Abu Rahme’s death is featured in the 
Oscar-nominated documentary about Bil’in’s protest struggle, Five Broken Cameras). 
Months earlier, Abu Rahme’s brother, Ashraf, was bound and shot in the foot by an 
Israeli soldier aft er being arrested while delivering medicine to nearby Ni’lin. Abu 
Rahme’s sister, Jawaher, was killed months later when she was overcome by tear-
gas fi red by Israeli soldiers. Israeli army spokespeople initially claimed Jawaher Abu 
Rahme had been murdered in an “honor killing” until medical evidence forced them 
to admit responsibility for her death.

In Ni’lin in July , a Border Policeman fi red a single shot into the head of 
ten-year-old Ahmed Mousa. “I ran toward the ambulance with Ahmad in my hands,” 
recalled Saeed Amireh, a twenty-four-year-old member of the Ni’lin popular com-
mittee. “But when his insides started falling out I couldn’t bear it anymore.” (Aft er 
a haphazard police investigation into the killing, an Israeli court found Mousa’s 
killer, Omri Abu, innocent of all major charges, accepting his explanation that he 
felt “immediate danger and alarm.”) Just hours aft er Mousa’s emotionally charged 
funeral, a Border Police offi  cer fi red a rubber bullet at close range into the head of 
seventeen-year-old Youssef Amireh, mortally wounding him in his front yard with 
his family, observing the demonstration that had just begun—“They’ve exploded his 
head,” a friend remarked. 

The same night, in Tel Aviv, the Anarchists Against the Wall protested Mousa’s 
death by attempting to block the road outside the home of Defense Minister Ehud 
Barak. At the time, they were unaware that Amireh had been killed as well. “We’re 
here to ask, ‘What about accountability?’” Pollack said of the protest. “[Barak] is 
directly in charge of the army. He is the head commander of the army. He is account-
able.” A few days later, Alex Cohn, a twenty-one-year-old army refuser and activist, 
spotted the Israeli Army spokesman Avi Benayahu noshing at a Tel Aviv restaurant. 
Benayahu had denied that Israeli soldiers were responsible for Mousa’s death. Cohn 
quickly printed out a photo of the ten-year-old child, rushed back to the restaurant, 
and stood next to Benayahu’s table, silently holding the photo aloft  while the portly 
military fl ack nervously licked an ice cream cone a few feet away. 

In Ni’lin, the casualties continued to pile up, from Tristan Anderson, an American 
social justice activist struck in the head by a high-velocity Israeli teargas canister 
and left  half-paralyzed and half-blind, to Yousef Srur, a thirty-six-year-old village 
resident killed by a single shot from a soldier’s . Ruger rifl e (among those who 
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rushed Srur’s body into a Red Crescent ambulance was Pollack). The use of . rifl es, 
deployed by the army to shatter the bones and maim the limbs of protesters, had 
been explicitly banned by Israel’s Supreme Court, but the army continued to use 
them anyway without any restraint. In the face of the escalating violence, however, 
the village obstructed the completion of a section of the separation wall that would 
transform what had been one of Palestine’s most prosperous municipalities into an 
encircled ghetto, an economic dead zone. 

Bekah Wolf, a Jewish-American activist who had lived in the West Bank since 
marrying one of the Palestinian leaders of the popular struggle in Beit Ommar, said 
at the time of the demonstrations, “What I think has been happening is that Ni’lin has 
become not only a symbol of Palestinian resistance, but a rebirth of the kind of pop-
ular resistance that has been successful in the past. And so it has become incredibly 
dangerous in some ways to the Israeli military and the Israeli government as a whole.”

Abdullah Abu Rahme, the head of the popular committee in Bil’in, agreed. In 
his village, the protests eventually forced the army to reroute the path of the wall, a 
partial victory that at least guaranteed less land would be annexed. “We know that 
what worries the Israelis more is that this style of a non-violent struggle might spread 
from Bil’in, Ni’lin and other numbered centers and become a wide model,” Abdullah 
Abu Rahme said. “So they are seeking to suppress this model before it spreads even 
more, because they know our struggle is justifi ed and that they are losing.”

On May  , a Jewish-Canadian independent journalist named Jesse Rosenfeld 
took me to my fi rst protest in Ni’lin. With a full beard and a thick mane of hair 
glinted with gray streaks that made him look much older than twenty-six, Rosenfeld 
had apparently made little attempt to insulate himself from the stress of life under 
occupation. He was brimming with nervous energy but showed no sign of trepida-
tion as we navigated around army checkpoints to enter into the occupied village. 
Jesse had moved to Ramallah three months aft er graduating from McGill University 
in Montreal, where he helped lead student Palestine solidarity groups in rancorous 
battles with the Canadian pro-Israel lobby. Jesse arrived at the end of the Second 
Intifada. 

“The major cities like Ramallah were pacifi ed and most Palestinians were politi-
cally coping with the ramifi cations of the Intifada when I moved to Palestine,” Jesse 
told me. “Because of the wall, that was one of the major points for Israel to colonize 
land around the Green Line, so one of the only centers of popular action was cen-
tered on those villages. The popular struggle against the wall provided an interesting 
model for them to link together. These were farming villages not really involved in 
the intifada now thrusting themselves to the center of Palestinian resistance without 
a hell of a lot of people, and what I found compelling was the way they tried to force 
Palestinian debate about resistance. And it was really the only thing going on at the 
time. So the villages were the place to go, watching them play out to the cameras of 
the West to keep resistance alive.”

We entered the center of Ni’lin on the sixty-fi rst anniversary of Nakba Day, a 
commemoration of the process of ethnic cleansing that stripped the village of vast 
stretches of farmland extending all the way to the Israeli city now known as Lod 
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(with the completion of the wall, the village would be reduced to  percent of its 
original size). Jesse charged up a hill, asking a group of local boys where the protest 
was. Trying to conceal their amusement at Jesse’s mangled Arabic, they pointed up 
the road toward the wall to an open fi eld where we arrived at the friction point 
between a long procession of protesters and a phalanx of soldiers bristling with 
weapons and determined to prevent the marchers from reaching the wall. 

In the parched hills above the village, Israeli soldiers took positions behind rows 
of cacti, preparing to launch a fusillade of percussion grenades. Suddenly, a deep, 
unbearably loud explosion reverberated through the crowd of protesters, sending 
everyone barreling downhill, through the narrow lanes of the town center, then into 
a dilapidated lot that seemed to provide adequate cover. A hundred meters away, 
the local shabab—teenage and preadolescent boys who formed the frontlines of the 
protest—wound up their slingshots, sending a volley of rocks in the soldiers’ direc-
tion. Then, seemingly from out of nowhere, teargas canisters rained down on us. 
They were the high-velocity kind that had killed Bassem Abu Rahme and severely 
wounded Tristan Anderson. I followed a dozen protesters up a ladder, over a cinder-
block wall, scurrying frantically through a warren of yards, and then I watched them 
reassemble for another futile push toward the wall. 

As the army chased the protesters around the village, the march dispersed and 
fanned out across town. On several corners, masked shabab continued to launch 
stones toward the soldiers, who had begun moving in to make arrests. An older man 
shouted at me not to photograph those who did not conceal their faces; the Shin Bet 
would use any photos posted online to identify stone throwers, arrest them in night 
raids, then subject them to harsh interrogations at a nearby military prison. By three 
p.m., a cloud of teargas hung over the entire village, searing my eyes with a stinging 
pain. The army eventually scored a direct hit on me and Jesse, blanketing us in a 
cloud of gas that sent us staggering into a nearby grocery store, where Jesse collapsed 
on the ground, requiring three mildly amused clerks to revive him. When he came 
to, he asked me if I wanted to stay in the village any longer. 

“Why wouldn’t I?” I replied. “I haven’t breathed this well since my last aromather-
apy session.”

“Well, the army usually gets more violent as the day goes on and the journalists 
and Israelis start to leave,” Jesse warned. “They will probably move into town soon 
with the .’s out.”

The prospect of ducking live bullets was enough to persuade me to leave. With 
my head throbbing with a dull pain, my eyes still stinging, and my clothes soaked 
in teargas residue, we drove past a fl ying Israeli checkpoint blocking Ni’lin’s main 
entrance and out of town on Highway . The highway connected three settle-
ments, providing their residents an easy path to Israeli urban centers, and generally 
without having to endure the sight of Arabs. (As a promotional pamphlet distributed 
in Brooklyn by the ultra-Orthodox settlement of Emmanuel promised, “A motored 
system is being developed that will make it possible to travel quickly and safely to the 
Tel Aviv area and to Jerusalem on modern throughways, bypassing Arab towns.”) In 
order to limit Palestinian contact with the settlers—hafrada on a micro level—Isra-
el’s military administrators planned to close the entrance that connected Ni’lin to 
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Highway , offi  cially segregating the road. The plan would sever the town in two, 
forcing Palestinians to travel between upper and lower Ni’lin in a tunnel, reducing 
them to the status of Morlocks.

Just moments ago, Jesse and I were dodging teargas canisters in a high-intensity 
riot. Now, aft er being waved through a checkpoint and an easy twenty-fi ve-minute 
drive uninterrupted by traffi  c, we were back in Tel Aviv. 

That night, I met some Israeli activist friends at Hudna, a trendy outdoor bar on a 
bleak, industrial street in Florentine. The bar was originally established as a gather-
ing place for Israeli left ists and young Palestinians who lived in nearby Jaff a. Having 
fallen under the ownership of an Israeli army reservist who appeared out of uniform 
as a dreadlocked bohemian, the place quickly became a virtually Jews-only mecca for 
local hipsters. Jesse arrived at the table with a round of beers and news from Ni’lin. 
Soldiers had lightly wounded a twelve-year-old girl, Summer Amireh, in the arm 
with a shot from a Ruger . caliber rifl e.

Rising over Florentine was the brightly lit “ghost tower” in Neve Sha’nan where 
wealthy Jewish foreigners spent their vacations, but which remained empty for most 
of the year. It was essentially a luxurious glass-and-steel mausoleum. Among the 
tower’s most famous residents was Marty Peretz, the former New Republic magazine 
owner who had abandoned his East Coast intellectual environs. “I’ve made Tel Aviv 
my locale now because in Jerusalem you wake up in the morning with the Jewish 
problem, and you go to sleep with the Palestinian problem,” Peretz told a reporter, 
invoking the cliché of the Tel Aviv bubble.

I turned to Jesse to complain about the sense of cognitive dissonance, of hanging 
out at a hipster bar that could have been anywhere in the West, in Berlin or Brooklyn, 
with the residue of teargas still on my shirt. “Yeah, I know,” he said. “It’s always incred-
ibly jarring to be in these rural Palestinian villages and experience army raids and 
repression at demos, and then you get back into this bright urban metropolis where 
you’re living in the cultural equivalent of Brooklyn, except it’s completely segregated. 
Most of the people at this bar not only have no idea what’s going on but no capacity 
to deal with the proximity of Palestinians. You talk to them and it’s like this distant 
thing—they talk about Palestine with less familiarity than Kuala Lumpur.” 

As we talked, the pulsing sound of a fusion jazz band jamming in an adjacent 
bar waft ed our way. The guitarist was soloing over a driving bass vamp, working to a 
furious climax with a keyboardist who urged him forward with emphatic, attacking 
chord stabs. These were top players; I had met a few Israelis like them in jazz clubs 
in New York City, and in the cities of Europe. Most of them hated the occupation, 
the militancy of Jewish nationalism, the whole suff ocating climate of an enclosed 
Israeli life. Soon these musicians would be overseas again, cutting sessions and tour-
ing clubs. But as they thrilled fans with their chops, Palestinians were confi ned over 
there; behind concrete cordons, in underground tunnels, out of sight and out of 
mind, in “something like a cage,” as Benny Morris said. The Tel Aviv bubble required 
the Iron Wall. 
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My Mother Before Justice

On a late Friday morning in August , beneath a blistering hot sun, Joseph 
Dana and I set out on foot from central Jerusalem to the East Jerusalem neigh-
borhood of Sheikh Jarrah. There, we followed directions provided beforehand 

until we located an old Ford hatchback parked on a hill. A few hundred meters below 
was the Shimon Ha’Tzadek compound that fundamentalist settlers had recently 
established in the homes of Palestinians forcibly expelled on orders by the Jerusalem 
municipality. Later that day, a protest of mostly Jewish Israeli left ists known as the 
Sheikh Jarrah Solidarity Movement would take place outside the compound.

Our destination was Ni’lin. A wave of arrests and harsh Israeli raids had whittled 
the weekly protests down from several hundred protesters to about twenty locals 
who could aff ord to risk arrest and the revocation of their work permits, and who-
ever was able to join them from the outside. 

Joining for our excursion to Ni’lin was Uri Agnon, a twenty-year-old music 
teacher with long, sandy locks. A lifelong Jerusalemite, Uri had experienced his 
fi rst taste of the joint struggle in the demonstrations that took place each week in 
Sheikh Jarrah, joining them soon aft er they began in the summer of  against 
the government-approved expulsions of Palestinian families. With families thrown 
out in the street with their belongings, Orthodox settlers who claimed they held 
pre- certifi cates proving the homes in the neighborhood were rightfully theirs 
moved in under police guard. Joseph was among the fi rst on the scene to videotape 
the expulsions as they took place. 

Initially led by radical left ists who emphasized solidarity with the dispossessed 
local families, the Sheikh Jarrah movement quickly attracted liberal Zionist luminar-
ies of Israel’s Enlightened Public, from the writer David Grossman to former Knesset 
Speaker Avraham Burg to members of the Meretz Party. For them, the protests repre-
sented a chance to reassert the values of “Israeli democracy” against fundamentalist 
settlers, and to struggle for the “soul” of the Jewish state against a right-wing govern-
ment that had little interest in the two-state solution. 

And yet, some of Jerusalem’s liberal Zionist activists lived in Arab homes confi s-
cated from their original owners in . Ethan Bronner, who at the time served as 
the chief of the New York Times’ Jerusalem Bureau, said in May , “One of the 
things that is most worrying not just the left  but a lot of people in Israel about this 
decision [regarding the Sheikh Jarrah evictions] is if the courts in Israel are going to 
start recognizing property ownership from before the State [of Israel was founded].” 
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He added, “I think the Palestinians are going to have a fairly big case. I for example 
live in West Jerusalem. My entire neighborhood was Palestinian before .” In fact, 
Bronner operated out of the former home of exiled former BBC Arabic broadcaster 
and scholar Hasan Karmi, one of ten thousand properties seized by Israeli authorities 
in West Jerusalem. The house was purchased by Thomas Friedman in  just as he 
began his four-year stint as the Times’ Jerusalem bureau chief. 

As mainstream liberals poured into Sheikh Jarrah, seizing the opportunity to 
inject the moribund peace camp with new energy, the joint struggle risked mutating 
into a Jews-only aff air, with Palestinians deployed primarily for moral ornamenta-
tion. Budour Hassan, a twenty-two-year-old Palestinian activist and law student at 
Hebrew University, wrote of the Sheikh Jarrah movement, “For all their activism, 
they have failed to fully embrace the Palestinian public and get it involved. Their 
demonstrations are dominated by white, secular liberal Zionists and the Palestinian 
voice, which they supposedly want to make heard, is inaudible amid a chorus of 
Hebrew-language chants about peace and coexistence.”

Nestled within the Sheikh Jarrah movement, behind the high-profi le fi gures 
who increasingly dominated its ranks, a new generation of Israelis was experi-
encing the demonstrations. From Jerusalem, they moved their protests into the 
Palestinian-Israeli ghetto of Lod to challenge home demolitions, and into the West 
Bank, to join up with the Palestinian-led popular struggle. Among them was Uri, 
who led the Sheikh Jarrah “Joy Resistance” drummers who had become the move-
ment’s trademark (and whom I nicknamed the Ashkenazi Rhythm Disaster for the 
excessively regimented, martial-sounding, and frustratingly grooveless beats they 
banged out at protests). He had brought his snare drum for the protest in Ni’lin, 
provoking uncomfortable looks between Joseph and me. 

“Uh, I hope you can run with that thing on,” Joseph told him.
“What do you mean?” Uri said with confusion. Only then did it occur to us that 

he might not have been to a popular struggle demonstration before.
On the way to Ni’lin, as we puttered toward Highway  in our little Ford Fiesta, 

passing the gated outskirts of the city of Modi’in, where a dozen young settlers were 
waiting to hitch a ride deeper into the West Bank, Uri peppered us with questions 
about the demonstrations. He seemed especially concerned about the throwing of 
stones by Palestinians. “They’re just sending a message,” I told him. “And it’s not like 
some soldier who’s outfi tted to resist live rounds and shrapnel is worried about get-
ting hurt by a twelve-year-old with a rock.” 

But Uri was not satisfi ed. He told me he was a pacifi st, and therefore opposed all 
forms of violence. When I asked him how he reconciled his pacifi sm with a situation 
in which violence was disproportionately on one side, Uri quoted a famous line by 
the French existentialist Albert Camus: “I believe in justice, but I will defend my 
mother before justice.”

Camus delivered the remark in , a day aft er having received the Nobel Prize 
for Literature, during a heated debate with a group of students at the University of 
Stockholm over the question of Algeria. Camus had rejected the Algerian National 
Liberation Front’s demand for an independent state, arguing that the French pied 
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noirs should be allowed to remain in the country in a confederation arrangement. 
When an Algerian student questioned his commitment to democracy and equality, 
a fl ustered Camus replied, “I have said and repeated that we have to bring justice 
to the Algerian people and grant them a fully democratic regime. . . . I have always 
condemned terror. I must also condemn a terrorism that is practiced blindly, in the 
streets of Algiers, for example, and which one day could strike my mother or my 
family. I believe in justice, but I will defend my mother before justice.”

