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Introduction
The Palestinian refugee problem has been at the centre of the
Arab–Israeli conflict since 1948. It was mainly the refugees themselves
who opposed resettlement schemes in Arab countries. In the post1948 period in general the Palestinians and the Arab states refused
to discuss a general settlement of the Arab–Israeli conflict before
Israel declared that it accepted the repatriation of the refugees, in
accordance with UN General Assembly Resolution 194 (III) of
December 1948. The resolution stated
[that] the refugees wishing to return to their homes and live at
peace with their neighbours should be permitted to do so at the
earliest practicable date, and that compensation should be paid
for the property of those choosing not to return and for loss or
damage to property which, under principles of international law
or in equity, should be made good by the governments or
authorities responsible.
To Zionist Israelis, on the other hand, the Palestinian ‘right of return’
appears to entail nothing less than the reversal of Zionism and Israel’s
transformation into a bi-national state. The official Israeli position
has always been that there can be no returning of the refugees to
Israeli territories, and that the only solution to the problem is their
resettlement in the Arab states or elsewhere.
Since 1949 Israel has consistently rejected a return of the 1948
refugees to their homes and villages; it has always refused to accept
responsibility for the refugees and views them as the responsibility
of the Arab countries in which they reside. The Zionist-Israelis did not
want the refugees back under any condition. They did not want them
to return because they needed their lands and their villages for Jewish
immigrants. Nor did they want the repatriation of an Arab
population that would question the Zionist-Jewish character of the
state and undermine it demographically. Since 1948 all Israeli
governments have even refused to discuss any possible return of
refugees to the pre-1967 borders. Although Israel considered (between
1948 and 1956) some form of restitution of refugee property in lieu
of repatriation, virtually all Israeli attempts to work out proposals on
1
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compensation were tied to a settlement of abandoned Jewish
property in Iraq, and later in other Arab countries.
In moral (and perhaps even in legal) terms the issue of responsibility for the 1948 refugee exodus, which will be discussed in Chapter
1, has major ramifications for the refugee question, including the
‘right of return’, resettlement, compensation and restitution of
property.1 Since 1948 Israel has continued to propagate the myth
that the Palestinian refugee exodus was a tactic of war on the part of
the Arabs who initiated the war against the Jewish Yishuv in
Palestine. In recent years the ‘new historiography’ of Israel/Palestine
has revealed that this official myth was in fact invented by the Israeli
government’s Transfer Committee in its report of October 1948,
which formulated the main line and arguments of Israeli propaganda
in the following decades. It denied any Israeli culpability or responsibility for the Arab exodus – denied, in fact, its own members’ roles
in various areas and contexts. It also strongly advised against any
return of the refugees and proposed that the government play a major
role in promoting refugee resettlement in the Arab host countries.
Israel has also argued that the Palestinian refugees constituted a
‘population exchange’ with those Jews who left the Arab world in
the 1950s. Although Israel’s case was as mendacious as it was
misleading, Israeli spokesmen continued to propagate it at home and
abroad and many of Israel’s friends in the West continued to believe
it. In his book, The New Middle East (1993), Shimon Peres rehashes
many of the founding myths of Israel and repeats basic points of the
Israeli propaganda for rejecting refugee return:
• the Palestinians fled from their villages and towns in 1948
under orders from their leaders (a myth that many researchers
have exploded);
• the number of the 1948 refugees was 600,0002 (an underestimate, equating them with the number of Jews who left Arab
countries for Israel);
• the time has come to turn away from history and polemics and
to seek a ‘fair and reasonable solution to the refugee problem’,
i.e., one acceptable to Israelis.
According to Peres, the ‘right of return’ is an unacceptable ‘maximalist
claim; if accepted, it would wipe out the national character of the
State of Israel, making the Jewish majority into a minority’.3
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The principal aim of this work is to examine and analyse evolving
Israeli policies towards the Palestinian refugees from 1948 to the
present. Of course, any discussion of contemporary Israeli policies
towards the Palestinian refugee problem must be anchored in their
Zionist moorings and particularly linked to those policies that were
instituted in the early years of the Israeli state. This work contains
seven detailed chapters on the evolution of Israeli refugee policies
since 1948. Structurally the book is organised around major themes
and issues. Chapter 1 examines the road to nakba (the Palestinian
catastrophe of 1948), the historical roots of the Palestinian refugee
question and Israel’s moral and legal responsibility towards the
refugees. It also revisits the 1948 refugee exodus, with a discussion
of the myths and realities surrounding the exodus. Chapter 2 focuses
on Israel’s ‘New Historians’ and explores the notion of ‘shared responsibility’ for the 1948 exodus put forward by some of these historians.
Chapter 3 discusses Israeli resettlement schemes since 1948. In the
1950s one key slogan coined by senior Israeli Foreign Ministry
officials was: ‘If You Can’t Solve it, Dissolve it’ (Im Inkha Yakhol Leftor
It Habe‘aya-Mosseis Otah in Hebrew),4 meaning that if you cannot
solve the Palestinian refugee problem, as a political problem, you
can try to ‘dissolve’ the problem and disperse the refugees through
economic means and employment projects. In other words, the
problem of the Palestinian refugees could and should be solved by
an economic approach, mainly through their integration into the
economies of their actual countries of residence and/or through their
dispersal throughout the interior of the Arab world. This preoccupation with the need to ‘dissolve’ the refugee problem stemmed from
a variety of reasons including the deep fear of Arab ‘return’ and the
determination to remove the problem from the heart of the
Arab–Israeli conflict. The chapter explores the emphasis in the Israeli
position on resettlement and rehabilitation in the Arab states, rather
than repatriation and/or compensation. It also discusses numerous
Israeli resettlement proposals and actual schemes put forward since
1948 and investigates the ideological, political, economic, diplomatic,
public relations and psychological factors which motivated Israeli
resettlement schemes in the 1950s.