Camus was a pied noir who had no intention of leaving the country of his birth, 
even though France was a short ferry ride away. The rise of the Algerian liberation 
movement, with its demand for a land free of any French presence and its use of ter-
rorism to achieve that goal, forced him to walk the tightrope between his self-interest 
and the universal values he had espoused throughout his career. In the end, Camus 
came down on the former side, alienating himself from left -wing European intellec-
tuals who identifi ed with the Algerian anti-colonial struggle. His experience foreshad-
owed the quandary of Israelis who sought to unite their liberalism with their Zionism.

Uri had deeper roots in Jerusalem than most Israelis. His great-grandfather was 
Shmuel Yosef “S. Y.” Agnon, the most famous writer of the early Zionist movement, 
and the recipient of the  Nobel Prize for Literature. Agnon’s  short story, 
“The Lady and the Peddler,” was required reading for many Israeli high-schoolers. 
Written from Mandate Palestine while he watched his native Germany devour its 
Jewish population, the story portrays a hapless Jewish man welcomed into the home 
of a generous but mysterious gentile who turns out to be a cannibalistic vampire. The 
fairytale’s lesson was clear: don’t trust the goyim. 

Though his grandfather joined the Movement for a Greater Israel that celebrated 
Israel’s conquest of Arab territory in , Uri’s parents reacted to the entrenchment 
of the occupation by joining up with the earliest inceptions of the peace camp. When 
Uri came of age, his indignation at the ethnic cleansing of Jerusalem propelled him 
into the founding ranks of the Sheikh Jarrah movement. In March , he was at 
the front of what might have been the largest joint Israeli-Palestinian (though over-
whelmingly Israeli) demonstration since Mas’ha, leading the Joy Resistance through 
East Jerusalem. But now that he was branching out, experiencing the struggle beyond 
the wall, he was forced, as Camus was, to confront his status with his professed ideals. 
Could he live beside Palestinians without occupation? Or would they devour him 
like vampires? 

We entered the village aft er midday, barreling down a craggy road full of potholes, 
and past a butcher shop where a freshly slaughtered cow lay on its side, with blood 
still drizzling from its throat. Ni’lin’s pockmarked, cinder block homes might have 
been dilapidated and its streets badly underserviced, but the town of fi ve thousand 
boasted a reputation as one the most prosperous in the West Bank—“the village of 
entrepreneurs” was its nickname. As the British journalist Jonathan Cook reported, 
the town had even produced a few millionaires, benefi ciaries of what had once been 
a roaring agricultural business and factories providing soda and gas to Palestinians 
who lived in and around Ramallah. 

9781568586342-text.indd   3679781568586342-text.indd   367 8/3/13   11:49 PM8/3/13   11:49 PM



 goliath

But in the year since my fi rst visit to Ni’lin, Israel had completed the section of 
the wall the protests had attempted to obstruct, consolidating the fi rst stage in the 
process of ghettoization. The next phase would come with the tunnels, which would 
drive Ni’lin’s factories into ruin by blocking access to Highway , turning the 
town into a replica of Qalqilya, which had seen an exodus of thousands of residents 
since being surrounded on all sides by the wall. And that was the point. In the long 
term, the Israeli administrators of the West Bank aimed to coerce much of the Pal-
estinian population out of Area C, the vast area placed by the Oslo Accords under 
full Israeli control. They would be relocated to Area A, the population clusters 
overseen by the Palestinian Authority, thereby establishing an encircled, disjointed 
quasi-state that left  the majority of the West Bank’s land for the use of Jewish set-
tlers. Through home demolitions, the denial of building and work permits, and 
general repression in Area C, Israel implemented a strategy Palestinians called “the 
silent transfer.”

The protest in Ni’lin began in a rocky fi eld of olive trees that had been classifi ed as 
Area C. Men lounged in small groups—women were usually absent from Ni’lin’s pro-
tests—in the shade of the trees. There we met Saeed Amireh, then a twenty-two-year-
old protest leader, with his passable English and Internet savvy, making him the 
town’s de facto emissary to the international activist community. We settled at the 
base of the tree reserved for international and Israeli activists, joined by two vet-
eran members of Anarchists Against the Wall: Efrata, a rail-thin, olive-skinned 
young woman with close-cropped hair and striking, angular features who off set her 
model-like looks by dressing in drab, sweat-stained secondhand work uniforms; and 
Shai, a curly-haired bassoonist in the Tel Aviv Symphony Orchestra with an intense, 
penetrating gaze. Aft er spending hours with these two, they never said more than a 
few sentences to me. Their stoicism might have stemmed from their austere punk 
rock ethos or perhaps from the stress they had absorbed from spending several days 
each week in the crosshairs of Israeli soldiers. Actually, I never mustered up the nerve 
to ask them what made them tick.

It was Ramadan, and the village was fasting; the men rose slowly for a prayer and 
then assembled for a march down a rocky path toward the wall. “Thank you for com-
ing! Thank you!” Muhammad Amireh, a heavy-set, thirty-something protest leader 
who taught elementary school by day, told the activists through a megaphone. “You 
are welcome here in Ni’lin, for helping in our struggle for freedom. You are all a credit 
to humanity.” A year ago, the march to the wall would have comprised hundreds of 
activists and local residents. But Israel had turned the screws on Ni’lin, arresting key 
protest leaders and revoking scores of work permits, making participation untenable. 
Only a few dozen were able to join at this point.

“If you have a family and they send you to jail, who will feed them? How can 
you work?” Saeed Amireh explained to me. “So you can see very few people in this 
town—and it’s a pretty big town—are willing to join us anymore on Fridays. For 
me, it’s possible because I don’t have a family to feed.” Saeed had just completed a 
four-month sentence in Ofer Military Prison aft er a conviction for stone throwing. 
“The food was shit,” he recalled. “Everything was terrible.” At the time, Saeed’s father, 
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Ibrahim, was detained without charges in a cell in Ofer, forcing Saeed to drop out of 
college so he could help support his mother and siblings.

I stood back from the crowd and watched as Muhammad Amireh taunted a small 
platoon of soldiers posted in a tower behind the wall. “Gilad Shalit is in Gaza, and 
Netanyahu is sitting in a leather chair, in an air-conditioned offi  ce, eating Bomba [a 
popular Israeli snack food]!” Muhammad shouted in Hebrew. “Netanyahu doesn’t 
give a shit about you! Who are you fi ghting for? You are little pawns. You occupy and 
get nothing!” But the soldiers wouldn’t budge. A year ago, I thought, they would not 
have even allowed the demonstration to reach the wall without violently dispersing it. 

Another demonstrator threw a live teargas shell recovered from a past protest 
toward the soldiers. It exploded in mid-air, sending a gust of gas toward the troops and 
provoking excited cries of “Aywa! Aywa! Aywa!” from the shabab. “Tom and Jerry,” a 
local man grumbled to me as he passed by. “Cat and mouse time.” The soldiers let loose 
a volley of teargas on the demonstrators, fi lling the skies with large, rubber-coated 
projectiles designed to bounce aft er hitting the ground, scattering the gas in all direc-
tions. I fell back a hundred meters and met a slightly built Israeli with a fuzzy beard 
observing the demonstration with an impassive gaze. He introduced himself as Limor 
Goldstein, a lawyer who represented Palestinian demonstrators arrested and put on 
trial in Israel’s military court system. Most of his clients were children.

“They arrest them at night,” he told me while a few teargas rounds tumbled from 
the sky, landing two hundred yards away. “Then they take them to Ofer [Military 
Prison], usually into a dark cell. It’s about  a.m. by then. The kids are twelve, thir-
teen years old. They don’t know where they are, and they were just asleep in bed at 
home. Now a scary soldier is threatening them. Because the kids are so scared, they 
will confess to anything. And that usually means making something up about the 
older protest leaders so the army can get long sentences for them and break down 
the structure of the popular committees.”

Limor told me his advocacy work had suff ered since he was shot in the head 
with a rubber bullet by a Border Policeman during a protest in Bil’in in . Aft er 
several life-saving operations, he said he still suff ered from bouts of memory loss 
and impaired vision. I had become so engrossed in our conversation I nearly forgot 
about the protest. When I fi nally retrained my attention on the fi elds, I spied a dozen 
men sprinting away from the wall a hundred yards behind us, whooping like Sioux 
Indians, but I did not think to follow them. Then, when I turned to my left , I saw a 
uniformed man clasping an M-, charging furiously toward Limor and me. 

“Soldier!” I shouted.
Limor took off , and I sprinted aft er him, struggling not to fall or twist my ankle 

on the sharp rocks that lined our path back to the safety of the village. As I sprinted 
frantically toward the town, the sound of the soldier’s boots clomping behind me 
grew fainter until it disappeared. Having narrowly escaped arrest, I retreated to the 
edge of town and watched as the soldiers seized a hilltop over the village, fi ring 
teargas shells at the shabab who had reassembled in the fi elds to launch rocks from 
their slingshots. Efrata and Shai waded back into the fi elds, establishing positions 
in between the adolescent boys in the fi elds, deploying human shielding tactics to 
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limit the soldiers’ lethal capacity. But the troops seemed unfazed, sending a volley of 
high-velocity shells directly at the shabab. Joseph was wearing one of the gas masks 
that had been distributed to Israelis virtually for free to prepare them for a chemi-
cal weapons attack—or to at least help convince them of its looming danger—and 
had managed to remain among the gassy clouds hovering over the wall. Uri, for his 
part, had followed me back into the village. He sidled up beside me and watched the 
drama unfold. 

“I wonder,” he said, pointing at a Red Crescent volunteer treating one of the 
shabab who had cut his arm in a fall, “would they care for a soldier if they wounded 
him? Like, would they take him to the hospital?”

My heart had been pumping from sprinting through the fi elds and I felt anger 
swell up in my chest at Uri’s question. As my heart rate lowered and I was able to 
contain my outrage, I considered explaining to him the dire consequences Ni’lin 
residents would face if one of them harmed a soldier. Then I reminded myself that 
despite his mature demeanor, Uri was a twenty-year-old kid. I told him, “Maybe you 
should ask them what they think, instead of relying on me.” He nodded and said 
nothing. 

Over the next months, Uri and his snare drum became a frequent presence at 
West Bank demonstrations, including in Hebron, where I watched soldiers tackle 
him during a protest on Shuhada Street and drag him away to prison. The following 
year, he and a handful of activists from the Sheikh Jarrah Solidarity movement would 
interrupt an appearance at a Jerusalem literary festival by the British author Ian 
McEwan, hoisting a banner reading, “Don’t Shake Hands With Apartheid.” McEwan 
had just accepted the million-dollar Jerusalem Prize from Nir Barkat, the mayor 
of Jerusalem who orchestrated the mass demolition of Palestinian homes and the 
forced evictions of Palestinian families to make room for Jewish settlers. Aft er Mc-
Ewan sought atonement by attending the weekly Sheikh Jarrah demonstration at 
the invitation of David Grossman, Uri and the young activists delivered him with a 
stinging rebuke. 

In the meantime, Uri and I retreated from a cloud of teargas that waft ed in our 
direction from the fi elds below. Choking and gasping for air, we staggered toward the 
center of town to collect ourselves. By the time we returned to the fi elds, the demo 
had drawn to an uneventful conclusion. The soldiers retreated behind the wall and 
the protesters marched back to the village. Muhammad Amireh thanked everyone 
for coming in a short but eff usive megaphone address, as he probably had week aft er 
week, and then Efrata and Shai rushed into their car to catch the next protest in 
nearby Nabi Saleh, a routine they repeated each Friday. I thought about the fi rst time 
I was in Ni’lin, how the demonstration lasted until nightfall and required live fi re 
to suppress. This time they only needed a small platoon and about an hour’s worth 
of teargas. The Israelis were grinding down the popular struggle village by village, 
starting with Ni’lin. 

I returned to Ni’lin on several occasions, and instead of depending on the Anar-
chists for a ride back to Tel Aviv, making me a prisoner to the grueling schedule 
they observed with military precision, I sometimes stayed behind to socialize with 
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the local guys aft erward. Aft er one protest in January , Saeed Amirah guided 
me through the village’s olive fi elds, which were stunningly verdant from the sea-
sonal rains. “I have so many stories from these fi elds,” he said wistfully. “I can’t even 
begin to tell you. He pointed to the settlement of Hashmonaim that lay directly 
across the wall. Above the neat lines of suburban style subdivision homes with red, 
mission-style roofs was a tower lined with antennae. Saeed said, “That’s how they 
watch every day. It is the army’s camera, and they can see our every move right now.”

Then he pointed to the olive fi elds on the other side of the wall. “My grandfather 
goes out every morning to see those trees,” he explained. “Those were his trees and 
now he can only look at them over an annexation wall to see how they are doing. 
You know why we still struggle here when they are killing us, shooting us, arresting 
us all the time? These fi elds mean everything. And so resistance has become our 
way of life.”

To experience the world beyond the wall, Saeed had to apply to the Israeli mil-
itary administration for a permit, a process that could take months, and which the 
army could manipulate in order to punish him for his role in the protests. “When 
we are arrested,” he said, “they take us to a little prison. But when we are out here, 
we are in the big prison.” As I followed Saeed through the grassy fi elds, I collected 
a few expended teargas shells labeled, “Made in the USA.” In the distance, over the 
concrete wall that formed a cordon around the village, we could see the skyline of 
Tel Aviv. From the clouds above the city, I watched a plane make its fi nal approach to 
the runway at Ben Gurion International Airport.
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The Crazy Village

By early , the West Bank villages were reeling from a wave of arrests that 
not only targeted protest leaders, but also children as young as eleven years old. 
Israeli forces tested new and unusual “less lethal” weapons on the demonstrators, 

seeking to market its elaborate matrix of control as a model for the Western world. 
The draconian measures refl ected growing frustration among the army’s high com-
mand with its inability to decisively crush the demonstrations. As Defense Minis-
try offi  cial Amos Gilad complained to diplomats in a private meeting, “We don’t do 
Gandhi very well.”

Avi Mizrahi, the former Israeli Army Central Command chief in charge of the 
West Bank, visited a demonstration in the village of Nabi Saleh in early . During 
a briefi ng at the US embassy in Tel Aviv a few weeks later, he told then-ambassador 
James Cunningham he had no idea what motivated the protesters. They were many 
kilometers from the separation wall, he claimed, and in his mind, they enjoyed unre-
stricted movement. He was infuriated by the impudence of the Palestinians, who 
staged weekly marches to a freshwater spring that had been recently seized from 
them by Jewish settlers. 

Cunningham reported back to Washington, informing them that the Israeli 
army “will start to be more assertive in how it deals with these demonstrations, 
even demonstrations that appear peaceful.” Among the measures he said Mizrahi 
had authorized was the introduction of “dirty water” trucks, or what demonstrators 
referred to as “the Skunk”—a vehicle-mounted cannon that sprayed protesters with 
chemicals that smelled like a rotted corpse and were nearly impossible to wash out. 
Another weapon introduced into the fi eld was “the Scream,” a Long Range Acoustic 
Device (LRAD) that blasted demonstrators with focused, high-intensity beams of 
sound, leaving them nauseous and dazed. Having perfected the weapons on demon-
strators in the West Bank, Israeli weapons fi rms were able to market them to Amer-
ican law enforcement departments as “fi eld-tested.” 

On December , , an Israeli court sentenced one of the most respected 
and prolifi c Israeli activists, Anarchist Against the Wall veteran Jonathan Pollak, to 
three months in prison. The twenty-eight-year-old was the key Israeli link to the 
West Bank villages, and as the Popular Struggle Coordination Committee’s media 
director, a liaison between the movement, the international press corps and Western 
diplomats, Pollak had taken dozens of European offi  cials into Israeli military prisons 
to witness the trials of Palestinian demonstrators. Having monitored Pollak for years, 
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the Israeli authorities managed to convict him for participating in a  mass bike 
ride in Tel Aviv that blocked traffi  c in protest of Operation Cast Lead, a direct action 
he had played no role in organizing.

Pollak issued no appeal for leniency. Instead, he appeared in court wearing a shirt 
emblazoned with the image of Steve Biko, the martyred South African anti-apartheid 
activist. He addressed the judge: “I will go to prison wholeheartedly and with my 
head held high. It will be the justice system itself, I believe, that will need to lower 
its eyes in the face of the suff ering infl icted on Gaza’s inhabitants, just like it lowers 
its eyes and averts its vision each and every day when faced with the realities of the 
occupation.”

With his media skills and fl uency in English and Hebrew, Joseph Dana was dele-
gated as Pollak’s replacement. On a routine basis throughout the week, I watched as 
Joseph was interrupted with phone calls from Palestinians reporting settler attacks 
and Israeli raids. He would deliver the news to the list of reporters compiled by 
Pollak. Joseph’s new role required him to observe the full gamut of protests across 
the West Bank, a grueling task that took him from two or three villages on Friday 
to two more during the weekend. Though he was unfazed by the harsh conditions 
he had to endure, Joseph was noticeably uncomfortable in his designated role as 
spokesman for a protest network that ran on a shoestring budget and had little to no 
formal organization.

On a cool aft ernoon in the middle of the week in January , Joseph and I piled 
into a tiny hatchback on a leafy residential street off  Tel Aviv’s Allenby Street. At the 
wheel was Shai, the Anarchists Against the Wall veteran and Tel Aviv Symphony 
Orchestra musician. On the short drive into the West Bank, Shai popped in a tape 
of Rachmaninoff  and lost himself in the sonata. We were not heading to a protest 
today, but rather to collect information from the popular committee members of 
Nabi Saleh, where the army was arresting children during night raids, preparing the 
legal groundwork for mass detention of the protest leaders. On the way, right before 
we turned off  Highway , an Israelis-only bypass road, and onto Highway , we 
parked at a rest stop so Joseph and Shai could compose a press release. 

A fourteen-year-old boy, Islam Tamimi, had just been arrested at gunpoint 
during a night raid in Nabi Saleh and locked inside Ofer Military Prison. Under an 
intense interrogation from the Shin Bet punctuated by beatings, a frightened and 
sleep-deprived Islam Tamimi gave the army the confession it wanted, telling them 
that two of the village protest leaders, Bassem and Naji Tamimi, had organized the 
equivalent of militant stone throwing brigades, and commanded them by cellphone 
from rooft ops around the town. “It’s the fi rst stage in breaking down the village’s 
resistance structure,” Shai said. 

Joseph wondered if Bassem and Naji were next.
The forced confession eventually formed the basis of a mock expose in Yedioth 

Ahronoth stoking fears of an “organized army of boys” in Nabi Saleh commanded by a 
“man who organizes violence with military precision”—Naji Tamimi—and the com-
mander of a “group of under fi ft een-year-olds”—Bassem Tamimi. Israel’s most infl u-
ential newspaper had once again volunteered its services to the military-intelligence 
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apparatus, publishing an article that relied on the confession of a frightened, impris-
oned boy, exploiting it to off er the army increased political space to intensify its 
campaign of repression in the West Bank. Through their press release to the Jeru-
salem press corps, Joseph and Shai hoped to counter what appeared to be a con-
certed campaign by Israel’s military-media complex to fracture Nabi Saleh’s popular 
committee. 

Arresting and interrogating small children had become a routine task for the 
soldiers who maintained Israel’s system of control over the Palestinians of the West 
Bank. One soldier who served in Hebron in  testifi ed to the reservists’ group 
Breaking the Silence, “You never know their names, you never talk with them, they 
always cry, shit in their pants. . . . There are those annoying moments when you’re 
on an arrest mission, and there’s no room in the police station, so you just take the 
kid back with you, blindfold him, put him in a room and wait for the police to come 
and pick him up in the morning. He sits there like a dog.”

Another soldier who served near Qalqilya in  described arresting a boy for 
throwing stones and holding a gun to his head until he begged for mercy: “That 
specifi c kid who actually lay there on the ground, begging for his life, was actually 
nine years old. I mean, a kid has to beg for his life? A loaded gun is pointed at him 
and he has to plead for mercy? This is something that scars him for life. But I think 
if we hadn’t entered the village at that point, then stones would be thrown the next 
day and perhaps the next time someone would be wounded or killed as a result.” 

But few children in the West Bank were as well acquainted with the Israeli army 
as those who inhabited Nabi Saleh. Many went to bed in fear, knowing that on any 
given night, they could be ripped from sleep and taken to a dark cell.

It was midday when we reached Nabi Saleh. The village of  lay on a rolling hill 
that had turned a lush green from the winter rains. Once inside, we gained a sweep-
ing view of the grassy hills and of the neat rows of red-roofed, suburban-style homes 
that comprised the settlement of Halamish—it looked as though a neighborhood in 
Gaithersburg, Maryland, had been airdropped into Palestine. Established in  
on land privately owned by Palestinians from Nabi Saleh, the settlement of fi ft een 
hundred stood directly across Route , a winding, two-lane road that abutted a 
small freshwater spring. No wall separated the settlers from Nabi Saleh, and since 
Nabi Saleh’s outskirts had been designated as Area C, its residents grew suspicious 
that the spring and their outlying farmland would soon be annexed to Halamish. 

For generations, the farmers had used the spring that they called Ein al-Quos to 
irrigate their fi elds. But when fundamentalist youth from Halamish turned the spring 
into a swimming hole in , then began attacking and intimidating the farmers, 
the Tamimi clan that comprised the majority of Nabi Saleh’s residents organized a 
popular committee. The following year, the demonstrations began, prompting arson 
attacks from the settlers and a harsh army crackdown. In turn, Jonathan Pollak and 
the Anarchists Against the Wall arrived to bolster the ranks of the local protesters. 

The Tamimis were notable among the people of the West Bank, and not only for 
their striking appearance. Nearly everyone in the village bore a pale complexion, like 
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Northern Europeans, with hair colored bright blonde or sandy brown, light-colored 
eyes, and high, sharply angled cheekbones. Their features refl ected a lineage drawn 
directly from the Crusaders, off ering a reminder of the many invaders and occupiers 
whose blood became intertwined with the heritage of Palestine. Because the village 
consisted mainly of a single clan, it proved nearly immune to the kind of collabo-
rator networks and permit manipulation Israel had used to fracture other village 
networks. When the occupation began in , Nabi Saleh became an exceptionally 
active node of resistance, losing nearly twenty of its residents in both armed and 
unarmed actions while almost the same number served long sentences in Israeli 
prisons.

I was accustomed to entering Nabi Saleh on Friday aft ernoons, during the heat 
of the protest, aft er soldiers had entered the village and begun fi ring teargas shells 
and rubber bullets in all directions, especially at the shabab who lobbed rocks from 
behind the dumpsters they wheeled down a narrow road for cover. The soldiers 
routinely tackled the most unruly international activists, sometimes beating or 
pepper-spraying them, dragging them into army jeeps and off  to prison. In recent 
months, the troops had begun spraying “the Skunk” at anything in their way, includ-
ing inside the open windows of local homes. The protests went on until nightfall, 
provoking some of the harshest measures I had seen. Unlike in Ni’lin, women took 
on a central role in Nabi Saleh, both in the popular committee and in the fi eld, while 
children stood on the frontlines of the protest, frustrating soldiers who risked humil-
iation for brutalizing small kids in front of the countless camera-wielding activists 
on the scene.

Without any demonstration planned, the village was calm, allowing me to appreci-
ate its bucolic setting for the fi rst time. Joseph and I approached the home of Bassem 
Tamimi, a large, stone structure constructed before the occupation began. Because 
Bassem built a second fl oor onto the home without a permit—Israeli authorities 
almost never granted building permits to Palestinians in Area C—he was threatened 
by a demolition order. The demolition of structures in Area C threatened to force 
Palestinians like Bassem to move to one of the urbanized Bantustans in Area A, 
where he would languish on a Palestinian Authority salary, while the next generation 
of Nabi Saleh would be relegated to the center of the village designated as Area B, in 
a kind of bedroom community shorn from its traditional connection to agriculture 
and the surrounding land.

The dispossession witnessed in Nabi Saleh mirrored the colonial processes Israel 
had set into motion across the West Bank, from water and land theft  to permit 
denials to home demolitions. But only a few villages located near the Green Line 
seemed interested in the kind of unarmed protest tactics witnessed in Nabi Saleh. 
The structure of hafrada was not just designed to separate Israelis and Palestinians, 
but to sever Palestinian communities from one another, preventing new modes of 
organizing from spreading.

Bassem was waiting for us on his porch. His house was a large stone villa perched 
on a grass hill lined with little rows of gardens. A slender man with a neatly trimmed 
moustache, light brown hair, and blue eyes that betrayed an unusual tranquility, he 
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spoke carefully but with occasional rhetorical fl ourishes that refl ected an excep-
tional command of English. Bassem had been arrested twelve times by Israeli forces, 
once spending more than three years in prison without ever seeing a judge or being 
charged. In , he was arrested on suspicion of having murdered an Israeli settler 
in Beit El. He said he was severely tortured for weeks by the Israeli Shin Bet offi  cers 
seeking to extract a confession to violent crimes he had never committed. During the 
torture he described, he was dropped from a high ceiling onto a concrete fl oor, wak-
ing up only a week later in an Israeli hospital. In the end, he was cleared of all charges.

When I entered Bassem’s linoleum-tiled, dimly lit salon, he seated himself 
cross-legged in a chair across from the sofa where Joseph and I sat, proceeding to 
turn what I thought would be an informal visit into an hour-long seminar on the 
recent history of the town. On another sofa sat some shabab from Qurawa, one of the 
nearby towns in the Ramallah district. “We come here because this is where the Pal-
estinian struggle is alive,” one of them told me. The boys listened intently as Bassem 
spoke. His eyes were bloodshot and sunken from fatigue. He told us he had slept little 
since the false confession of Islam Tamimi; he was anticipating the moment when 
the army would arrive at his door at three in the morning to take him away to Ofer. 

Bassem emphasized that unlike other villages involved in the protests, Nabi 
Saleh’s goals extended beyond immediate, localized concerns. “Our problem is not 
just with the settlement of Halamish,” Bassem explained. “Our problem is the whole 
occupation. The settlement is merely a face of the occupation. In Bil’in and Ni’lin 
they set specifi c goals like moving the separation fence to the Green Line. That is a 
problem. Our only goal is to end the occupation. So if the American consul came to 
us and said, ‘I am Superwoman; I can immediately remove Halamish,’ I would say, 
‘Fine, but we want to end the whole occupation.’” 

Echoing the disgruntlement quietly expressed by many participants in the popu-
lar struggle, but especially in Nabi Saleh, Bassem lashed into the Palestinian Author-
ity as he saw it, the foreign-backed rulers of the Bantustan fi efdom that comprised 
the West Bank’s Area A, and its technocratic, unelected prime minister, the former 
World Bank offi  cial Salaam Fayyad. “We had an intifada based on popular struggle, 
but the Oslo Accords crushed it,” Bassem told me. “Now the people are tired since the 
Second Intifada was crushed. So Fatah [the party controlling the Palestinian Author-
ity] talks and talks, but they can’t manage to bring the popular struggle across the 
West Bank. Fayyad wants to come here and be seen and use our struggle as a theater 
to have his picture taken. We know that Fatah could bring thousands of people here, 
but they don’t want to. They don’t order their members to join the struggle. We want 
to ask them to make popular struggle everywhere. We do all that we can, but without 
them we can only do so much.”

Bassem said he and other popular struggle leaders wanted to resuscitate the 
model of unarmed resistance that produced the First Intifada, but the two-pronged 
force of the Palestinian Authority and the Israeli army had fl outed their attempts 
so far. He explained, “We have experience in military resistance but we decided the 
best way to resist was nonviolent. We want to build a model that looks like the First 
Intifada, an alternative to military resistance. Our village knows exactly what to do 
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because we were involved in the Intifada. And the reason the army wants to break 
our model is because we are off ering the basis for the Third Intifada.”

While we spoke, Bassem’s wife, Nariman passed through the salon, pausing to 
shake our hands before rushing aft er one of her daughters, a blonde-haired girl with 
green eyes who looked to be about eight years old. Nariman was an active fi gure in 
Nabi Saleh’s popular struggle, following in the tradition of the First Intifada, when 
women’s organizations assumed a central role in organizing the cooperatives that 
served as the basis of resistance. “From the beginning of our struggle the Israelis 
targeted the women of our village,” Bassem said. “My wife was arrested and jailed 
for ten days. The army targets the women here because they know our culture; they 
know that we see women as fi ft y percent of our struggle and no less. Women raise 
our children; women can convince people more easily than men. When our men see 
the women being brave, they want to be more brave. Women are in the center of our 
struggle because we believe women are more important than men. It’s that simple.” 

The army’s repression had been increasing at such a dramatic rate, Bassem said, 
because the unarmed model of popular struggle threatened Israel’s deterrence strat-
egy, which depended on casting all resistance to its occupation in terms of “terror-
ism.” If it became a model, spreading into the West Bank’s urban centers, he believed 
the consequences for the occupation could be calamitous. “The army is determined 
to push us toward violent resistance,” he stated. “They realize that the popular resis-
tance we are waging with Israelis and internationals from the outside, they can’t use 
their tanks and bombs. And this way of struggling gives a good reputation. Suicide 
bombing was a big mistake because it allowed Israel to say we are terrorists and then 
to use that label to force from our land. We know they want a land without people—
they only want the land and the water—so our destiny is to resist. They give us no 
other choice.”
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Night

What was the cost of unarmed resistance, of “doing Gandhi,” as the Israeli gen-
eral Amos Gilad called it? Was it worth the price? And would it spread across 
the West Bank, as Bassem hoped, reviving the steadfast spirit and solidarity 

of the First Intifada? Or would it sputter out under the jackboot of Israeli repression, 
with villages overwhelmed, families shattered, and lives destroyed? 

During the early months of , I watched the army intensify its repression of 
Nabi Saleh’s protest movement. Homes across the village were subjected to regular 
night raids, with soldiers bursting into children’s bedrooms early in the morning, 
lining the boys against the wall to photograph them or dragging them away into 
waiting jeeps for interrogation and extended time in military prison, where they 
were detained alongside adult men. To deter the arrests, or at least to ensure that they 
were properly documented and exposed, Nabi Saleh’s popular committee requested 
that Israeli and international activists spend the night with families expecting raids.

Early in the evening in the middle of the week in late January, my cellphone rang 
with a call from Yonathan Shapira. He told me Nabi Saleh needed volunteers to stay 
with a family expecting a night raid. “If the soldiers see Israelis or internationals in 
the houses when they come to arrest the kids, they are usually less aggressive, they get 
kind of shaken by seeing us,” Yonathan explained. “The army came last night looking 
for one of the local guys, and they are coming back, because for some reason, they 
didn’t get him.”

Three hours later, I pushed through the crowds outside Tel Aviv’s Central Bus Sta-
tion and found Yonathan’s car waiting on a corner on Levinsky Street. In the passen-
ger seat was an eighteen-year-old guy with spiky, jet-black hair named Yuval. He was 
new but deeply committed; he represented the next generation of Anarchists Against 
the Wall. Yonatan and Yuval had met in Neve Shalom, a Jewish-Arab intentional 
community where Israelis and Palestinians engage in dialogue seminars, though not 
the kind familiar to peace industry NGOs like the Peres Center. “We were forced to 
acknowledge the power imbalance,” Yonathan said, “by speaking not as individuals, 
but as part of a group. It really helped everyone understand the dynamics of occupa-
tion and the privilege of being born a Jewish Israeli.”

Yonatan seemed agitated for the fi rst leg of the ride. He said he had just learned 
that his brother-in-law had received an assignment as the Israeli commanding offi  -
cer at Bil’in and would now direct the army’s repression of the village protests each 
Friday. “I can’t understand people sometimes,” Yonatan said. “I mean, the guy is this 
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vegan hippy type who refuses to touch meat at our family’s Seders. He comes off  as 
a gentle, sensitive guy, but when he got the assignment in Bil’in, he was proud. Like, 
he didn’t see anything wrong with it!”

“Cognitive dissonance is a term that keeps coming up in this place. In my life I’ve 
never met so many hippies who wanted to expel people,” I said. “Actually, I don’t think 
I ever met one before I got here.”

“Yeah, well, that’s what keeps the occupation going,” Yonatan explained. “The idea 
that we can be one person on one side of the wall and be a monster on the other, and 
neither will ever come together.”

I thought of the psychologist Robert Jay Lift on’s description of the process of 
socialization that led ordinary people to participate in evil. He called it “doubling.” 
Having studied participants in some of history’s greatest crimes, from the doctors in 
Auschwitz to the members of the murderous Japanese Aum Shinrikyo cult, Lift on 
found people who had managed to establish an impenetrable psychological barrier 
between their lives as ordinary parents and husbands and their assignments as kill-
ers. “Each of these selves functioned as though it were a separate, autonomous self. 
And that’s why I called it ‘doubling,’” Lift on said, “even though, of course, they were 
part of the same overall self.

“The socialization to evil, I discovered, is all too easy to accomplish,” Lift on con-
cluded. “So it can be used by anyone.” 

As we crossed over the Green Line without even noticing, making the familiar 
turn onto Highway , Lift on’s concept took on a larger meaning. The binary of a 
“Jewish and democratic” state and an undemocratic land of settlers was a geographic 
form of doubling. Both realms were part of the whole, artifi cially divided by a sepa-
ration wall and increasingly rigid psychological barriers. 

Yuval had turned against the state at a much younger age than most left ists I 
knew, freeing him from the internal confl icts they oft en grappled with. “When I was 
sixteen, I started watching these videos on the Internet from Ni’lin, from Nabi Saleh, 
from Bil’in,” he said, “just seeing people directly taking on the occupation. I had never 
seen anything like this. I was like, ‘Wow, how do I become a part of these demos?’ 
So I noticed that the videos were all posted by a guy named Yisrael Puterman, and I 
looked this Puterman guy up in the phone book, called him and said, ‘Can you take 
me to a demo?’ So he took me to Nabi Saleh. And here I am.” 

The previous evening, another group of Israeli activists was blocked from enter-
ing Nabi Saleh by an army patrol. When they attempted to hike through the hills 
to enter the village, one noticed that another in the group had a bright red bead 
on her forehead—an army sniper had trained his sights on her. “Don’t shoot! We 
are unarmed!” they shouted in Hebrew until the bead disappeared. They quickly 
retreated, slipping back into the darkness of the hills until they reached the village 
through another route. The same night, a bus full of Israeli regulars arrived to cap-
ture Mustafa Tamimi, a twenty-eight-year-old wanted for arrest for his participation 
in the popular protests.