Israeli approaches to compensation and restitution of property are
discussed in Chapter 4, which focuses on the period between 1948
and 1956, and again in Chapter 7, which deals with the Israeli refugee
policy from the Madrid peace conference of October 1991 to the final
status negotiations at Taba of January 2001. Chapter 5 explores
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another dimension of Israeli refugee policies by focusing on those
policies directed at the internally displaced, or the so-called ‘Present
Absentees’ (nifkadim nokhahim in Hebrew). The term is a legal one,
coined with Kafkaesque irony by Israel’s legal bureaucracy in its 1950
Absentees’ Property Law to describe those ‘Israeli Arabs’ who had been
displaced from their homes and villages during the 1948–9 war and,
unlike those Palestinians who became refugees in neighbouring Arab
countries, became refugees inside the new state of Israel. Because they
had not been in their ‘regular place of residence’ on an arbitrary date
determined by the Israeli authorities – ‘27th Av, 5708: 1st September
1948’ – their homes, fields and property were considered forfeit and
made available to tens of thousands of migrants and settlers pouring
into the country. Nearly one-quarter of the Palestinians remaining
in Israel had thus become ‘internal refugees’. Although historians and
social scientists have devoted considerable attention to the question
of the Palestinian refugees outside Israel, there has been little scholarly
attention to the internally displaced and their struggles, and this fact
is clearly demonstrated in this chapter, which also makes an attempt
to address the general neglect of historical research on the ‘Present
Absentees’. Chapter 5 also provides an up-to-date discussion of the
classical cases of Kafr Bir‘im and Iqrit and assesses the impact of the
Madrid and Oslo peace processes on the internal refugees and on their
struggle to regain their rights.
Chapter 6 discusses the 1967 refugee exodus in the light of new
revelations and the availability of new Hebrew documents. Chapter
7 analyses Israeli refugee policies during negotiations, with the main
focus on the bilateral and multilateral negotiations in the period
from the Madrid peace conference of October 1991 to the final status
talks at Taba, Egypt, in January 2001. Although in theory the decade
between 1991 and 2001 offered an opportunity to negotiate the
Palestinian refugee issue with an intensity not witnessed for four
decades, in reality (as this chapter will demonstrate), Israel’s classical
position on refugees remained largely unchanged throughout the
negotiations.
Since the mass expulsions of 1948 a key element in Israel’s refugee
policies has always been the prevention of the return of Palestinian
refugees – residing both inside and outside the borders of the Israeli
state – to their ancestral villages and towns. In many ways the classic
Israeli position against refugee repatriation to the pre-1967 borders
has remained unchanged since 1948. Since then the successive
policies adopted by the Jewish state – land, ethnic and demographic,
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legal and political, military and diplomatic – have been aimed at
reinforcing the power and domination of Israel’s ruling Jewish
majority. This paramount objective has served until today as a
guiding premise underlying successive Israeli policies towards
Palestinian refugees, before and throughout the Israeli–Palestinian
negotiations. However, methodologically the focus of the discussion
within each chapter is on
• the conceptual filter through which Israeli governments have
tended to view the refugee problem since 1948;
• the policies of these governments towards the refugee problem,
highlighting in the process the evolution of these policies and
the legal and political premises upon which these policies were
based since 1948;
• the factors that have influenced and shaped the attitudes of
Israeli governments towards the refugee problem;
• the historical context and particular conditions that have
influenced and characterised Israeli policies.
This work is largely based on primary and archival sources (from
the Israel State Archives, Jerusalem; the Central Zionist Archives,
Jerusalem; the Histadrut Archives, Tel Aviv; Hashomer Hatza‘ir
Archives, Giva‘at Haviva; Jabotinsky Archives, Tel Aviv; the Public
Record Office, Kew, London). The Israel State Archives and the
Central Zionist Archives in Jerusalem, in particular, contain a number
of official files with extensive information pertaining to Israel’s
policies toward the refugees. A very large proportion of these files is
open to researchers, although some Israel State Archives files remain
classified. Although some of the material in Chapter 1 has already
been published in my book Expulsion of the Palestinians: The Concept
of Transfer in Zionist Political Thought, 1882–1948 (1992), since the
publication of this book in 1992 more archival evidence has been
made available and this has been incorporated into this work. On
the whole, the Hebrew press has been an important source for events
since 1967. This was supplemented by secondary sources in Hebrew,
Arabic and English.
NOTES
1. Don Peretz, Palestinian Refugees and the Middle East Peace Process
(Washington, DC: United States Institute of Peace Press, 1993), p.6.
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2. According to the UN Technical Committee on Refugees, the number of
Palestinian refugees in August 1949 was ‘711,000’, comprising about half
of the total Palestinian population at that time (1.415 million).
3. Shimon Peres, The New Middle East (Dorset, England: Element Books, 1993),
pp.188–9.
4. See ‘Ezra Danin, Tzioni Bekhol Tnai [A Zionist in Every Condition], Vol.1
(Jerusalem: Kiddum, 1987), p.317.