Route , the winding, two-lane road that led into Nabi Saleh, was wide open 
when we rolled in. The army watchtower installed just outside the village, on the 
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land annexed by Halamish, was dark. It was a few minutes past eleven p.m. and our 
path was clear. Just inside town, we parked at the home of Abdel Razzaq and Ikhlas 
Tamimi, the parents of Mustafa and his four siblings. Mustafa’s sister, Ola, a slender, 
boisterous eighteen-year-old with a big laugh and a ruddy face framed with a tight 
hijab, led us to a wide salon in the back of the house where her father sat with Bashir 
Tamimi, the town’s mayor. 

The two men were huddled over a small coal-burning grill that fed the draft y 
room with its only source of warmth. We crowded in with them, each of us wearing 
a winter jacket to insulate us from the penetrating cold that set in over the hills 
of the West Bank at this time of year. Ikhlas brought plastic cups fi lled with tea 
saturated with sugar on a silver tray. She smiled at us, lit up a cigarette, and waved 
goodnight as she retired to her room. We would spend the night in the salon with 
Abdel Razzaq and Bashir, who both feared being arrested, or at least having to fend 
off  another raid.

Abdel Razzaq told us in Hebrew about the frightening episode of the night before, 
and Yonatan translated back to me in English. He was a taxi driver who worked 
around Ramallah by day. Like his cousin, Bashir, he was fi ft y-four years old, but his 
kidney disease and years of exposure to Israeli violence made him look at least ten 
years older. Aft er midnight, Abdel Razzaq said, about sixty soldiers arrived in a large 
bus and took positions all around his home. “They were just a bunch of kids who 
were told there was a terrorist on the loose,” he said. “They were ready to shoot when 
they arrived.” 

With the soldiers positioned hard against the wall of the house, ready to burst in 
through the backdoor, Mustafa rushed onto a balcony that hung off  the roof. In a dar-
ing move, he leapt from the balcony, directly over the heads of the soldiers, sprinting 
through a phalanx of confused troops. From inside, Abdel Razzaq heard the piercing 
crackle of gunfi re. He rushed into the yard and screamed at the soldiers, “Why are 
you shooting at us? Why don’t you go fi ght Hezbollah? You cowards!” When a soldier 
forced him back into the house to calm him, he became convinced that his son had 
been shot. Then he heard another soldier in the yard exclaim, “Just let him get away. 
He’s meshugat! (crazy)” Mustafa’s daring escape had succeeded, but the army would 
be back, if not tonight, then soon.

While we waited nervously for the humming sound of army jeeps to shake the 
windowpanes followed by a hard knock at the door, Abdel Razzaq and Bashir told us 
their stories about the time they spent in Israel’s prisons. Their fi rst encounter with 
the system of occupation jails began in July , when the two cousins bought an 
old rifl e from a local Palestinian who turned out to be an Israeli collaborator. Though 
the rifl e was nonfunctional, Israeli troops swept up the two in a raid and jailed them 
without charges. In prison, they shared the experience of the tens of thousands of 
other Palestinian men who had been detained by Israel, and who would propel the 
intifada from inside a vast network of concrete cellblocks. 

Sentenced to three years at the military jail in Tulkarm, Abdel Razzaq and Bashir 
organized a prison-wide hunger strike to protest what they said was routine torture 
and the deprival of water and bathrooms. To break the strike, the two were transferred 
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to a jail in Hebron, where they organized another hunger strike. Their resistance 
earned them another transfer to a notoriously harsh prison in Dahariya, where they 
said they were ruthlessly tortured by a duo of offi  cers named Doron and Weizman 
who bound them in chairs and beat them with batons, sometimes three times a day. 
Almost as soon as the beatings stopped, they were transferred to another prison near 
Nablus fi lled with Palestinians captured during Israel’s invasion of Lebanon.

The frequent transfers, designed to break the cohesion of the prisoners’ strug-
gle just as the regime of checkpoints and walls aimed to fracture resistance on the 
outside, instead resulted in a wider network of contacts between Palestinians from 
across the occupied areas of the map. During the First Intifada, when tens of thou-
sands of Palestinian males experienced arrest by the time they reached thirty, though 
many were never charged with crimes, the Israeli prisons became known as “The 
University,” an institution of informal learning where the nationalist cause attained 
coherence, and where the seeds of the next intifada grew up. At the jail in Nablus, 
Bashir said the prisoners maintained a strict schedule: aft er breakfast, they would 
exercise, study literature and read history; aft er lunch, they studied politics and 
taught one another other languages from Hebrew to English to French. 

Bashir refl ected, “It was the university of the revolution. You go in raw and come 
out with concrete political theory and ideology.”

“This is how our life is,” Abdel Razzaq said, raking the coals with a stick. “They 
made sure we all went to jail. And now they’re starting with our kids.”

When the unarmed demonstrations began in the villages of the West Bank, Nabi 
Saleh was already experienced in the tactics of the struggle. In , when the Israeli 
military attempted to seize a home in the village and transform it into a military 
outpost, Bashir said the entire village rushed to the site, surrounding the house and 
refusing to leave. “They had to bring in tanks to try to move away,” he recalled, laugh-
ing heartily. “They were totally immobilized. They brought in the Border Police and 
shot with rubber bullets, but they couldn’t move us. For two weeks we stayed there, 
and when a few members of Knesset came into to see what was happening, I heard 
one of them call us ‘the crazy village’ because no one cared—the old, the kids, the 
women, everyone would resist to the end.”

“Here we are a big family,” added Abdel Razzaq. “I will care for a boy here who 
needs help, and he will care for an elder there in return. We are a small village and 
everyone breathes the gas whether they are in or out of the house, so on Fridays, 
when the demonstrations start, we all go out.”

We slept on foam mattresses on the fl oor of the salon, beneath heavy blankets. Along 
with the symphony of snoring from Yonatan, Abdel Razzaq, and Bashir, a sound that 
reminded me of Sunday morning lawnmowers, my lingering fear of an army raid 
kept me in a shallow, uneasy slumber, slipping out occasionally to listen for the rum-
ble of jeep engines. In the end, the raid we all expected never came.

We arose in the late morning to the smell of coff ee waft ing from the kitchen and 
the sound of jovial banter echoing from the fi elds around the house. Wandering out 
on the little cement porch, we seated ourselves on plastic chairs and took in the scene 
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of rolling green hills still coated with a light residue of the morning mist. “We should 
come out here more oft en,” Yuval said. “It’s so beautiful.”

“Just don’t start liking it so much you move to Halamish,” I joked.
Luai, Abdel Razzaq’s broad-shouldered, nineteen-year-old son brought a tray of 

large plates heaped with scrambled eggs, potatoes, cheese, and rice, and a pot of 
Arabic coff ee. While we ate, Ola sat in a chair next to us, asking in broken Hebrew 
how we slept. As a child of hafrada, part of the fi rst generation that had come of age 
behind the separation wall, she lacked her father’s command of the language. Yona-
tan switched to Arabic, showing off  the skills he had learned during several months 
of courses at Al-Quds University in Jerusalem. Now, Ola, Yonatan, and Yuval were 
trading Hebrew and Arabic lessons on my reporter’s notebook, teaching each other 
basic script and how to write their names, and giggling at each other’s mistakes. 

As we pulled away from the family’s house in Yonatan’s car, I turned back and 
watched Abdel Razzaq and Ola walk back into the house. Ola stopped on her way 
in, turned back, and waved joyfully to us. It was the last time I would see them. And 
soon, the occupation would deliver their family an indelible scar. 

During a protest in Nabi Saleh that November , a soldier thrust open the door of 
an army jeep and fi red a single teargas canister at point blank range into the face of 
Mustafa Tamimi. He was killed instantly; as he crumpled to the ground, a slingshot 
fell from his hand. His sister, Ola, attempted to break through the line of soldiers who 
had assembled to prevent protesters from reaching his body. “I want to see him! I 
want to see him!” she screamed. But the soldiers would not let her through.

In March, the army came for Naji Tamimi, locking him in Ofer Military Prison for 
three months before charging him with incitement, “solicitation to stone throwing,” 
and organizing “unauthorized processions.” His conviction was based entirely on 
the confession of Islam Tamimi, the fourteen-year-old who had been coerced into 
implicating his elders.

Then, as expected, the army arrested Bassem Tamimi. Aft er being sentenced to 
thirteen months in prison in a military court for “solicitation to stone throwing,” 
Bassem rose and delivered a lengthy, stirring address explaining why he protested, 
even when he knew it meant imprisonment. 

“The military prosecutor accuses me of inciting the protesters to throw stones 
at the soldiers. This is not true,” Bassem declared. “What incites protesters to throw 
stones is the sound of bullets, the occupation’s bulldozers as they destroy the land, the 
smell of teargas, and the smoke coming from burnt houses. I did not incite anyone to 
throw stones, but I am not responsible for the security of your soldiers who invade 
my village and attack my people with all the weapons of death and the equipment 
of terror.

“These demonstrations that I organize have had a positive infl uence over my 
beliefs; they allowed me to see people from the other side who believe in peace and 
share my struggle for freedom. Those freedom fi ghters have rid their conscience 
from the occupation and put their hands in ours in peaceful demonstrations against 
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our common enemy, the occupation. They have become friends, sisters, and brothers. 
We fi ght together for a better future for our children and theirs.

“If released by the judge, will I be convinced thereby that justice still prevails in 
your courts? Regardless of how just or unjust this ruling will be, and despite all your 
racist and inhumane practices and occupation, we will continue to believe in peace, 
justice and human values.” 

Months aft er Bassem’s conviction, Israeli forces arrested his wife, Nariman, pry-
ing away her distraught young daughters who had attempted to clasp themselves 
onto her body while the soldiers hauled their mother into an army jeep. Then they 
arrested Luai Tamimi, the brother of Ola. For her part, Ola dropped out of high 
school right aft er the arrests and left  Palestine to stay with family members in Jor-
dan. In the army’s campaign to fracture Nabi Saleh’s resistance, the Tamimi clan 
was slowly torn apart, with mothers physically torn from their daughters, and sons 
separated from fathers through imprisonment and death. 

 “Sometimes my wife and I can’t go to sleep, and we stay awake the whole night 
crying and comforting one another,” Abdel Razzaq Tamimi told the Palestinian jour-
nalist and activist Linah Alsaafi n. “It’s not good to keep crying and mourning our son 
the martyr. I keep telling my wife we must be strong; this is a blessing, an honor to 
have a martyred son, but sometimes I feel like I don’t believe what I’m saying and my 
heart feels so heavy with grief.” 

“Thank God for everything,” he said in a weary tone. In October , Abdel 
Razzaq succumbed to kidney disease, dying at age fi ft y-six. 
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At a demo in Nabi Saleh in November , two Border Police offi  cers tackled 
two Israelis to the ground and dragged them into a jeep, a mundane instance of 
repression witnessed almost every Friday by the village. Though neither of the 

Israelis had done anything to merit the arrest besides being present at the demon-
stration, they were subsequently accused of throwing stones. The Border Policemen 
also grabbed Ala Tamimi, a seventeen-year-old resident of Nabi Saleh, arresting him, 
even though another offi  cer told them he had not thrown any stones. The Border 
Police took Tamimi and the Israelis to a prison near the Sha’ar Binyamin industrial 
zone. According to one of the Israelis, who spoke to me on condition of anonymity, a 
stocky offi  cer named Yaniv and a thin offi  cer named Nadav cuff ed him and Ala, then 
proceeded to beat them, kicking them in the stomach and slamming them repeatedly 
on the ground. 

When the commander arrived at Sha’ar Binyamin, he asked the arresting offi  cers, 
“Which ones are the Jews?” He ordered the release of the Israelis and gave them a 
tin of food. But Ala remained cuff ed. “You’re out of here,” the commander told the 
Israelis, “but the Palestinian is in deep shit. And you ever come back here,” he added, 
“we will beat you way worse than before.” Before uncuffi  ng them, Yaniv smashed one 
of their heads against the ground one last time.

More than two months later, Ala was locked in Ofer Military Prison, awaiting a 
trial that would inevitably end with a conviction. 

It was late January  and I was driving into the West Bank with Joseph and 
Shai, on our way to the trial of Ala Tamimi. We traveled through a hard, bone-chilling 
rain on Highway , the Israelis-only bypass route that sliced through the West 
Bank on the way from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem. I stared out the window at the miles of 
concrete wall Israel had installed to conceal the view of Palestinian villages, and to 
block the Palestinians from accessing the road. Schubert hummed through a single 
speaker behind my head while windshield wipers slapped and squeaked in a hypnotic 
rhythm. As usual, Shai faced the road with silence. Just aft er passing Modi’in, we 
stopped at a bus station that appeared to be empty. From behind the bus stop, Efrata 
emerged. She walked slowly toward the car, clad in all black, and impervious to the 
pouring rain, then settled in the back seat beside me. Like Shai, she sat with a stone 
face, saying nothing.

A few kilometers down the highway lay an imposing structure of fi ft y-foot-high 
concrete blast walls and sentry towers. Bolted onto the tower facing an intersection 
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was a giant steel Israeli fl ag. This was Ofer Military Prison, a vast complex of cell-
blocks and kangaroo courtrooms that thousands of Palestinians caught in the occu-
pation’s dragnet called home. We pulled into a little dirt parking lot behind the jail 
and rushed through the rain toward an outdoor waiting area, splashing mud all over 
ourselves as we ran. Dozens of Palestinians of all ages huddled inside with us. They 
were the family members of prisoners locked inside. Waiting for hours on benches 
surrounded by cages and concrete walls, but covered with nothing but a corrugated 
tin board, had become a routine activity, like waiting at a bus stop. 

A leak had sprung in the tin roof over the shelter, forcing the waiting families to 
huddle in a corner. Aft er fi  fteen minutes, a tall, olive-skinned prison guard—a Miz-
rahi guy who looked as Arab as any of the Palestinians—called us over to the gate 
and took our IDs, including my passport. We had arranged in advance to observe the 
military trials through the Israeli Prison Service, taking advantage of one of the orna-
mental features the occupation employed to project a sense of democratic transpar-
ency. While we stood at the gate, inside what amounted to a cage, in a puddle of mud 
while sheets of rain poured down on us, a female guard appeared from inside the jail. 

“Youuuu, you will haaaave to wait, you will haaaaave to wait,” she sang in Hebrew, 
mangling a pop song at the top of her voice while shaking her hips, and fl ashing an 
occasional winsome smile at the tall guard.

She was young, nineteen or twenty perhaps. The moment I saw the young guard, 
I thought of Eden Abergil, the girl soldier who reveled in the notoriety she gained 
by posting photos of herself mocking bound Palestinian prisoners. Dancing in our 
direction now, she continued her singing, taunting us as we soaked in the rain. 

“Are you trying to impress your boyfriend?” Efrata shouted at her sternly. “Why 
don’t you do your job and give our fucking IDs back?”

The girl looked embarrassed. She fl ipped a hand mirror open and began applying 
a bright red shade of lipstick. “Sorry, I don’t talk to smolinim [left ists],” she said with 
exaggerated contempt, staring at herself in the mirror. 

Finally, aft er fi  fteen minutes, the warden appeared, unlocking the gate to allow us 
inside and out of the rain. He was a notorious fi gure among Palestinians of the West 
Bank and the few Israeli activists who made the trip to Ofer. A gruff  ogre with a large 
paunch, thick arms like slabs of pork, and a baldhead with fat bunched at the back of 
his neck, he looked as though he were lift ed from the pages of a Dickens novel. The 
warden led us through a security check with a few grumbled commands, ordering 
us to leave everything in our pockets with him. Then his underlings took us into 
closed rooms where they patted us down (activists were sometimes subjected to strip 
searches here). For the fi rst time, thanks to pressure from European Union diplomats, 
as a journalist I was allowed to take my reporter’s notebook inside, allowing me to 
document the proceedings with more precision than in the past. With a pad and a 
pen in my hand, I rushed behind the others through the rain in a long, narrow cage 
that led into a yard fi lled with trailers and toward the waiting room. 

Inside the brightly lit room, we stood around a heating vent, our clothes saturated 
with rain, and did our best to dry off . I was shivering uncontrollably but tried not to 
appear too demonstrative in front of the wives, parents, and children of prisoners 
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seated impassively on metal chairs lining the walls and draped with prayer rugs, 
where they sat fi ddling with tasbih beads and chatting soft ly. In the corner of the 
room was a small café that fl ooded the area with the smell of cooking grease. On the 
other side of the counter stood three young guards crowded over a computer, check-
ing their Facebook pages and giggling about their friends’ photos. A Hebrew bumper 
sticker slapped on a wall above the café read, “Observe the Sabbath.”

Over the past summer, I had grown familiar with Ofer, traveling to and from the 
prison with the anarchists on regular occasions. The jail was the central node of 
Israel’s military justice system, where soldiers dressed in judicial garb and prosecu-
tors dressed as soldiers played a game with a predestined result, with the Shin Bet 
making up the rules as it went along. According to the military courts’ annual  
report, Palestinians were convicted at a rate of . percent, with only twenty-fi ve 
full acquittals out of thousands of cases. Between  and , Israeli military 
courts had convicted  minors for the crime of stone throwing, coercing many 
into confessions through harsh interrogations and promising them more lenient sen-
tences for pleading guilty. Among those convicted were dozens of children as young 
as twelve years old. 

In the past, I had attended trials of local Palestinian leaders placed under admin-
istrative detention, a code phrase the Israeli military administration used to denote 
imprisonment without charges. In July, I witnessed the sentencing of Ibrahim 
Amireh, a key organizer of Ni’lin’s unarmed protest movement and the father of 
Saeed. Charged with “organizing illegal and violent demonstrations,” “being present 
in a declared closed military zone,” and other Orwellian-sounding crimes, Amireh 
was ultimately pressured into pleading guilty aft er waiting to be charged for months. 

Before accepting a sentence of eleven months, Amireh stood before the court and 
spoke without permission. “I live between a rock and a wall,” he declared in Hebrew. 
“When I go to farm my land, the army blocks me. And when I protest to reach my 
land again, I am attacked and arrested. What do you want me to do? What choice 
have you given us?”

On this visit, I would witness the trial of a minor for the fi rst time.
In , the Israeli military administration established a Youth Court in the West 

Bank, assigning it the mission of trying and convicting children under the age of 
sixteen. (Israel regards Palestinian children over sixteen as adults, while Jewish chil-
dren must turn eighteen before losing their status as minors.) Though a few judges 
demanded that the court observe international conventions on the protection of 
children and conform to Israeli regulations that mandate that a child’s parents must 
be present during their interrogation, these suggestions were dismissed as soon as 
the children’s court came into being. Of twenty-nine child prisoners interviewed 
by the Israeli human rights group B’tselem, only one was allowed to receive regular 
visits by family members. Classifi ed as “security prisoners,” none was allowed access 
to a telephone. 

A chubby man with curly black locks soaked with rain staggered into the waiting 
room and summoned outside toward the courtroom. He was Neri Ramati, a Jewish 
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Israeli lawyer who worked under Gabi Lasky, a renowned human rights attorney who 
emerged from the left -wing of the Israeli peace camp, once running for a Knesset seat 
on the Meretz list. Lasky and Ramati had defended most of the major leaders placed 
under administrative detention, from Ibrahim Amireh to Bil’in’s popular committee 
director Abdallah Abu Rahme. We followed Ramati into a tan trailer, where he hastily 
slipped a black robe over his wet clothes and seated himself at a folding table beside 
Lasky and Limor Goldstein, the lawyer who had been shot in the face by Border 
Policemen in Bil’in, and had battled back from brain damage to advocate on behalf 
of Palestinians at Ofer. 

All the courtrooms at Ofer lay inside trailers. Like the sections of concrete that 
comprised the separation wall, they stood as symbols of temporality, reinforcing the 
illusion of the occupation as a passing phase. 

At a witness stand in the middle of the room stood Yaniv and Nadav, the two 
offi  cers who had arrested and abused the Israeli left ists and Ala Tamimi. They kept 
their M-’s slung over their shoulders throughout the hearing. Tamimi sat in a 
booth to the side of the court, dressed in a baggy surplus American uniform. His 
hands and legs were shackled. He looked back at us, smiled broadly, and gave a nod 
of acknowledgment. With his parents unable to attend, we were his only witnesses. 
Joseph and Efrata had gone to a separate trailer to attend the trial of one of the 
shabab from Bil’in, leaving me with Shai, who provided me with diligent translations 
of the proceedings. 

Leaning on the witness stand, Yaniv joked around with the court offi  cers, a group 
of young women who looked, like him, to be about twenty years old. The prosecutor, 
a woman in her early thirties, stood nearby wearing a military uniform. Like the 
prosecutor and the witness, the judge was clad in the olive drab of the Israeli army. 
A stout woman of about forty who also wore a military uniform, she sat before a 
wall emblazoned with the symbol of the State of Israel, a menorah framed by dual 
lictors. Like so many in the Israeli military court system, the judge and prosecutor 
were gaining the experience necessary to move into civilian positions in the Israeli 
legal world across the Green Line.

In Israel’s military courts, judge, prosecutors, Shin Bet interrogators, and soldiers 
felt united in this mission. As Col. Oded Pessenson, a former judge in the military 
courts, told Ra’anan Alexandrowicz, the director of The Law in These Parts, a  
documentary about Israel’s martial justice system, “These are people [the soldiers 
and Shin Bet agents] whose job is to protect me so I can go to a movie theater and 
not get blown up. . . . To begin with, I believe the agent of the authorities because his 
job is to protect me.”

Before Yaniv, the Border Police offi  cer, delivered his testimony, he swore before the 
judge to tell the whole truth. Then he began, claiming to the prosecutor that Ala had 
thrown stones and attempted to hide among a group of village elders. 

“He had the residue of stones on his hands [when we captured him] so we arrested 
him in the village and transferred him to the police,” Yaniv declared. “I maintained 
visual contact with him at all times, from about thirty meters away. He was wearing 
a grey sweater so he was easy to recognize.”
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“How are you able to remember this?” the military lawyer asked.
“From testimony I gave to police that day, aft er the arrests,” Yaniv claimed. 
Ramati looked back at with a wry grin. Yaniv was reconstructing events based on 

a video of the arrests posted on YouTube. He had not been close enough to Tamimi 
at any point to have seen him throwing stones. Thus his testimony contradicted 
his initial police report, in which he was unable to off er any of the details the video 
provided, and which he was now recapitulating before the court.

As Ramati stood before the judge to cross-examine Yaniv, water dripped from 
his robe, forming little puddles on the fl oor. A soldier who was either Druze or Miz-
rahi sat in the center of the courtroom translating tidbits of the proceedings back 
to Tamimi. Chomping on a bag of potato chips, the translator cracked jokes to the 
female court offi  cers, who, like him, appeared to be about twenty years old. There was 
very little order in this court.

“Why did you off er diff erent testimony just now from your report to the police?” 
Ramati asked Yaniv. “You appear to be relying on a YouTube video that shows a dif-
ferent version than one you originally off ered.”

Yaniv paused before answering, “My report to the police was given at  p.m., aft er 
a very long day at work, so I watched the YouTube video to help me focus on a point 
or two.”

The military lawyer stood and protested hyperbolically, “He is exposing military 
secrets!”

But the judge allowed Ramati to proceed. “According to the defendant, you were 
told to release him by one of the offi  cers under your command. Doesn’t it seem odd 
that he told you that? And that the only people who identifi ed him throwing stones 
were you and Nadav [the other Border Police offi  cer]?” 

“As an offi  cer I have the authority to arrest a man, and when Nadav arrived I 
added his testimony to the report. Maybe another cop saw him [Tamimi] throwing 
stones. I don’t know,” Yaniv said, trailing off  at the end of this answer. He appeared to 
be cracking under cross-examination. 

When Nadav, Yaniv’s lanky, baby-faced counterpart, stood to testify, he was unable 
to name any of the offi  cers who were with him when he arrested Tamimi and the two 
Israelis. “I remember some of those with me, but it isn’t very clear,” he told Ramati. 
He then contradicted Yaniv’s claim to have arrested Tamimi on his own, testifying 
that they arrested them together. The case against Tamimi was shabby at best, but 
this was just another show trial. The kid’s conviction was a sure thing, no matter how 
valiantly his lawyers performed.

At the end of the proceeding, the judge ordered another hearing, prolonging 
Tamimi’s time in prison. He lift ed his manacles and waved sheepishly as a guard 
led him out of the trailer to his cell. Like the other prisoners at Ofer, he would have 
to wait in detention for a long arbitrary period before fi nally receiving his sentence, 
which would almost certainly mandate more jail time. Meanwhile, the two Israe-
lis arrested with him awaited hearings of their own, but from the comfort of their 
homes in Tel Aviv. “One of the army’s new methods of prosecuting Israeli activists is 
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to accuse them of stone throwing,” Ramati told me aft erward. “We are getting more 
and more of these cases, but none of them come with any evidence.”

“They are now claiming the Palestinians pay us four hundred shekels per demo,” 
Shai interjected, fl ashing a rare smile. “I could live pretty well off  that!”

Back in the waiting room, I fl ipped open my reporter’s notebook to jot down a 
few more notes from the hearing. But two Palestinian women in their late twenties 
interrupted me with a string of questions in English. “Do you know how long it takes 
before the trials start?” one asked me. She was tall, with shoulder length curly hair 
and dark eye shadow. Though heavily accented, her English was fl uent. “Where do 
they take you? Are the courtrooms out there?” asked the other. Short and stout, with 
a colorful hijab that matched her light green jacket, she spoke in a voice that rippled 
with anxiety.

It was clear to me that these two women were simply seeking to talk to someone 
who appeared to be a Western reporter. I had wanted to interview the people in the 
waiting room, and now it seemed like I had a good chance. “Whose trial are you 
waiting for? Like, one of your husbands?” I asked.

“Mine,” said the woman in the hijab, introducing herself as Diyala. She told me she 
had met her husband while they both studied at Bir Zeit University near Ramallah. 
During his college years, he was a member of Jabah, a wing of the secular socialist 
Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP), but he quit the group soon aft er 
he graduated. “The Israelis arrested him for his political activities at Bir Zeit, but he 
had graduated already and wasn’t involved any more in anything.” 

Diyala said they swept her husband up in a mass arrest of PFLP members on the 
anniversary of the Israeli assassination of Abu Ali Mustafa, then the group’s secretary 
general. Aft er Apache helicopters killed him with a missile strike at his Ramallah 
offi  ce, fi ft y thousand mourners attended Abu Ali’s funeral. His assassination trig-
gered the revenge killing of Rehavam Ze’evi, the Israeli Transportation minister who 
had gained notoriety among Palestinians, and support from many Israelis, for his 
unabashed call for the forced transfer of Palestinians to Jordan. Diyala assumed that 
unfounded Israeli fears of more reprisals on the anniversary of Abu Ali’s death trig-
gered the arrest of her husband and many of his college friends. 

Now, aft er almost four months, she was waiting to attend her husband’s trial. 
She was pregnant with what would be their second child, and had been repeatedly 
prevented from visiting him at Ofer. “Prisoners are supposed to have the right to 
see their family or their lawyer, but they keep delaying our requests, and the judge 
refused to allow us to be present at his last hearing,” Diyala said. With her new preg-
nancy, she had demanded to be patted down rather than pass through the metal 
detectors at the entrance to Ofer, but the soldiers refused to consent. “Today I agreed 
to pass through the metal detector because I miss my husband so much. I just wanted 
to see him so bad, you know.”

Diyala added, “Because of all the checkpoints, women have to pass through metal 
detectors every day just to get out of their villages. I work in the refugee camps and 
keep seeing women giving birth to defective babies. We are trying to make women 
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from the villages more aware, to tell them to demand to be checked by hand. But so 
far, no one talks about this issue.”

I asked Diyala’s friend if she was also at Ofer to see a spouse. “No, I’m just here to 
support my friend,” she said. A Palestinian Catholic originally from Ramallah, the 
woman said her name was Rawan. 

“How do you speak English so well?” I asked her. “Did you spend time in the 
States?”

It turned out Rawan had studied at North Park Theological Seminary in Chicago. 
Two years earlier, Don Wagner, the director of the school’s Center on Middle Eastern 
Studies, had invited me to deliver a lecture on Christian Zionism, the apocalyptic 
pro-Israel evangelical movement in the United States. My appearance prompted a 
letter of protest from Chicago’s Jewish Federation chapter to the school’s dean. It was 
another salvo in a sustained and ultimately successful campaign to defund Wagner’s 
program and drive him out of his position.

When I asked Rawan if she knew Wagner, she said she not only knew him, but 
that he had been her teacher and mentor. “Every day in the US, I felt like as an Arab, 
my identity was under attack. But Don gave me so much support, I can’t even tell you. 
If it was not for him maybe I would not have made it through school. But they just 
forced him out,” she said. “They said it was for fi nancial reasons, but everyone knows 
what it was really about. He spoke out too much for us Palestinians.” 

I was astonished that I had made such a chance connection in the soul-crushing 
waiting room at Ofer. But just as our conversation deepened, Shai and Efrata signaled 
to me that it was time to leave. They were always in a rush, traveling from fl ashpoint 
to fl ashpoint around the West Bank with the punctuality of stereotypical Germans. 
I had no idea where they were headed next but had no choice but to follow them. 
“Come on!” Joseph urged me. “These guys will just leave you here if you don’t go 
right now.” 

As we passed through an iron turnstile into the Ofer parking lot, I noticed that 
Rawan and Diyala were following closely behind us. I stopped and waited for them 
in a puddle of mud while the rest of my group ran toward the car. “What happened? 
Weren’t you supposed to go to the trial?” I asked Diyala, shouting over the sound of 
rain pounding on the tin roof of the outdoor shelter.

“Security reasons,” she said angrily, making air quotes with her hands. “They say 
I can’t see my husband for security reasons! You can’t go there, you can’t do this, just 
say the magic word: ‘Security!’”

I asked Diyala if I could meet her sometime for an interview. The rain had soaked 
through my shoes, and I was beginning to shiver again. She looked uneasy about the 
idea. But her friend, Rawan, passed me her e-mail. Aft er a series of e-mail exchanges 
over the next two weeks, Rawan fi nally convinced Diyala to trust me enough to 
tell me about her experience with the military prisons and, if possible, to show 
me around her neighborhood as well. Diyala had moved to the only area in all of 
Israel-Palestine where the laws of Israeli occupation allowed her and her husband 
to live together. 
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The Lovers’ Camp

On another cold, damp night in early February , I rode a crowded service bus 
from Jerusalem through East Jerusalem, easing through the Qalandia check-
point into the Ramallah district. Getting into the West Bank was substantially 

smoother than getting out. As we neared Manara Square in the center of town, a 
crush of pedestrian shoppers and taxis honking furiously at what seemed like noth-
ing ground traffi  c to a standstill. I exited the bus and walked to the roundabout that 
surrounded the square and waited for Rawan and Diyala. Across the street was Stars 
and Bucks, a coff ee shop modeled aft er the American corporate chain that had taken 
full advantage of the absence of copyright law in the West Bank. At eight a.m. on the 
dot, they sped around the bend and picked me up.

Aft er a short drive through the winding roads of Ramallah’s hilly central neigh-
borhoods, we were at a table at the Eiff el Café, one of the many French-style cafés and 
restaurants that had sprouted up in the city since the Second Intifada was diff used. 
The waiter brought me an English menu, while Diyala chided a group of glamorously 
dressed young women for blowing smoke in our direction, demanding they open a 
window. We were in the heart of the Ramallah bubble, the shining example of the 
“economic peace” Netanyahu sought to forge with the Palestinian Authority in place 
of an actual two-state solution. 

 “The Palestinian Authority says they gave us our independence,” Rawan said to 
me, “so what we got was an Independence Day celebration. We all laugh at the whole 
thing now.”

While Rawan, a Palestinian Christian, worked for the International Bible Society, 
Diyala spent her days working in the West Bank refugee camps run by the United 
Nations Relief Works Agency (UNRWA). She was a social worker who specialized 
in psychological counseling. “I work for Palestine, not for any faction,” she said. “To 
fi ght Israel, we need to fi ght the problems in Palestine, and we have so many of them.” 
She pointed to domestic abuse and rampant psychological problems in the camps, 
where UNRWA budget limitations caused by pressure from the Congress and Israel 
prevented the distribution of antidepressant drugs. Diyala concluded, “We need to 
gather as a community and that’s why I decided to study community psychology.”

Even as she began to open up, Diyala was still slightly uncomfortable about the 
interview. “It’s not easy for me to trust you,” she reminded me, “but if you want to 
know the truth, I have to tell you. You know, it wasn’t easy for me to get out tonight 
because of my daughter.”
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I told her, “I’m sorry, I mean, I hope I didn’t . . . ”
“No, no, no,” she interrupted. “To be honest, I actually am very glad to meet with 

you. I have hardly gone out since my husband was in jail—I have to be with Zeina all 
the time—so I was happy for the excuse.” 

Diyala told me she honed her English skills during a stay in California, but that 
she suff ered from culture shock: “When I came to the US I couldn’t handle the free-
dom. I was used to having someone ask me where I was going all the time, being 
searched and suspected everywhere I went. I couldn’t handle being able to go wher-
ever I want, to just drive on a highway with no one stopping me. You have to know 
that the occupation isn’t just checkpoints, it’s about making our lives impossible and 
convincing us we have no options.”

“It is a psychological war,” Rawan added. “They are trying to demolish our atti-
tudes as Palestinians and build us up into what they want.”

Diyala was raised in the Sheikh Jarrah neighborhood of East Jerusalem, a wealthy 
area until the Jerusalem Municipality began evicting its Palestinian residents and 
replacing them with ultra-Orthodox settlers. With her status as a Palestinian res-
ident of Jerusalem, she was granted automatic Jordanian citizenship, entitling her 
to more freedom of movement than West Bank Palestinians, but few of the rights 
enjoyed by Jewish Israeli citizens. In order to keep her residency status, she had to 
abide by the Israeli Interior Ministry’s discriminatory “center of life” policy, which 
required her to maintain a constant presence within the borders of the Jerusalem 
municipality. Any Palestinian who left  their address in the city for a prolonged 
period of time to pursue studies at a foreign university, for example, risked losing 
their permanent residency.

Though Palestinians represented the indigenous population of Jerusalem, the 
State of Israel treated them essentially as though they were tourists in a foreign land. 
“I am always running around making sure my ID card is in order, spending hours 
on my national insurance paperwork, proving where I live, always to make sure they 
don’t expel me,” Diyala explained. 

Since the occupation began in , Israel has used the “center of life” policy to 
strip more than fourteen thousand Palestinians of their right to live anywhere inside 
the borders of Israel-Palestine. To advance its stated policy of preventing Jerusalem’s 
Arab population from growing beyond the . percent it represented in , the 
state has ramped up its eff orts to strip Palestinians of permanent residency. Thanks 
to the policy, Palestinians like twenty-one-year-old Amir Salima exist without any 
offi  cial identity. Aft er being stripped of his residency on the grounds that he was born 
in a hospital in Ramallah, not Jerusalem, Salima was offi  cially barred from holding a 
passport, registering to study, or opening a bank account. According to Ha’aretz’s Nir 
Hasson, he was not allowed to live anywhere, even in his own room, where he spent 
almost all of his time. When a police offi  cer attempted to expel Salima from his own 
house, he declared him “illegally present.” 