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The Palestinian Nakba:
Zionism, ‘Transfer’ and
the 1948 Exodus

Since the Palestinian refugee exodus of 1948 a controversy has raged
concerning its causes and circumstances. Who was responsible for
the dispersal of the refugees? The first United States ambassador to
Israel, James McDonald, told of a conversation he had with the
president of Israel, Chaim Weizmann, during which Weizmann spoke
in ‘messianic’ terms about the 1948 Palestinian exodus as a
‘miraculous simplification of Israel’s tasks’. McDonald said that not
one of Israel’s ‘big three’ – Weizmann, Prime Minister David BenGurion and Foreign Minister Moshe Sharett – and no responsible
Zionist leader had anticipated such a ‘miraculous clearing of the
land’.1 The available evidence (based on mountains of Israeli archival
documents), however, shows that the big three had all enthusiastically endorsed the concept of ‘transferring’ the Palestinians in the
1937–48 period and had anticipated the mass flight of Palestinian
refugees in 1948, referred to by Palestinians as the nakba (catastrophe).
Palestinian demography and the land issue were at the heart of the
Zionist transfer mind-set and secret transfer plans of the 1930s and
1940s. In 1947 the indigenous Palestinians were the overwhelming
majority in the country and owned much of the land. The Jewish
community (mainly European settlers) was about a third of the total
population and owned, after 50 years of land purchases, only 6 per
cent of the land. In the 1930s and 1940s the general endorsement of
transfer (in different forms: voluntary, agreed and compulsory) was
designed to achieve two crucial objectives: (1) to clear the land for
Jewish settlers and would-be immigrants, and (2) to establish an
ethnocratic and fairly homogenous Jewish state. During the same
period key leaders of Labour Zionism, such as Ben-Gurion, then
chairman of the Jewish Agency, strongly believed that Zionism would
not succeed in setting up a homogenous Jewish state and fulfilling its
imperative of absorbing the expected influx of Jewish immigrants
from Europe if the indigenous inhabitants were allowed to remain.
The ‘nationalist socialist’ ideology of Ben-Gurion and other leading
figures of Labour Zionism, which from the 1930s into the 1970s
7
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dominated first the Yishuv (the pre-1948 Jewish community in
Palestine) and then the state of Israel, was a form of integral ‘tribal
and volkisch’ nationalism borrowed from central and eastern Europe.
Labour Zionism rejected both Marxism and liberal forms of
universalism, along with individual rights and class struggle. Instead,
it gave precedence to the realisation of an ‘organic nationalist’ settler
project: the establishment in Palestine of an ethnic settler state. In
this project, socialism was deployed both as a useful ‘mobilising
myth’ and an essential tool for collective (Jewish) control of the land.
Although largely secular, Labour Zionism instrumentally emphasised
Jewish religion and ethnicity, promoted the cult and myths of ancient
history and biblical battles, revived a seemingly dead language, built
up a powerful, Spartan army, surrounded its Yishuv with an ‘Iron
Wall’ and waged a bitter struggle for political independence and
territorial expansion throughout the land. Zionist ‘nationalist
socialists’ repudiated liberal individualism and were suspicious of
bourgeois liberal democracy.2
This illiberal, settler-colonial, Spartan legacy of Labour Zionism
continued after the founding of the Israeli state in 1948. With no
social perspectives or ideological directions beyond a volkisch
nationalism based on abstract ‘historical rights to the whole land of
Israel’, the mould set in the pre-state period did not change, and the
Labour leadership was unable to cope with the consequences of the
1967 war. It continued with new settlements and territorial
expansion, and tried to test the Zionist method of ‘creating facts on
the ground’. Unable to come to terms with Palestinian nationalism,
Labour Zionism inevitably pursued its settler colonialism in the
occupied territories.3
‘Land redemption’ (geolat adama in Hebrew), ‘land conquest’
(kibbush adama), settler colonisation, demographic transformation,
the Judaisation of Palestine and Jewish statehood have been the
permanent themes of political Zionism. Jewish nation-building, ever
expanding settlements, territorial ambitions and the effective use of
the myths/legends and epics of the Bible went hand in hand. Zionists
claim that events described in the Old Testament establish the right
of twentieth-century Jews to found an ethnic Jewish state in
Palestine. Contrary to the archaeological and historical evidence, the
view that the Bible provides Jews with a title-deed to the ‘whole Land
of Israel’ and morally legitimises the creation of the state of Israel
and its ‘ethnic cleansing’ policies towards the native Palestinians is
still pervasive in Jewish Zionist circles.4
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In modern times the ‘Land of Israel’ has been invested with farreaching historical, geopolitical and ideological connotations in
Israeli rhetoric and scholarship. The reconstruction of the past by
Zionist authors has often reflected their own political and religious
ideologies. Zionist authors and biblical scholars have based the
historical claims of modern Zionism to Eretz-Yisrael, the land of Israel,
on biblical (mythical) narratives. In his seminal work The Invention
of Ancient Israel: The Silencing of Palestinian History (1996) Keith
Whitelam has examined the political implications of the terminology
of biblical scholarship chosen to represent this area and has shown
how the naming of the land implied control and possession of it;
how the terms ‘Eretz-Yisrael’, ‘the land of Israel’ and Palestine have
been invested with, or divested of, meaning in both Western and
Israeli scholarship. Despite the fact that Western biblical scholarship
has continually employed the term ‘Palestine’, Whitelam argues, the
term has been divested of any real meaning in the face of the search
for the ancient ‘land of Israel’. Palestine has no intrinsic meaning of
its own, no history of its own, but merely provides a background for
the history of Israel. Commensurate with the lack of history is also
the absence of the inhabitants of the land. The history of Palestine
and its inhabitants in general is subsumed and silenced by the
concern with, and in the search for, ancient Israel.5
THE ‘EMPTY LAND’
The myth of ‘a land without a people’ is not just an infamous
fragment of early Zionist propaganda: it is ubiquitous in much of
the Israeli historiography of nation-building. A few weeks after the
1967 war, Israel’s leading novelist, ‘Amos ‘Oz, drew attention to the
deep-seated inclination among Israelis to see Palestine as a country
without its indigenous inhabitants:
When I was a child, some of my teachers taught me that after our
Temple was destroyed and we were banished from our country,
strangers came into what was our heritage and defiled it. The
desert-born Arabs laid the land waste and let the terraces on the
hillsides go to ruin. Their flocks destroyed the beautiful forests.