The “center of life” policy dictates every aspect of Palestinian life in Jerusalem—
even romance. Diyala met her husband while they studied at Bir Zeit University 
in . At fi rst, they were friends who spent long hours discussing literature and 
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reading together. But soon enough their friendship blossomed into love. “He was the 
kind of man who built his own future,” she told me. “He got his high school degree 
in prison, then by age twenty he built his own house with the salary he earned. And 
unlike so many of the men around here who only care about their own business, he 
put Palestine and his family fi rst.” 

In October , Diyala’s husband was arrested for his membership in the PFLP 
and jailed at Al Nakab prison, where he spent the next twenty-seven months. While 
he and Diyala stayed in touch through letters—“He is a really nice writer,” she com-
mented—she tried to convince her family to allow her to marry him.

Thanks to the “center of life” policy, his status as a West Bank Palestinian and 
hers as a Jerusalem resident cast their future together in doubt. “I couldn’t leave him 
because I loved him so much,” Diyala explained. “But my family kept telling me that 
I will never see him again. He was not allowed to enter Jerusalem, and I was not 
allowed to live with him in the West Bank. He was out of work, just out of prison; we 
seemed to have no future. Everything was working against us.” 

Finally, she put her foot down. “I told my family, ‘Look, we are all Palestinians. The 
Israelis want us to be apart from each other, to be separated, but we can’t let them 
defi ne us. Let make our own choices. So we got married. And like I expected, it was 
a happy marriage.”

Unfortunately for Diyala, her husband’s friends were arrested in a raid on their 
wedding night. “That’s when we realized they wouldn’t leave us alone,” she recalled, 
“even though he was no longer involved in politics.” 

During their fi rst year of marriage, her husband was arrested again. “I was six 
months pregnant at the time, with our fi rst daughter, Zeina, and it was the anniver-
sary of Abu Ali [Mustafa]’s assassination. I thought they might decide to arrest him 
so I said let’s sleep somewhere else. He said, ‘I’m so sick of running away. We are not 
going anywhere.’ So they came, took him away, and I had the baby without him.” 

Because Diyala’s daughter was born in the West Bank but resided within the bor-
ders of the Jerusalem Municipality, she had not been granted permanent residency. 
“According to Israel, my daughter does not exist,” Diyala declared. “She is not regis-
tered anywhere.”

Like many Palestinian children growing up under Israeli occupation and siege, 
Diyala’s daughter began to develop symptoms of continuous traumatic stress dis-
order. “Zeina keeps asking me, ‘Where’s Daddy?’ When she sees a soldier she gets 
so afraid and begins to cry. She wakes up with nightmares shouting, ‘Jaish! Jaish!’ 
(“Army!”). But what scares her most is if one of my cousins knocks on the door at 
three a.m. She thinks it’s the army.”

The stress on Diyala’s marriage became so unbearable she sometimes thought 
about seeking a divorce. “For a while I hated my husband,” she confessed. “For being 
in prison and leaving me all alone, I began to blame him. I mean, here I am, holding 
ten balls with one hand. But I realized I can’t blame him when we are living under 
occupation. Sometimes it so hard, though.” 

She threw up her hands despairingly, prompting looks from a few of the women 
puffi  ng cigarettes in the corner of the café. “Ofer [Military Prison] is twenty minutes 
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from my home and he’s in there! I want to tell you how I feel, but I can’t put my feel-
ings into words.”

We left  Ramallah in Diyala’s car, dropping Rawan off  along the way. Now, Diyala 
set out to show me her neighborhood. We took a winding route through the hills 
of Ramallah and back toward Jerusalem, driving along the separation wall for most 
of the ride. “Me and my husband loved living in Bir Zeit,” Diyala said of the town 
outside Ramallah where they met. “We had a lot of space there, a lot of sun came 
in our house, and we kept a garden. He loved to grow vegetables. But now we are 
stuck here.”

“Here” meant Kufr Aqab, a depressing, densely populated neighborhood that lay 
on the furthest outskirts of the Jerusalem Municipality. Traveling through narrow 
streets lined with drab, dilapidated apartment blocs and steep piles of garbage, I 
noticed a complete absence of traffi  c lights. Diyala swerved carefully through the 
streets, jerking the steering wheel rapidly from side to side to avoid potholes the size 
of miniature canyons. The car rocked up and down as we turned a corner toward her 
apartment. “We pay , shekels [about ,] a month in taxes to the city and get 
no services,” she explained. “No garbage pickup, no street repairs, nothing.”

Though Kufr Aqab lies within the administration of the Jerusalem Municipality, it 
has been severed from the rest of the city by the thirty-six-foot-high separation wall. 
The neighborhood of twenty thousand was once a prosperous enclave that provided 
its residents with comfortable access to both Ramallah and Jerusalem. Now, thanks 
to the wall, it is an impoverished ghetto severed from the outside world. Elementary 
school students who once crossed the street to get to class now must travel kilome-
ters away to the Qaladia checkpoint to traverse the wall. During Israeli army curfews 
and the closures frequently imposed on the West Bank during Jewish holidays, the 
students must stay home. Although its inhabitants pay taxes, Kufr Aqab has no mail 
service and a sole traffi  c light that has stopped functioning, a signpost serving as a 
perverse reminder of the time before the separation. 

Firefi ghters routinely refuse to enter Kufr Aqab from Jerusalem without army 
protection, and fi refi ghters from the Palestinian Authority are forbidden from enter-
ing. With no police offi  cers, crime is rampant, forcing residents to rely on a coalition 
of local elders and family patriarchs to maintain a semblance of order. In , the 
Israeli police refused pleas to help resolve a standoff  when an armed local gang 
took hundreds of students hostage at a school belonging to the Jerusalem Education 
Administration. The situation was resolved only when residents assembled enough 
manpower to chase the gang away. That same year, when fl ooding in the neighbor-
hood caused widespread electricity outages, the Jerusalem municipality refused to 
restore power. 

Since Kufr Aqab was classifi ed as Area C under the Oslo Accords, placing it under 
full Israeli control, its residents have been unable to receive building permits from 
the authorities. And with city building inspectors from Jerusalem refusing to visit 
anyway, most of the new construction in the area is illegal under Israeli law. Israel 
has demolished over twenty-fi ve thousand Palestinian homes since , some on 

9781568586342-text.indd   3949781568586342-text.indd   394 8/3/13   11:49 PM8/3/13   11:49 PM



 The Lovers’ Camp 

the basis of collective punishment for terrorist attacks but most destroyed on the 
grounds that they were “illegally constructed.” Like the majority of Kufr Aqab’s resi-
dents, Diyala lived in constant fear of homelessness. 

“Jews can build anywhere, but we have no way to get permission to build here, so 
the only solution to having a family was to build anyway,” she said. “The place I’m 
renting could be demolished any day now. This is all part of them trying to push 
[Arabs] out of Jerusalem by refusing to allow our population to grow.”

In recent years, Jerusalem Municipality offi  cials openly revealed what Kufr Aqab 
residents knew all along: they had been placed on the other side of the wall for 
demographic reasons. As Jerusalem city councilmember Yakir Segev said in , 
the “separation fence . . . was built for political and demographic reasons—not just 
security concerns.” A year later, Jerusalem Mayor Nir Barkat announced his desire 
to remove Kufr Aqab from the city’s administrative control, stripping its residents 
of their permanent residency and eff ectively transferring them into the hands of the 
Palestinian Authority. A city offi  cial justifi ed the move to the Jerusalem Post on the 
grounds that “the exchange would result in a very small territorial gain for Jerusalem, 
with a loss of approximately forty thousand Arab residents.” 

 “They want to transfer us, I am sure of it,” Diyala said. “They don’t want to live 
with Palestinians, and I think one day they will force all to go to Jordan.”

We arrived at the base of Diyala’s apartment on a craggy side street littered with 
trash. She pointed up at her balcony, which stood on the third fl oor, only a few meters 
across from another tall apartment bloc. “There is no sun in my house and you can 
see, three buildings are surrounding it,” Diyala said. I noticed that she lined her bal-
cony with little boxes of fl owers. She told me, “I put those there to remind us of when 
we were in Bir Zeit, when we had our garden.”

So why did she live here, of all places? I asked. Wasn’t there another option? Diyala 
explained that because Kufr Aqab lay inside the borders of the Jerusalem Munici-
pality, she could reside there without being stripped of her residency status. And 
because it existed on the other side of the separation wall, her husband, a Palestinian 
with only a West Bank ID, could live with her without being arrested. If Barkat’s plan 
went through, however, they could legally live together anywhere in Israel-Palestine.

“Almost everyone living in my building are couples forced into Kufr Aqab 
because, like me, you have one person from Jerusalem and the other one is a West 
Banker,” she said. 

“This place has become a big refugee camp. We are refugees because of who we 
fell in love with.”

Diyala gave me a lift  to Qalandia, the mega-checkpoint separating Jerusalem from 
the Ramallah District. “Tell people about us, what we are going through,” Diyala 
called to me from her car window as I walked into the blinding glow beaming from 
fl oodlights hanging over the separation wall. I navigated through the long, cha-
otic line of traffi  c backed-up outside the checkpoint, where soldiers blaring orders 
through a megaphone competed with the angry din of drivers honking their horns 
in frustration. Inside, I squeezed through a long, metal cage and stood quietly in a 
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crush of mostly middle-aged Palestinian men waiting to pass through a turnstile 
while Israeli teenagers in army dress examined our ID cards from behind a thick wall 
of bulletproof glass. I listened intently for the buzzing sound to signal me through 
the gate then fl ashed my ID to a bored girl soldier. Aft er carefully examining my 
visa stamp, she waved me through. I exited the wall on a dark, barren street in East 
Jerusalem, somewhere between Israel and Palestine, wondering where one ended 
and the other began.
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7 1

A Wet Dream

Three and a half years had passed since Israel elected Prime Minister Benjamin 
Netanyahu and the most right-wing government in its history. Dozens of laws pro-
posing to strip away whatever was left  of the country’s democratic patina had been 

brought up in the Knesset, and many had passed. The siege of the Gaza Strip was still in 
place, and the Israeli air force was conducting periodic raids it referred to as “mowing 
the lawn.” The Palestinian cities of the West Bank remained under the administration 
of a Palestinian Authority sapped of funding from the international donors tighten-
ing its strings and teetering on the brink of a major crisis, its legitimacy constantly 
undermined by its inexorable role as Israel’s occupation subcontractor. Meanwhile, 
the settlement enterprise expanded without even a word of public protest from a 
cowed Obama administration in Washington that had once demanded it be frozen. 

In the dying hours of , I was following a mob of about twenty right-wing 
Jewish nationalists as they marched through South Tel Aviv chanting, “Sudanese to 
Sudan!” and menacing every black person they encountered. The only thing that 
prevented the mob from physically assaulting African asylum seekers in the street, 
or me, or the handful of journalists shadowing them, was the presence of a small 
police detail. When the nationalists reached a corner store staff ed by Africans, they 
lunged inside. 

“This is my country here! This is my home!” a freckle-faced teenager barked at 
a pregnant African woman who was shaking nervously beside a counter piled with 
snack food. An Israeli journalist told me the kid was a well-known rightist street thug 
whose family had immigrated to Israel from post–Soviet Russia. “Get the hell out of 
here! Get out of our country! Criminals!” the kid shouted.

“The Sudanese should be raped in the ass with a dick this big,” an old woman 
yelled, pointing to her forearm. On her forehead, she had pasted a bumper sticker 
that read “Strong Israel,” and she seemed incapable of breathing without uttering 
some kind of graphically sexualized or scatological imprecation against non-Jewish 
Africans living in Israel. “Whores! Sudanese are whores!” she shrieked at two young 
African men strolling along the sidewalk. 

Strong Israel was the name of a new, openly fascistic political party formed by 
Knesset members Michael Ben-Ari and Aryeh Eldad to leverage the rising tide of 
anti-African bile into votes. Since the last national elections, the kind of outrageously 
bigoted rhetoric Strong Israel’s leaders traded on had become an increasingly com-
mon feature of Israeli political language. The mood of Israeli voters was exacerbated 
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by a brutal, sustained aerial assault on the Gaza Strip that took place just as elec-
tions were announced in November . According to a report from the Coalition 
Against Racism in Israel, instances of racist incitement by Israeli public fi gures dou-
bled in . 

The Strong Israel march through South Tel Aviv ended at Ben Ari’s campaign 
offi  ce, which was strategically planted on a street heavily populated by non-Jewish 
Africans. On the wall inside hung a portrait of the party’s patron saint, Rabbi Meir 
Kahane, alongside posters of Ben Ari and Eldad. The party activists milled around 
outside, snacking on little packages of vanilla pudding—sweet rewards aft er a satis-
fying rampage. The men were a colorful mixture of right-wing rabble, from veteran 
settler militants to local derelicts to wayward young men who had become entranced 
by the adventurous world of Israeli proto-fascism. As I stood near a small group of 
journalists that included Sheen, who was still fi lming the marchers, I noticed that 
the police had conveniently disappeared from the area. It was then that the Strong 
Israel activists turned violent.

A heavily built, clean-shaven twenty-something man whose appearance recalled 
a generic army reservist rushed forward at Sheen. “Get the hell out of here, you ass 
fucker!” he said, throwing a shirt over Sheen’s camera lens. “Get the hell out of here or 
I’ll break your camera.” As the young tough’s violent threats turned to slaps and fi erce 
shoving—tactics familiar to the settlers of the South Hebron Hills—I obstructed his 
path, hoping to allow Sheen to retreat before the rest of the mob could join in the 
attack. When fi ve more Strong Israel activists began swarming Sheen, I chased aft er 
a lone police commander for one block and demanded to know if he intended to 
stand aside while a journalist was assaulted. He shrugged his shoulders and casually 
exclaimed, “Sure.” Luckily for Sheen, the mob eventually allowed him to retreat once 
he reached a busy intersection a few blocks away, safe from what looked likely to be 
another ugly scene of right-wing street violence. 

Two hours later, we were celebrating New Year’s Eve with arak and a mezze of 
Middle Eastern hors d’oeuvres at a trendy loft -style apartment fi lled with Jewish and 
Palestinian-Israeli left ists. I leaned out of the window and stared at fi reworks spar-
kling brightly over the Mediterranean Sea, still dazed from what I had just witnessed. 

The New Year would not bring any change in the status quo that prevailed on both 
sides of the illusory Green Line. And from the perspective of Prime Minister Benja-
min Netanyahu and his inner circle, there was no reason to rock the boat. Even while 
he reassured Israel’s guarantors in Washington of his commitment to “two states,” 
Netanyahu authorized the construction of new housing units in the E corridor, a 
swath of settlements that would complete the encirclement of occupied East Jeru-
salem, severing it permanently from the West Bank and slicing the West Bank itself 
in half. “E is not just another settlement,” said Danny Seidemann, a liberal Israeli 
attorney and expert on settlement construction around Jerusalem. “E is the fatal 
heart attack of the two-state solution.”

By the time of the new elections, the status quo had become so entrenched, and 
the occupation seemed so manageable, that the next generation of rightists no longer 
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felt compelled to mask their agenda with disingenuous appeals to Western opinion. 
The popularity of Naft ali Bennett, the new leader of the religious nationalist Jewish 
Home party, was dramatic evidence of the trend. 

The forty-year-old son of American immigrants from California, Bennett took 
the reins of the far-right Jewish Home aft er leading the Yesha Council, the political 
lobby of the settlement movement. With the millions he earned from running a 
start-up technology fi rm, Bennett purchased a home in Ra’anana, a bedroom com-
munity near Tel Aviv populated by the denizens of Israel’s knowledge economy. 
Doing his best to conceal his religious nationalist edge, Bennett campaigned as 
the start-up success, the savvy impresario reaping the fruits of the modern Israeli 
dream. 

Bennett’s attempt to cultivate a moderate image did not stop him from promoting 
his so-called stability plan at every opportunity. Intended to supplant the unrealized 
proposals for establishing a Palestinian state that emerged throughout the peace pro-
cess, Bennett’s blueprint called for Israel to annex Area C, the  percent of the West 
Bank where most of the Jewish settlements lay. The area’s Palestinian population 
would be placed under full Israeli control and would be granted national rights only 
in Jordan. The major Palestinian population centers would enjoy the status of Ban-
tustans under direct Israeli police control, while the Gaza Strip would somehow be 
forced into a confederation with Egypt. Aft er decades of US-guaranteed impunity for 
settlement expansion, annexing the West Bank had fi nally entered the mainstream.

“It’s less than a state, I acknowledge that,” Bennett told reporters at an English 
language quasi-debate at Hebrew University, which I attended. “Israel would retain 
the security umbrella on  percent of the area. But if we vacate our responsibility, 
they’re just gonna shoot missiles at us!”

He continued in a pleading tone, “There is no perfect solution for living here, but 
there are imperfect ways to live together on the ground. When you bash your head 
against the wall a hundred times trying to make a solution and don’t get it, it’s time 
to take a fresh look.”

Bennett’s forthright style and unvarnished Greater Israel agenda captivated a new 
breed of Jewish Israelis who were increasingly dictating the direction of their soci-
ety. Among them was Jeremy Gimpel, a thirty-two-year-old Israeli transplant from 
Atlanta who lived in the settlement of Efrat and was running near the bottom of the 
Jewish Home election list. I met Gimpel aft er another English language “debate” in 
Jerusalem, while he was in deep conversation with an old woman from the United 
States. “When was Palestine called Palestine? We’re from Judea . . . we are the indig-
enous people of the land of Israel!” I heard him proclaim in a suburban American 
accent. “How dare they try to kick us out of our homeland!”

Gimpel was a devotee of Avichai Rontski, the former chief rabbi of the Israeli 
army who helped convince Bennett to enter politics, and who provided Israeli troops 
with a pamphlet that read, “When you show mercy to a cruel enemy, you are being 
cruel to pure and honest soldiers.” An ordained rabbi, Gimpel had cultivated close 
political and fi nancial ties with Christian Zionist groups in the United States. Before 
an audience of evangelical End Timers at a Florida church in , Gimpel openly 

9781568586342-text.indd   3999781568586342-text.indd   399 8/3/13   11:49 PM8/3/13   11:49 PM



 goliath

fantasized about blowing up Jerusalem’s Al Aqsa Mosque, the third-holiest site in 
Islam. “It would be incredible!” he exclaimed. 

I spoke with Gimpel for a half-hour in a darkened hallway in Jerusalem’s Great 
Synagogue, outside the cavernous auditorium where the debate was held. This fresh-
faced son of Atlanta, who could have passed for a frat boy at any American university, 
was adamant that the United States get out of Israel’s backyard. “We may have to try 
to stop this political, Western dialogue that doesn’t relate to [Palestinian] culture, 
doesn’t relate to our culture. It doesn’t work in the Middle East,” Gimpel told me, 
waving his hands eff usively like a Bible Belt televangelist. “It’s time to realize that the 
right-wing are the only ones who can bring any stability to the area.”

Though Gimpel expected to ride Bennett’s surge of popularity into the Knesset, 
he and other right-wingers including Ben Ari missed out on a seat, thanks to the 
unexpected rise of a previously unknown politician named Yair Lapid. Lapid was 
an Israeli broadcast media personality and former head of the TV division at New 
Regency Films, a Hollywood studio founded by the Israeli producer and former 
weapons dealer, Arnon Milchan, who became one of Lapid’s main political donors. 
Handsome, suave, and articulate, Lapid was the perfect picture of the post-Oslo Ash-
kenazi, the secular representative of Tel Aviv fed up with the ultra-Orthodox haredim 
of Jerusalem’s Mea Shearim neighborhood, who shirked military service and drew 
state welfare—the longtime cause of his father, Tommy Lapid, who had founded an 
aggressively secular party that focused almost as much resentment against Palestin-
ian citizens of Israel and the Mizrahim as it did against the haredim. 

“[I am concerned because] we reside in the corrupt, lazy, retarded environment 
of the Middle East,” the elder Lapid declared in , six years before his death. 
“What holds us above the water is our cultural diff erence. The fact [that] we are 
a forepost of Western civilization. But if our Westernness is eroded, we don’t have 
a chance. . . . We will merge into the Semitic region and will be lost in a horrifi c 
Levantine mire.”

Picking up where his father left  off , Yair Lapid named his party Yesh Atid, or 
“There Is a Future,” expressing the rising frustration with the whole political class, 
left  and right, and Israel’s dead-end politics. On his appeal of vague uplift  and partic-
ular distaste for the presence of both the ultra-Orthodox and the Palestinians, Lapid 
managed to secure nineteen seats in the next Knesset, suddenly making the newly 
formed party the second largest in Israel behind Likud. It was not known during the 
campaign that he had forged a backdoor alliance with Naft ali Bennett.

Though Lapid’s economic vision seemed scarcely diff erent from Netanyahu, 
whose proposals mirrored those of his old friend and former colleague at the Bos-
ton Consulting Group, Mitt Romney, he aimed to capitalize on energy left  over from 
the tent protests that brought hundreds of thousands of protesters into the streets of 
Israel during the summer of . Frustrated by a declining standard of living and 
dwindling social benefi ts, the tent protesters raged against the neoliberal policies that 
had concentrated much of the country’s wealth into the hands of about twenty politi-
cally connected, oligarchic families. As in the tent protests, where student union lead-
ers and other self-styled “social justice” crusaders studiously avoided any mention of 
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the occupation, and even held rallies in the settlement of Ariel and in the occupied 
Golan Heights, Lapid campaigned with the Palestinians out of sight, and out of mind.

When Lapid unveiled his foreign policy platform, he chose to do so at a university 
inside the illegal mega-settlement of Ariel. Israel “must at last get rid of the Palestin-
ians and put a fence between us,” he declared, explaining that he chose to launch his 
campaign at the settlement because “there is no map on which Ariel isn’t a part of 
the state of Israel.” Like Netanyahu, Lapid strongly supported Israel’s annexation of 
Palestinian East Jerusalem, an implicit rejection of the international consensus for 
a Palestinian state. 

The Labor Party, which sought to rebrand itself as the party of social justice—a 
term that in Israel had come to mean improving the economic lot of the Jewish mid-
dle class—placed some of the tent protests’ most prominent leaders at the top of its 
election list. Shelly Yachimovich, the new leader of the Labor Party and like Lapid, a 
former broadcast journalist, seemed to have accepted Netanyahu’s formula of “peace 
without peace,” or managing the occupation. Indeed, she had all but dropped support 
for a Palestinian state from her party’s plank, focusing almost exclusively on kitchen 
table economic issues. Seeking to woo residents of the major settlement blocs, Yachi-
movich boasted in an interview, “It was the Labor Party that founded the settlement 
enterprise in the [occupied] territories,” and supported offi  cially accrediting the uni-
versity in the settlement of Ariel. When a reporter referred in passing to the percep-
tion that Labor represented the left  of the Israeli political spectrum, Yachimovich 
snapped back, “Calling Labor ‘left -wing’ is a historic injustice!” 

Aft er securing a surprising nineteen seats in the elections, making his party the 
second largest in Israel, Lapid immediately rejected forming a left -of-center bloc to 
prevent Netanyahu from returning to offi  ce. His primary objection was that such a 
maneuver would have required him to invite an Arab party into the coalition. “We 
will not do that with Haneen Zoabiz—it is not going to happen,” he told reporters, 
adding a “z” to the end of the parliamentarian Zoabi’s name to denigrate all Arab 
parties as a single, homogenous Fift h Column. 

Lapid instead formed a pact with Bennett, the settlement movement hero whose 
previously marginal party earned twelve Knesset seats, ensuring them prominent 
roles in the government and control over key ministries. They eventually entered 
into a coalition with Likud and Yisrael Beiteinu, consolidating the right-wing’s polit-
ical dominance until at least the next election. During coalition negotiations, the 
parties agreed to advance a law subjugating Israel’s democratic charter to its Jewish 
character and subject any future deal with the Palestinian Authority to a public ref-
erendum, a clause that virtually guaranteed it would never be ratifi ed. 

Netanyahu emerged from the elections weakened but still dominant. Besides 
Bennett and Lapid, the prime minister’s greatest challenge emerged from inside his 
own party, where a generation of extremists had taken the reigns of Likud. Gone 
were relatively tolerant fi gures such as Reuven Rivlin, the Likud elder who defended 
Zoabi’s right to condemn Israel’s raid on the Mavi Marmara before the Knesset. In 
his place stood zealots like Tzipi Hotovely, the thirty-four-year-old former Im Tirtzu 
member who appeared earlier in this book to lead Knesset hearings on the danger 
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of Jewish-Arab relationships. She was appointed Deputy Transportation Minister, a 
stepping-stone to long-term infl uence.

With Avigdor Lieberman forced to temporarily abandon his post as Foreign Min-
ister to stand trial for fraud and breach of trust—the charges of his brazen corrup-
tion and proximity to organized crime was beginning to hinder his ambitions—the 
ministry fell under the control of one of the Likud’s most draconian fi gures, Ze’ev 
Elkin. An immigrant from the Soviet Union whose appointment as Deputy Foreign 
Minister was endorsed by Lieberman, Elkin earned acclaim as the author of the law 
designed to impose fi nancial penalties on any Israeli citizen who boycotted settle-
ment products. 

The Education Ministry was handed over to Shai Piron, a settler rabbi who ran 
on the ticket of Lapid’s “centrist” party, and who had previously advised residents of 
Haifa that renting houses to Arabs violated Jewish law. Miri Regev, the notoriously 
unhinged Likud parliamentarian who called African asylum seekers “a cancer” at a 
rally that devolved into a full-scale race riot, was granted the Internal Aff airs and 
Environment Committee. She thus attained control over Israel’s population regis-
try and the Knesset Interior Committee. Moshe Feiglin, an open theocrat banned 
from entering the United Kingdom for “inciting racial hatred,” was appointed deputy 
Knesset speaker. Yuli Edelstein, the annexationist settler who previously directed 
Israel’s international hasbara eff orts, became the speaker of Knesset.

Assessing the results, a settlement movement leader named Gershon Mesika 
remarked, “On the face of it, it does look like a wet dream.” 

9781568586342-text.indd   4029781568586342-text.indd   402 8/3/13   11:49 PM8/3/13   11:49 PM





7 2

The Shadows and Mirrors Game

The protesters of Ni’lin, Bil’in, and Nabi Saleh still arose each Friday to confront 
their occupiers, and fell back under a fog of teargas and a hail of rubber bullets, but 
as  began, the Palestinian popular struggle was transforming against a dire 

scenario. The protests spilled out of the villages and onto Israelis-only roads, catching 
settlers and the army by surprise with human roadblocks; and appeared at the gates of 
Ofer Military Prison, where Palestinians were held without trial for months, drawing 
international attention to the practice of administrative detention. When Prime Min-
ister Benjamin Netanyahu announced the construction of hundreds of new settle-
ment units in the E corridor, the popular struggle responded with a brand new tactic.

Early in the morning on January , a caravan of vehicles fi lled with Palestinian 
activists from across the West Bank snaked through the hills above East Jerusalem. 
Within a few hours, they had established Bab Al Shams, a protest village named for 
the epic novel about the Palestinian struggle, Gate of the Sun, by the Lebanese author 
Elias Khoury. Erected entirely on privately owned Palestinian land, the tent village 
stood directly in the way of what would be the capstone of Israel’s settler-colonial 
enterprise in the West Bank. 

Abir Kopty, a thirty-eight-year-old Palestinian feminist and human rights activist 
handling media for the Popular Struggle Coordination Commitee, remarked to me 
about Bab Al Shams, “Israel has been imposing facts on the ground, and we are doing 
exactly the same. We want to impose facts on our land. So, yes, it might seem that we 
have taken a model from them, but the diff erence is that we are building on our land 
and we are not taking others’ land and building on it.”

Netanyahu reacted to news of the Palestinian protest village with extreme con-
sternation. He was not going to let a bunch of scraggled Arabs stand in the way of 
what would be the most enduring symbol of his legacy in “Judea and Samaria.” And 
so, on January , Netanyahu dispatched a lawyer from the Ministry of Justice to the 
Supreme Court to argue for the immediate eviction of the protesters. To the gov-
ernment’s chagrin, the Supreme Court rejected its arguments, issuing a temporary 
injunction that prevented the camp’s eviction for six days pending further delibera-
tions. Meanwhile, the row of generator-powered media trucks at the base of Bab Al 
Shams was growing. 

As the clock struck midnight on January , Netanyahu directed his lawyers to 
issue a statement overriding the Supreme Court. Treating the court’s ruling as a 
mere suggestion, the Israeli Ministry of Justice concocted a justifi cation that was as 
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ludicrous as it was predictable: “There is an urgent security need to evacuate the area 
of the people and tents,” it claimed, suggesting without evidence that a few hundred 
unarmed activists presented a grave threat to public safety.

I arrived at the site of Bab Al Shams with journalists Lia Tarachansky, Jesse Rosen-
feld, and my former roommate from Jaff a, Woody, about two hours before Netanyahu 
ordered its eviction. The main entrances to the tent encampment were sealed off  by 
squads of Israeli police. A police commander told me and other journalists that no 
reporters were allowed inside the area. Though he claimed to hold a formal order 
from the military, he failed to produce any kind of documentation. An Israeli jour-
nalist told me he had been told earlier in the evening by Israeli army GOC Central 
Commander Nitzan Alon that he was free to travel anywhere in the West Bank—but 
that “this [Bab Al Shams] was something diff erent.”

In order to enter Bab Al Shams, we had to navigate the narrow, pothole-scarred 
roads of al-Zaim, an impoverished Palestinian town severed from the rest of the 
Jerusalem municipality by Israel’s separation wall and a checkpoint. Though al-Zaim 
was already an overcrowded, under-serviced ghetto prevented from expanding to 
meet the needs of a growing population, the construction of the E- corridor threat-
ened to enclose it on all sides, completing that process of isolation that drove its 
immiseration. At a muddy fi eld strewn with trash at the outskirts of al-Zaim, we 
climbed out of a small car and hiked toward Bab Al Shams, walking for  kilometers 
along a craggy path through the hills in the bone-chilling cold. There were no signs 
of any army presence on our way, only vehicle caravans heading out of the village to 
gather more supplies for the next day.

At the entrance of the village, I found about a dozen residents of Bil’in village 
huddled around a campfi re, sipping coff ee and smoking cigarettes. “Forget about the 
food,” Bil’in popular committee leader Abdallah Abu Rahme joked. “If we don’t have 
cigarettes and coff ee, we won’t survive a night here.”

Aft er visiting with the protesters for a few hours—many were weary or sick from 
two nights in the cold with little sleep—I took a ride out of the village in the back 
of a pickup truck loaded to the gills with journalists and activists. We had no idea 
whether the army was set to raid tonight, or if it might wait another day. With the 
news that the high court had issued a temporary injunction against the eviction, we 
assumed the government would wait to secure formal permission. We were wrong.

Toward the end of the rocky path leading into Bab Al Shams, and just outside 
al-Zaim, we barreled by a detachment of Israeli Border Police offi  cers milling around 
a group of jeeps. It was clear now that the raid was imminent, and that even if we 
wanted to re-enter Bab Al Shams, there was no way back inside. Woody grumbled to 
me that he felt like one of the white Western aid workers conveniently airlift ed out of 
some Third World disaster zone before a catastrophe ravaged the entrapped locals.

Within two hours, fi ve hundred Border Police in full riot gear were storming 
the village, carrying its inhabitants away by force. By this time, I was back at my fl at 
in Ramallah, watching the police push cameramen away from the scene through 
an Al Jazeera livestream of the eviction. Days later, the police tore what was left  of 
the village to pieces, clearing the path for new settlements that would complete 
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the systematic negation of what peace process negotiators liked to call “a viable 
Palestinian state.”

This seemingly small incident was about much more than another Palestinian evic-
tion. Under pressure from right-wing upstarts in his own party amid a heated election 
contest, Netanyahu’s order was in fl agrant contempt of the Supreme Court’s injunction. 
And not one of the judges said a word of protest. They were silent as their authority 
was shoved aside. Once again, the rule of law was trampled by an illegal occupation. 

As the new year of  began, the struggle for Palestinian rights increasingly found 
its energy inside Israel’s vast network of prisons, where hundreds of Palestinians 
languished without charges and thousands of others were doomed to spend their 
adult lives, separated from family and friends for interminable periods. By April 
, a prisoner named Samer Issawi had carried on a hunger strike for over  
days to protest his detention for visiting family members in the West Bank, violating 
the terms of his previous release from prison, which confi ned him to the Jerusalem 
Municipality—an Israeli offi  cial claimed he left  Jerusalem to establish “terror cells.”  

Summoning his last stores of energy, Issawi wrote a desperate letter from his 
hospital bed. Appealing to the elements of Israeli society that fashioned themselves 
as its most humanistic and enlightened—“intellectuals, academics, writers, lawyers, 
journalists, and activists”—Issawi wrote, “Israelis, I’m looking for an educated one 
among you who has passed the stage of the shadows and mirrors game.” The pris-
oner urged his audience, “Hear my voice, the voice of remaining time—mine and 
yours. . . . Don’t forget those you have incarcerated in prison and camps, between 
the iron doors that imprison your consciousness. I’m not waiting for a prison guard 
to free me, I’m waiting for the one who frees you of my memory.” 

A few Israeli women kept a vigil at Issawi’s bedside, but the cultural luminaries 
addressed in the letter had done and said nothing for more than two hundred days. 
At last, a group of Israeli intellectuals, including the two writers hailed by Western 
liberals as the conscience of their society—A. B. Yehoshua and Amos Oz—answered 
Issawi. But they did not call for the prisoner’s freedom or for an end to the Israeli 
policy of administrative detention, where Palestinians are routinely held for many 
months without being charged. Instead, they chided Issawi for his hunger strike, 
accusing him of engaging in a “suicidal act” that would “pile more despair on the 
despair already in existence.” Finally, they accused him of eroding hope in the US-led 
peace process, which by this time existed in name only. 

Aft er  days and numerous Israeli attempts to have him deported to Europe, 
and then to Gaza, where other West Bank hunger strikers had been sent and would 
be confi ned indefi nitely—“This calls to mind the operations of forced expulsion that 
befell the Palestinians in  and ,” Issawi commented—the State fi nally agreed 
to Issawi’s terms, mandating his release to his family’s home inside the Jerusalem 
Municipality. Pushed to the brink of his existence, Issawi won back his freedom, but 
without the help of the partners he had sought out on the other side.

In , in one of his last interviews, Edward Said remarked to the Israeli jour-
nalist Ari Shavit, “I never use terms like ‘balance of power.’ But I think that even the 
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person doing the kicking has to ask himself how long he can go on kicking. At some 
point your leg is going to get tired. One day you’ll wake up and ask, ‘What the fuck 
am I doing?’” 