When our first pioneers came to the land to rebuild it and to
redeem it from desolation, they found an abandoned wasteland.
True, a few backward, uncouth nomads wandered in it.
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Some of our first arrivals thought that, by right, the Arabs should
return to the desert and give the land back to its owners, and, if
not, that they (the Zionists) should ‘arise and inherit,’ like those
who conquered Canaan in storm: ‘A melody of blood and fire ...
climb the mountain, crush the plain. All you see – inherit ... and
conquer the land by the strength of your arm.’ (Tchernichovsky,
‘I Have a Tune’)6
‘Oz also drew attention to Na‘omi Shemer’s song ‘Jerusalem of Gold’,
which encapsulated this deep-seated inclination among Israeli Jews
to see Palestine as a country without its Arab inhabitants. The song
‘Jerusalem of Gold’, which came to be defined as a kind of ‘national
anthem of the Six Day War’,7 was commissioned by the municipality
of Jewish Jerusalem, was written for a music festival held on the eve
of the war,8 and became a national hit after the Israeli seizure of Arab
East Jerusalem, the West Bank, and Gaza Strip. It is the most popular
song ever produced in Israel and in 1967 it swept the country like
lightning, genuinely expressing Israeli national aspirations following
the new conquests. Na‘omi Shemer herself received the Israel Prize
for her unique contribution to the Israeli song. The song contains
the following passages:
Jerusalem of Gold ...
How did the water cisterns dry out, the market-place is empty,
And no-one visits the Holy Mount [Al-Haram al-Sharif] in the Old
City.
And through the cave within the rock winds are whining,
And no-one descends down to the Dead Sea en route for Jericho.
.....
Jerusalem of Gold ...
We have returned to the water cisterns, to the market-place and the
square.
A shofar9 sounds on the Holy Mount in the Old City.
And in the caves within the rock a thousand suns do glow,
We shall again descend to the Dead Sea en route for
Jericho.10
The same myth of ‘empty land’ runs through state education in
Israel and finds strong expression in children’s literature. One such
work for children contains the following excerpt:
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Joseph and some of his men thus crossed the land [Palestine] on
foot, until they reached Galilee. They climbed mountains,
beautiful but empty mountains, where nobody lived. ... Joseph
said, ‘We want to establish this Kibbutz and conquer this
emptiness. We shall call this place Tel Hai [Living Hill]. ... The land
is empty; its children have deserted it [the reference is, of course,
to Jews]. They are dispersed and no longer tend it. No one protects
or tends the land now.’11
In a similar vein, Israel’s leading satirist, Dan Ben-Amotz, observed in
1982 that ‘the Arabs do not exist in our textbooks [for children]. This
is apparently in accordance with the Jewish-Zionist-socialist principles
we have received. ‘A-people-without-a-land-returns-to-a-landwithout-people.’12 These images and formulas of ‘underpopulated
and untended land’ gave those who propounded them a simple and
self-explanatory Zionism. These myths not only justified Zionist
settlement but also helped to suppress conscience-pricking among
Israeli Jews for the dispossession of the Palestinians before, during,
and after 1948: if the ‘land had been empty’, then no Zionist
wrongdoing had taken place.
Even in the 1990s, Israeli prime ministers such as Yitzhak Shamir
and Binyamin Netanyahu were still propagating the myth of an
underpopulated, desolate and inhospitable land to justify the Zionist
colonisation of Palestine and its obliviousness to the fate of its native
inhabitants.13 In October 1991 Prime Minister Yitzhak Shamir, in
his address to the Madrid Peace Conference, resorted to quoting from
Innocents Abroad by Mark Twain. (Twain visited Palestine in 1867 and
his description of its natives was either marked by invective or was
humorously pejorative.) The aim of Shamir (who regarded the Madrid
Conference as purely ceremonial and treated it as a propaganda
platform) was to prove that Palestine was an empty territory, a kind
of civilisational barrenness that (in Shamir’s words) ‘no one wanted’;
‘A desolate country which sits in sackcloth and ashes – a silent,
mournful expanse which not even imagination can grace with the
pomp of life.’14 Moreover, this (mythical) continuum between the
ancient and the modern means this is a difficult land, one that resists
agriculture and that can only be ‘redeemed’ and made to yield up
its produce by the extraordinary effort of Jewish immigrants and
Zionist pioneers. It mattered little that in reality most of Palestine,
other than the Negev, was no desert but an intensely and successfully
cultivated fertile land.
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For the Zionist settler who is coming ‘to redeem the land’ the
indigenous people earmarked for dispossession are usually invisible.
They are simultaneously divested of their human and national reality
and classed as a marginal nonentity. Furthermore, Zionism, like all
European-settler, colonial movements, had to demonise and
dehumanise the indigenous people in its path in order to legitimise
their displacement and dispossession. Thus, the Palestinians were
depicted as ‘conniving’, ‘dishonest’, ‘lazy’, ‘treacherous’, ‘liars’,
‘murderous’ and ‘Nazis’. Indeed, Zionist historiography provides
ample evidence suggesting that from the very beginning of the
Yishuv in Palestine the attitude of most Zionist groups towards the
native Arab population ranged from a mixture of indifference and
patronising racial superiority to outright denial of its national rights,
the goal being to uproot and transfer it to neighbouring countries.
Leading figures such as Israel Zangwill, a prominent Anglo-Jewish
writer, close lieutenant of Theodor Herzl (the founder of political
Zionism) and advocate of the transfer solution, worked relentlessly
to propagate the slogan that Palestine was ‘a land without a people
for a people without a land’. Another use of the same myth of an
empty country was made in 1914 by Chaim Weizmann, later
president of the World Zionist Congress and the first president of
the state of Israel:
In its initial stage, Zionism was conceived by its pioneers as a
movement wholly depending on mechanical factors: there is a
country which happens to be called Palestine, a country without
a people, and, on the other hand, there exists the Jewish people,
and it has no country. What else is necessary, then, than to fit the
gem into the ring, to unite this people with this country? The
owners of the country [the Ottoman Turks?] must, therefore, be
persuaded and convinced that this marriage is advantageous, not
only for the [Jewish] people and for the country, but also for
themselves.15
DISPOSABLE PEOPLE
Neither Zangwill nor Weizmann intended these demographic
assessments in a literal fashion. They did not mean that there were
no people in Palestine, but that there were no people worth
considering within the framework of the notions of European white
supremacy that then held sway. In this connection, a comment by
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Weizmann to Arthur Ruppin, head of the colonisation department
of the Jewish Agency, is particularly revealing. When asked by Ruppin
about the Palestinian Arabs and how he (Weizmann) obtained the
Balfour Declaration in 1917 (promising ‘the establishment in Palestine
of a national home for the Jewish people’), Weizmann replied: ‘The
British told us that there are some hundred thousands negroes [kushim
in Hebrew] and for those there is no value.’16 In 1920, three years
after the Zionist movement obtained the Balfour Declaration from
the British, Zangwill himself spelled out the actual meaning of his
myth (‘a land without a people’) with admirable clarity:
If Lord Shaftesbury was literally inexact in describing Palestine as
a country without a people, he was essentially correct, for there is
no Arab people living in intimate fusion with the country, utilising
its resources and stamping it with a characteristic impress; there is
at best an Arab encampment.17
In this statement Zangwill hints at the fact that he was not the
originator of the myth. The statement shows Lord Shaftesbury
(1801–85; Anthony Ashley-Cooper before he became the Seventh
Earl of Shaftesbury in 1851) to be Zangwill’s source of the myth. The
British Protestant Lord Shaftesbury espoused the Zionist idea nearly
half a century before political Zionism was founded by Herzl.
Shaftesbury coined the infamous phrase in 1853 during the Crimean
War, when his Christian pro-Zionist interest in ‘Jewish restoration
to Palestine’ coincided with what he saw as the beginning of the
dissolution of the Ottoman Empire.18 Yet, although not the
originator of the myth of ‘empty land’, Zangwill was certainly its
most effective propagandist.
Such pronouncements by Weizmann, Zangwill and other leading
Zionists planted in the Zionist mind the racist notion of an empty
territory – empty not necessarily in the sense of an actual absence
of inhabitants, but rather in the sense of a ‘civilisational barrenness’
justifying Zionist colonisation and obliviousness to the fate of the
native population and its eventual removal. Exemplifying once again
the recurrent theme in certain Zionist writings of Palestinian ‘cultural
backwardness’ as a justification for the population’s removal,
Zangwill continued:
We cannot allow the Arabs to block so valuable a piece of historical
reconstruction. … And therefore we must gently persuade them
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to ‘tick’. After all, they have all Arabia with its million square miles
… There is no particular reason for the Arabs to cling to these few
kilometres. ‘To fold their tents’ and ‘silently steal away’ is their
proverbial habit: let them exemplify it now.19
Driven by the same colonial mentality, Menahem Ussishkin, one of
the leading figures of the Zionist Yishuv in the mandatory period,
chairman of the Jewish National Fund and a member of the Jewish
Agency Executive, had this to say in an address to journalists in
Jerusalem in April 1930:
We must continually raise the demand that our land be returned
to our possession. … If there are other inhabitants there, they must
be transferred to some other place. We must take over the land.
We have a greater and nobler ideal than preserving several hundred
thousands of Arab fellahin.20
Thus, the idea that the Palestinian Arabs must find a place for
themselves elsewhere was articulated early on. Indeed, the founder
of the movement, Theodor Herzl, provided an early reference to
transfer even before he formally outlined his theory of Zionist rebirth
in his Judenstat. An 1895 entry in his diary provides in embryonic
form many of the elements that were to be demonstrated repeatedly
in the Zionist quest for solutions of the ‘Arab problem’ – the idea of
dealing with state governments over the heads of the indigenous
population, Jewish acquisition of property that would be inalienable,
‘Hebrew land’ and ‘Hebrew labour’ and the removal of the native
population. Thus, contemplating the transition from a ‘Society of
Jews’21 to statehood, he wrote on 12 June 1895:
When we occupy the land, we shall bring immediate benefits to
the state that receives us. We must expropriate gently the private
property in the estates assigned to us.
We shall try to spirit the penniless population across the border
by procuring employment for it in the transit countries, while
denying it any employment in our own country.