Thirteen years later, Israel’s system of institutional discrimination and occupation 
had only grown more entrenched, with its administrators, ambassadors, and arbiters 
confronting every challenge thrown in their way with unsentimental determination. 
From the gun-toting zealots of the South Hebron Hills to the mediagenic politicians 
and poets of Tel Aviv, Israeli society was less anguished than ever about its control 
over the lives of Palestinians. In the absence of consequences from the United States, 
which under Barack Obama had doubled US taxpayer funding of Israel’s military, it 
was easy to understand why Said’s warning had not yet come to bear.

There were, of course, many Israelis who had dared to refl ect, to engage the 
hard questions about occupation, militarization, and apartheid, and who ultimately 
refused their designated roles in the project of controlling the Palestinians. Their 
sense of fatigue and demoralization was palpable during my time inside Israel-Pales-
tine. Many Israeli human rights activists had resolved to stay and struggle, but there 
were others who decided to extricate themselves from despair by leaving Israel for 
good. And so in a steady stream they escaped for a better life in places such as Ger-
many, seeking the free air of Berlin, where a rapidly growing community of Israeli 
exiles gathered. 
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The Exodus Party

The sonorous voice of the Egyptian classical tarab singer Farid El Atrache drift ed 
from inside a low lit bar into the alleyway of the Jaff a market. “I’ll write on the 
wings of the bird my letter, words written with tears, and oh bird, if you see my 

beloved, promise to send them my greetings,” he sang in Arabic.  The single-story 
storefronts and cobblestone lanes of the old Palestinian market area had been trans-
formed into a conglomeration of trendy bars and upscale apartments under the 
direction of Tel Aviv Mayor Ron Huldai and the commercial developers who backed 
him. The market was ground zero of Jaff a’s gentrifi cation project, where the more 
cultivated denizens of Tel Aviv’s knowledge economy came for arak and spacious 
new Arabesque condos. With the romantic sound of El Atrache in the air, the sultry 
feeling of life in the Orient persisted, but without the Arabs who had made it so 
uncomfortable.

Deep inside the market, I arrived at a table at a bar called Pua to fi nd a small 
international group at a long table. At the head of the table was Edo M., a twenty-
eight-year-old Tel Avivian computer expert on his way out of the country. He wore a 
black-and-white Palestinian keffi  yeh around his neck. Tali Shapira, the activist help-
ing lead the Boycott From Within movement, was the only other Israeli at the table. 
Filling out the group was Edo’s friend, the Swedish photojournalist Linda Forsell, 
and her Dutch assistant.

It was Edo’s going-away party, and he was not in the mood to mince words. “Well, 
as you can see,” he told me, “I don’t have too many friends left  in Israel. Over time, 
I realized I couldn’t really talk to anyone anymore. There is no place left  for me in 
this country. It has turned fascist and that’s it. So I’ve decided that the best way to 
carry on the struggle was from outside. From there,” he continued, “I’ll have to wait 
until Israel goes so crazy, and commits a massacre so big that the world will fi nally 
see what it really is.”

Edo was in a military intelligence unit during Israel’s second invasion of Lebanon, 
the war that began with a massive aerial assault leaving Southern Lebanon littered 
with four million cluster munitions. During the war, Edo was assigned with targeting. 
“By the end, the Air Force had run out of targets, so they just told us to make them 
up, to invent new ones,” he said.

As his military service drew to a close, Edo began tearing his wisdom teeth out, 
one by one. He explained, “For every tooth I lost I got a week off , and this kept me 
out of the army.” Next, he asked his friend to break his leg with a wooden plank to 
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get more time off . His friend smashed his leg as hard as he could, but could not man-
age to break it. Finally, Edo gave up on his future in Israel. Like thousands of young 
Israelis, he decided to move to Germany.

With easy access to second passports (a luxury most Mizrahi Israeli citizens who 
emigrated from Arab countries do not enjoy) Israel’s Ashkenazi middle and upper 
classes have escaped the claustrophobic atmosphere of the country of their birth in 
droves. According to current Israeli government estimates, as many as one million 
Israelis—a full  percent of the population—now live outside Israel, an increase 
of almost seven hundred thousand since . While similarly high proportions 
of the population from deeply impoverished, war-torn states like Mexico and Sri 
Lanka lived in foreign countries, few, if any, industrialized nations shared Israel’s 
emigration problem. And in contrast to immigrants from developing nations, Israel’s 
expatriate population was disproportionately affl  uent, educated, secular, and liberal. 
The exodus of Israelis is the greatest and most immediate demographic threat the 
Jewish state faces. 

Tapuz, a website for Israelis living abroad, hosted a  forum on the topic of 
leaving Israel. According to the site’s administrator, Limor Abis, the most frequently 
cited explanation for why they left  was, “The question is not why we left , but why it 
took so long to do so.” A  poll of Israeli youth between the ages of fourteen and 
eighteen found that more than half would prefer to live abroad and would do so if 
they had the chance. Their greatest grievance was not terrorism or the occupation 
but the miserable social situation in Israel, with  percent claiming the government 
had failed to ameliorate the deepening economic and social problems plaguing Israel. 

Most Israelis who lived abroad had settled in the United States, and many more 
wanted to join them. Israelis seeking forged or illegal work visas to get jobs selling 
beauty products and trinkets at mall kiosks in the United States had become such 
an epidemic the US Embassy in Tel Aviv delegated a special investigator, Charles 
Shannon, to lead the crackdown. Shannon appeared in a  informational fi lm 
called The Price Is Too High, which the US embassy produced to deter Israelis from 
seeking the visas. The video featured young Israelis telling their sob stories of being 
conned by shady Israeli businessmen into entering the United States with the wrong 
visa, then getting caught and punished with lifetime bans from America. “It’s too bad 
you hear about the great job, the money, and the good life, and they don’t tell you it’s 
illegal,” said one of the failed Israeli jobseekers. 

The Israeli government also disseminated propaganda fi lms to sway Israelis 
against the lure of life in the United States. A  video produced by the Israeli 
Ministry for Immigration and Absorption showed a gray-haired Israeli couple 
speaking to their granddaughter, who had moved to America and married a gentile. 
“Do you know what holiday it is today?” they asked, with a menorah in the back-
ground. “Christmas!” she responded. Finally, a Hebrew narrator intones, “They will 
always remain Israelis, but their children won’t. Help them return to Israel.” The 
video sparked outrage among Jewish American communal leaders who rarely com-
plained about Israel’s policies toward the Palestinians. In a rare act of dissent, they 
lashed out against Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu. Ultimately, Netanyahu, who 

9781568586342-text.indd   4089781568586342-text.indd   408 8/3/13   11:49 PM8/3/13   11:49 PM



 The Exodus Party 

was raised in the Philadelphia suburbs and whose second wife was American, gave 
in to the pressure and ordered the videos removed.

Though the United States remained the favorite country for Israeli émigrés, Ger-
many had emerged as the choice destination for the younger, artsier set, and for 
committed left ists like Edo. As many as , Israelis have applied for German 
citizenship and some , already held a second German passport. “For [young 
Israelis],” the German newspaper Der Spiegel reported, “Germany is not just a coun-
try like any other—it also happens to be one of their favorites.” And Berlin, with an 
Israeli population of ,, was their utopia, the Alteneuland they could not fi nd 
in Tel Aviv. As Der Spiegel put it, “The city from which the Final Solution was once 
managed now lures Israelis with its cheap rents and the promise of life in an exciting 
city that never sleeps.”

Nati Ornan, an Israeli musician who made the move to Berlin, told Ha’aretz, “I 
don’t look for a caring attitude here, but I get it here more than in Israel. Berlin is no 
utopia, but it is sensitive toward the ‘other’ because of the Holocaust. In Israel there 
was no such catastrophe to make people realize an individual’s life has great value.”

He explained, “When I go running in the street, people over ninety, about whom I 
can surmise where they were during the Holocaust, applaud me. In Israel, in contrast, 
I see how Holocaust survivors are treated. . . . There is respect for the old and weak 
here. They are treated properly. Society cares about them.” 

For his part, Edo found fulfi llment in Freiburg, getting engaged to an attractive 
blonde woman and settling comfortably into the atmosphere of the southwestern 
German city that boasted a reputation as the most eco-friendly city in the world. 
Another Israeli who had settled in Germany, Yossi Bar-Tal, told me Berlin had become 
a hotbed of Israeli-led radical left -wing activism. Whenever a major Israeli govern-
ment offi  cial arrived, Bar-Tal told me, left -wing Israeli expats staged raucous demos. 
They had even published anti-occupation journals in Hebrew and German, he said.

Inside Israel, many of my friends have made preparations to leave for good. Aft er 
relocating to Ramallah for two years, Joseph Dana made plans to move to Istanbul, 
Turkey, telling me he was burned out by the years of confl ict. Meanwhile, nearly 
everywhere I go in the Western world, I encounter young Israelis who made the 
exodus long ago. In Barcelona, I met Moshe, a thirty-fi ve-year-old Israeli living in 
one of the city’s many anarchist squats. He told me he decided to leave Israel aft er a 
harrowing experience in the army, during which he manned a checkpoint and was 
ordered to harass Palestinian commuters day aft er day. In the Red Hook section of 
Brooklyn, I met Rafi  Magnes, the grandson of Rabbi Judah Magnes, and his wife, 
Liz. They had left  Israel for good, purchased a house in the chic, formerly industrial 
neighborhood, and painted a giant mural on the wall that faced the street reading, 
“NY Loves Obama.” “I call ourselves luxury refugees,” Liz Magnes told me. “We could 
have stayed, of course, but the fascism had gotten to be too overwhelming. Thank 
God we left .”

At a party in Brooklyn in , I encountered Maya Wind, the twenty-two-year-
old Israeli army refuser, who had become a member of Columbia University’s Stu-
dents for Justice in Palestine Chapter. Later in the year, she would dress up at an 
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Israeli soldier manning a checkpoint at the mock separation wall the students’ group 
constructed at the center of Columbia campus, generating headlines back in Israel, 
and outrage from many of her Israeli classmates. She was with at the party with her 
boyfriend, Eran, a former soldier who had given testimony to Breaking the Silence 
about his service on the Egyptian border, and scenes of misery and abuse of African 
migrants he witnessed there. They told me they were relieved to be out of Israel 
and in the multicultural atmosphere of New York City. It was then that I noticed 
that Yonatan Shapira, the Israeli pilot-turned-Palestine solidarity activist, chatting 
in Hebrew in the next room with Elik Elhanan, the son of Nurit Peled-Elhanan, and 
now a professor of Yiddish literature at Columbia. The sound of Hebrew chatter was 
pouring from the room, and there was also English in a smattering of foreign accents. 
Everyone here seemed to feel at home. 
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December ,  by user Israelisongs, http://www .youtube .com /watch ?v =Ghy 
RLHjlxg .

chapter : a date with the devil
  fall into some other reporter’s hands: Amira Hass was the fi rst reporter to cover 

Yonatan Shapira’s interrogation; as a Jewish Israeli citizen she enjoyed legal pro-
tections I did not. See Hass, “Conscientious Objector Yonatan Shapira Ques-
tioned by Shin Bet,” Ha’aretz, July , , http://www .haaretz .com /print -edition 
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Cause,” Daily Pennsylvanian, February , , http://www .thedp .com /article 
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the Penn BDS conference; video is available at http://pennbds .org .

  the Jewish Federation of Philadelphia: Glenn Shrum and Irene Rivera-Cal-
deron, “Alan Dershowitz Advocates Support for Israel,” Daily Pennsylvanian, Feb-
ruary , , http://www .thedp .com /article / / /alan _dershowitz _advocates 
_support _for _israel .

  David L. Cohen: Ibid.
  Size Doesn’t Matter: “Israel: Small Country Big Paradise,” YouTube, February , 

, http://youtu .be /pjwRXicAGs .
  a  million fund: “Israeli, US Jews disrupt Netanyahu speech,” Maan News, 

August , , http://www .maannews .net /eng /ViewDetails .aspx?ID= .
  diamond baron whose: “Leviev’s Africa-Israel Continues Settlement-Building, 

Contradicting  Pledge,” Adalah-NY, June , , http://adalahny .org /press 
-release / /leviev -africa -israel -continues -settlement -building -contradicting 
- -pledge .

  Halle Berry and Drew Barrymore: Trans. Sonia Farid, “Hollywood Stars Shun 
Pro-Israel Diamond Store,” Al Arabiya News, November , , http://www 
.alarabiya .net /articles / / / / .html .

  quit building settlements: Adam Horowitz, “Is Lev Leviev Out of the Settlement 
Building Business?” Mondoweiss, November , , http://mondoweiss .net / 
/ /is -lev -leviev -out -of -the -settlement -building -business .html. Note: Africa-Israel 
may have started building new settlements in .

  Anti-Israel boycotters: Giulio Meotti. “Is BDS Campaign Working?” YNetnews.
com, August , , http://www .ynetnews .com /articles /,,L -, 
.html .

  dignity that they all deserve: Roger Waters, “Tear Down This Israeli Wall,” Guard-
ian, March , , http://www .guardian .co .uk /commentisfree / /mar / 
/cultural -boycott -west -bank -wall .

  cultural terrorism: Hazel Ward, “Israel Slams ‘Cultural Terrorism’ as Pixies Cancel 
Gig,” Google News / AFP, June , , http://www .google .com /hostednews /afp 
/article /ALeqMjnuiLTovjxjwSwoFqITUTsZA .

  The state must intervene: Max Blumenthal, “News from Chelm: Knesset Dis-
cusses Ways to Pressure Performers Not to Cancel Concerts in Israel,” February , 
, http://maxblumenthal .com / / /news -from -chelm -knesset -discusses 
-ways -to -pressure -performers -not -to -cancel -concerts -in -israel .

  government insurance or state compensation: Ibid.
  in practice promoting delegitimization: “The BDS Movement Promotes Dele-

gitimization Against Israel,” The Reut Institute, June , , http://reut -institute 
.org /en /Publication .aspx?PublicationId= .
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  Reut’s recommendations: Ali Abuminah, “Israel’s New Strategy: ‘Sabotage’ and 
‘Attack’ the Global Justice Movement,” Electronic Intifada, February , ,  
http://electronicintifada .net /content /israels -new -strategy -sabotage -and -attack 
-global -justice -movement / .
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  pinkwashing: Sarah Schulman, “Israel and Pinkwashing,” New York Times, Novem-
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  Mahmoud Ahmadinejad being: Benjamin Doherty, “Israel Lobby Group Iran 
‘Sodomizes’ Ahmadinejad Effi  gy with Nuke at San Francisco Pride,” Electronic 
Intifada, June , , http://electronicintifada .net /blogs /benjamin -doherty /
israel -lobby -group -iran -sodomizes -ahmadinejad -effi  gy -nuke -san -francisco .

  I fi nd it absolutely maddening: Jamie Glazov, “ Michael Lucas: A Gay Man for 
Israel,” FrontPageMag, May , , http://frontpagemag .com / /jamie -glazov 
/michael -lucas -a -gay -man -for -israel .

  these men shot their seeds: Max Blumenthal, “Money Talks, Desecration Walks: 
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Party,” February , , http://maxblumenthal .com / / /money -talks 
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  MarcPax: Ali Abunimah, “ What Does Fraudulent “Anti-Gay Flotilla” Video 
Tells Us About Israeli Hasbara Strategy?” Electronic Intifada, June , , http://
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-israeli -government .
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http://news .yahoo .com /blogs /ticket /republicans -being -taught -talk -occupy -wall 
-street - .html .

   Palestinian activist Mohammad Othman: Human Rights Watch, “Israel: End 
Arbitrary Detention of Rights Activist,” December , , http://www .hrw .org 
/news / / / /israel -end -arbitrary -detention -rights -activist .

  detained Jamal Juma: Front Line Defenders, “Israel / OPT: Arrest and Extended 
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/protecting -israel -from -its -citizens - . .
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chapter : the real government
  Ramle conference: Footage from  Ramle Conference by David Sheen can be 
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www .haaretz .com /news /national /right -wing -extremists -cite -israeli -mk -as 
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  this is a battle between: Harriet Sherwood, “Israel Prepares to Pass Law Banning 
Citizens from Calling for Boycotts,” Guardian, July , , http://www .guardian 
.co .uk /world / /jul / /israel -law -banning -citizens -boycotts .

  The settlers are the real: Yossi Verter, “The settlers Are the Real Government of 
Israel,” Ha’aretz, July , , http://www .haaretz .com /weekend /week -s -end /the 
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  admirable objectives: Einat Wilf fl oor speech at Knesset [Hebrew], http://www 
.youtube .com /watch?v=SAvwomw _tBQ .

  she remembered she was: Verter, “The settlers are the real government”
  I approved the law: Jonathan Lis, “Netanyahu: Boycott Law Refl ects Democracy 
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  a state of all its citizens: Chemi Shalev, “New NIF Head Brian Luri: ‘The Occu-
pation Is a Cancer That Is Eating Us,’” Ha’aretz, February , , http://www 
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Bills Slammed as Discriminatory by Rights Groups,” Ha’aretz, March , , 
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-as -discriminatory -by -rights -groups - . .

  The year of democracy: Ronen Shoval, “Probing Israel’s Left ist NGOs Is Democ-
racy at Its Best,” Ha’aretz, January , , http://www .haaretz .com /print -edition 
/opinion /the -year -of -democracy - . .

chapter : riding the ass
  Before founding Im Tirtzu: Jonathan Lis, “Amid Controversy over New Israel 
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