The property owners will come over to our side. Both process of
expropriation and removal of the poor must be carries out
discreetly and circumspectly.22
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Zagwill was one of the strongest early proponents of transferring
the indigenous inhabitants of Palestine. In an April 1905 talk in
Manchester in which he outlined the demographic realities, he went
on to draw an obvious conclusion. Given that Palestine was ‘already
twice as thickly populated as the United States’ and given that ‘not
25 per cent of them [are] Jews’,
[We] must be prepared either to drive out by the sword the [Arab]
tribes in possession as our forefathers did or to grapple with the
problem of a large alien population, mostly Mohammedan and
accustomed for centuries to despite us.23
Zangwill held firm to this idea in the years that followed, couching
his arguments for transfer in pragmatic and geopolitical considerations. At one time he argued:
If we wish to give a country to a people without a country, it is
utter foolishness to allow it to be the country of two peoples. This
can only cause trouble. The Jews will suffer and so will their
neighbours. One of the two: a different place must be found either
for the Jews or for their neighbours.24
In my previous works,25 which are largely based on Hebrew and
Israeli archival sources, I have dealt with the evolution of the theme
of ‘population transfer’ – a euphemism denoting the organised
removal of the Arab population of Palestine to neighbouring or
distant countries. I have shown that this concept – delicately
described by its proponents as ‘population exchange’, ‘Arab return
to Arabia’, ‘emigration’, ‘resettlement’ and ‘rehabilitation’ of the
Palestinians in Arab countries, etc. – was deeply rooted in mainstream
Zionist thinking and in the Yishuv as a solution to Zionist land and
political problems. Although the desire among Zionist leaders to
‘solve’ the ‘Arab question’ through transfer remained constant until
1948, the envisaged modalities of transfer changed over the years
according to circumstances. From the mid-1930s onwards a series of
specific plans, generally involving Transjordan, Syria and Iraq, were
produced by the Yishuv’s transfer committees and senior officials.
Denial of the existence of a Palestinian people has always been a
key component of the Zionist ‘transfer’ discourse. The justifications
used in defence of the transfer concept in the 1930s and 1940s
formed the cornerstone of the subsequent argumentation for transfer,
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particularly in the proposals put forward after 1948 and in the wake
of the 1967 conquest of the West Bank and Gaza. After 1967 Zionist
territorial maximalists and proponents of ethnic cleansing continued
to assert, often publicly, that there was nothing immoral about the
idea. They asserted that the Palestinians were not a distinct people
but merely ‘Arabs’, an ‘Arab population’, or an ‘Arab community’
that happened to reside in the land of Israel.
Closely linked to this idea of the non-existence of the Palestinians
as a nation and their non-attachment to the particular soil of Palestine
was the idea of their belonging to an Arab nation with vast territories
and many countries. As Ben-Gurion put it in 1929, ‘Jerusalem is not
the same thing to the Arabs as it is to the Jews. The Arab people
inhabit many great lands.’26 Accordingly, if the Palestinians did not
constitute a distinct, separate nation, had little attachment to
Jerusalem, were not an integral part of the country and were without
historical ties to it, then they could be transferred to other Arab
countries without undue prejudice. Similarly, if the Palestinians were
merely a marginal, local segment of a larger population of Arabs, then
they were not a major party to the conflicts with Israel; therefore,
Israeli efforts to deal over their heads were justified.
Despite their propaganda slogans of an underpopulated land, of
Palestine’s ‘civilisational barrenness’ and of their making ‘the desert
bloom’, all of which were issued partly for external consumption,
the Zionists from the outset were well aware that not only were there
people on the land, but that they were there in large numbers.
Zangwill, who had visited Palestine in 1897 and come face to face
with the demographic reality of the country, himself acknowledged
in a 1905 speech to a Zionist group in Manchester that ‘Palestine
proper had already its inhabitants. The pashalik [province] of
Jerusalem is already twice as thickly populated as the United States,
having fifty-two souls to the square mile, and not 25 per cent of them
Jews.’27 Abundant references to the Palestinian population in early
Zionist texts show clearly that from the beginning of the Zionist
settlement in Palestine the Palestinian Arabs were far from being an
‘unseen’ or ‘hidden’ presence.28
Thus, Yitzhak Epstein, an early settler leader who arrived in
Palestine from Russia in 1886, warned not only of the moral
implications of the Zionist colonisation but also of the political
dangers inherent in the enterprise. In 1907, at a time when Zionist
land purchases in Galilee were stirring opposition among Palestinian
peasants forced off land sold by absentee landlords, Epstein wrote
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an article entitled ‘The Hidden Question’, in which he strongly
criticised the methods by which Zionists had purchased Arab land.
In his view these methods entailing dispossession of Arab farmers
were bound to cause political confrontation in the future.29 Reflected
in the Zionist establishment’s angry response to Epstein’s article30
are two principal features of mainstream Zionist thought: the belief
that Jewish acquisition of land took precedence over moral considerations; and the advocacy of a physically separate, exclusionist and
literally ‘pure’ Jewish Yishuv. ‘If we want Hebrew redemption 100
per cent, then we must have a 100 per cent Hebrew settlement, a
100 per cent Hebrew farm, and a 100 per cent Hebrew port’, declared
David Ben-Gurion at a meeting of the Va‘ad Leumi, the Yishuv’s
National Council, on 5 May 1936.31
Another leading liberal Russian Jewish thinker, Ahad Ha‘Am (Asher
Zvi Ginzberg), also warned of the moral implications of the Zionist
colonisation and the political dangers inherent in the enterprise.
Ahad Ha‘Am, who visited Palestine in 1891, published a series of
articles in the Hebrew periodical Hamelitz that were sharply critical
of the ethnocentricity of political Zionism as well as the exploitation
of the Palestinian peasantry by Zionist colonists.32 Seeking to draw
attention to the fact that Palestine was not an empty territory and
that the presence of another people on the land posed problems, he
observed that the Zionist ‘pioneers’ believed that
the only language that the Arabs understand is that of force. ...
[They] behave towards the Arabs with hostility and cruelty, trespass
unjustly upon their boundaries, beat them shamefully without
reason and even brag about it, and nobody stands to check this
contemptible and dangerous tendency.
He cut to the heart of the matter when he ventured the opinion that
the colonists’ aggressive attitude towards the native peasants
stemmed from their anger ‘towards those who reminded them that
there is still another people in the land of Israel that have been living
there and does not intend to leave’.33
TRANSFER
Although the transfer idea has deep roots in early Zionism, it became
central to Zionist strategy and action in the period 1936–48. BenGurion, in particular, was an enthusiastic and committed advocate
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of the transfer ‘solution’. The importance he attached not merely to
transfer but ‘forced transfer’ (which was endorsed, together with
partition, by the British Peel Commission) is seen in his diary entry
for 12 July 1937:
The compulsory transfer of Arabs from the valleys of the proposed
Jewish state could give us something which we never had, even
when we stood on our own feet during the days of the First and
Second Temple – [a Galilee free of Arab population].34
Ben-Gurion was convinced that few, if any, Palestinians would
‘voluntarily’ transfer themselves to Transjordan. He also believed
that, if the Zionists were determined in their effort to put pressure on
the British Mandatory authorities to carry out ‘compulsory transfer’,
the plan could be implemented:
We have to stick to this conclusion in the same way we grabbed
the Balfour Declaration, more than that, in the same way we
grabbed Zionism itself. We have to insist upon this conclusion
[and push it] with our full determination, power and conviction.
... We must uproot from our hearts the assumption that the thing
is not possible. It can be done.
Ben-Gurion went as far as to write: ‘We must prepare ourselves to carry
out’ the transfer [emphasis in the original].35
A letter to his son, ‘Amos, from London dated 5 October 1937,
shows the extent to which transfer had become associated in his
mind with expulsion. Ben-Gurion wrote:
We must expel Arabs and take their places ... and, if we have to
use force – not to dispossess the Arabs of the Negev and
Transjordan, but to guarantee our own right to settle in those
places – then we have force at our disposal.36
At the Twentieth Zionist Congress, held from 3 to 21 August 1937,
Ben-Gurion emphasised that transfer of Arab villagers had been
practised by the Yishuv all along:
Was the transfer of the Arabs ethical, necessary and practicable? ...
Transfer of Arabs had repeatedly taken place before in consequence
of Jews settling in different districts.37
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A year later, at the Jewish Agency Executive’s transfer discussions of
June 1938, Ben-Gurion put forward a ‘line of actions’ entitled ‘The
Zionist Mission of the Jewish State’:
The Hebrew State will discuss with the neighbouring Arab states
the matter of voluntarily transferring Arab tenant farmers, workers
and fellahin from the Jewish state to neighbouring states. For that
purpose the Jewish state, or a special company ... will purchase
lands in neighbouring states for the resettlement of all those
workers and fellahin.38
Ben-Gurion returned to the transfer solution in his ‘Lines for Zionist
Policy’ dated 15 October 1941 (several years after the partition
solution was abandoned by the British mandatory government):
We have to examine, first, if this transfer is practical, and secondly,
if it is necessary. It is impossible to imagine general evacuation
without compulsion, and brutal compulsion. ... The possibility of
a large-scale transfer of a population by force was demonstrated,
when the Greeks and the Turks were transferred [after the First
World War]. In the present war [Second World War] the idea of
transferring a population is gaining more sympathy as a practical
and the most secure means of solving the dangerous and painful
problem of national minorities. The war has already brought the
resettlement of many people in eastern and southern Europe, and
in the plans for post-war settlements the idea of a large-scale
population transfer in central, eastern, and southern Europe
increasingly occupies a respectable place.39
Ben-Gurion went on to suggest a Zionist-inspired campaign in
England and the United States that would aim at ‘influencing’ Arab
countries, especially Syria and Iraq, to ‘collaborate’ with the Jewish
Yishuv in implementing the transfer of Palestinians in return for
economic gains.40
Ben-Gurion entered the 1948 war with a mind-set and premeditation to expel Palestinians. On 19 December 1947 he advised that the
Haganah, the Jewish pre-state army, ‘adopt the method of aggressive
defence; with every [Arab] attack we must be prepared to respond
with a decisive blow: the destruction of the [Arab] place or the
expulsion of the residents along with the seizure of the place’.41
In early February 1948 Ben-Gurion told Yosef Weitz:
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The war will give us the land. The concepts of ‘ours’ and ‘not ours’
are peace concepts, only, and in war they lose their whole
meaning.42
At a meeting of the governing bodies of his own Mapai party on 7
February, Ben-Gurion spoke of ‘major changes’ that would occur in
the composition of the population in the country. Ben-Gurion was
referring to the Palestinian exodus, which he welcomed.43
In the pre-1948 period the transfer concept was embraced by the
highest levels of Zionist leadership, representing almost the entire
political spectrum. Nearly all the founding fathers of the Israeli state
advocated transfer in one form or another, including Theodor Herzl,
Leon Motzkin, Nahman Syrkin, Menahem Ussishkin, Chaim
Weizmann, David Ben-Gurion, Yitzhak Tabenkin, Avraham
Granovsky, Israel Zangwill, Yitzhak Ben-Tzvi, Pinhas Rutenberg,
Aaron Aaronson, Zeev Jabotinsky and Berl Katznelson. Katznelson,
who was one of the most popular and influential leaders of the Mapai
party (later the ruling Labour party), had this to say in a debate at the
World Convention of Ihud Po‘alei Tzion (the highest forum of the
dominant Zionist world labour movement), in August 1937:
The matter of population transfer has provoked a debate among
us: Is it permitted or forbidden? My conscience is absolutely clear
in this respect. A remote neighbour is better than a close enemy.
They [the Palestinians] will not lose from it. In the final analysis,
this is a political and settlement reform for the benefit of both
parties. I have long been of the opinion that this is the best of all
solutions. ... I have always believed and still believe that they were
destined to be transferred to Syria or Iraq.44
A year later, at the Jewish Agency Executive’s discussions of June
1938, Katznelson declared himself in favour of maximum territory
and the ‘principle of compulsory transfer’:
What is a compulsory transfer? Compulsory transfer does not
mean individual transfer. It means that once we resolved to transfer
there should be a political body able to force this or that Arab who
would not want to move out. Regarding the transfer of Arab
individuals we are always doing this. But the question will be the
transfer of a much greater quantity of Arabs through an agreement
with the Arab states: this is called a compulsory transfer. ... We
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have here a war about principles, and in the same way that we
must wage a war for maximum territory, there must also be here
a war [for the transfer ‘principle’]. ... We must insist on the
principle that it must be a large agreed transfer.45
In the early 1940s Katznelson found time to be engaged in polemics
with the left-wing Hashomer Hatza‘ir about the merits of transfer.
He said to them: don’t stigmatise the concept of transfer and rule it
out beforehand.
Has [kibbutz] Merhavya not been built on transfer? Were it not
for many of these transfers neither Merhavya or [kibbutz] Mishmar
Ha‘emek or other socialist Kibbutzim would have been set up.46
Supporters of ‘voluntary’ transfer included Arthur Ruppin, a cofounder of Brit Shalom, a movement advocating bi-nationalism and
equal rights for Arabs and Jews; moderate leaders of Mapai (later the
Labour party) such as Moshe Shertok (later Sharett) and Eli‘ezer
Kaplan, Israel’s first finance minister; and leaders of the Histadrut
(Jewish Labour Federation of Palestine) such as Golda Meir and
David Remez.
However, perhaps the most consistent, extreme and obsessive
advocate of compulsory transfer was Yosef Weitz, director of the
settlement department of the Jewish National Fund (JNF) and head
of the Israeli government’s official Transfer Committee of 1948. Weitz
was at the centre of Zionist land-purchasing activities for decades.
His intimate knowledge of and involvement in land purchase made
him sharply aware of its limitations. As late as 1947, after half a
century of tireless efforts, the collective holdings of the JNF – which
constituted about half of the Yishuv total – amounted to a mere 3.5
per cent of the land area of Palestine. A summary of Weitz’s political
beliefs is provided by his diary entry for 20 December 1940:
Amongst ourselves it must be clear that there is no room for both
peoples in this country. No ‘development’ will bring us closer to
our aim to be an independent people in this small country. After
the Arabs are transferred, the country will be wide open for us;
with the Arabs staying the country will remain narrow and
restricted. ... There is no room for compromise on this point ...
land purchasing ... will not bring about the state; ... The only way
is to transfer the Arabs from here to neighbouring countries, all
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of them, except perhaps Bethlehem, Nazareth, and Old Jerusalem.
Not a single village or a single tribe must be left. And the transfer
must be done through their absorption in Iraq and Syria and even
in Transjordan. For that goal, money will be found – even a lot of
money. And only then will the country be able to absorb millions
of Jews ... there is no other solutions.47
A countryside tour in the summer of 1941 took Weitz to a region in
central Palestine. He recorded in his Diary seeing:
large [Arab] villages crowded in population and surrounded by
cultivated land growing olives, grapes, figs, sesame, and maize
fields. ... Would we be able to maintain scattered [Jewish]
settlements among these existing [Arab] villages that will always
be larger than ours? And is there any possibility of buying their
[land]? ... and once again I hear that voice inside me calling:
evacuate this country. [emphasis in the original].48
Earlier in March 1941 Weitz wrote in his Diary after touring Jewish
settlements in the Esdraelon Valley (Marj Ibn ‘Amer):
The complete evacuation of the country from its [Arab] inhabitants
and handing it to the Jewish people is the answer.49
In April 1948 Weitz recorded in his Diary:
I made a summary of a list of the Arab villages which in my
opinion must be cleared out in order to complete Jewish regions.
I also made a summary of the places that have land disputes and
must be settled by military means.50
In 1930, against the background of the 1929 disturbances in
Palestine, Chaim Weizmann, then President of both the World
Zionist Organisation and the Jewish Agency Executive, actively began
promoting ideas of Arab transfer in private discussions with British
officials and ministers. In the same year Weizmann and Pinhas
Rutenberg, who was chairman of the Yishuv’s National Council and
a member of the Jewish Agency Executive, presented Colonial
Secretary Lord Passfield with an official, albeit secret, proposal for
the transfer of Palestinian peasants to Transjordan. This scheme
proposed that a loan of 1 million Palestinian pounds be raised from
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Jewish financial sources for the resettlement operation. This proposal
was rejected by Lord Passfield. However, the justification Weizmann
used in its defence formed the cornerstone of subsequent Zionist
argumentation. Weizmann asserted that there was nothing ‘immoral’
about the concept of transfer; that the ‘transfer’ of Greek and Turkish
populations in the early 1920s provided a precedent for a similar
measure for the Palestinians; and that the uprooting and transportation of Palestinians to Transjordan, Iraq, Syria, or any other part of
the vast Arab world would merely constitute a relocation from one
Arab district to another. Above all, for Weizmann and other leaders
of the Jewish Agency, the transfer was a systematic procedure,
requiring preparation, money and a great deal of organisation, which
needed to be planned by strategic thinkers and technical experts.51
THE TRANSFER COMMITTEES
While the desire among the Zionist leadership to be rid of the ‘Arab
demographic problem’ remained constant until 1948, the extent of
the preoccupation with, and the envisaged modalities of, transfer
changed over the years according to circumstances. Thus, the wishful
and rather naive belief in Zionism’s early years that the Palestinians
could be ‘spirited across the border’, in Herzl’s words, or that they
would simply ‘fold their tents and slip away’, to use Zangwill’s
formulation, soon gave way to more realistic assessments. Between
1937 and 1948 extensive secret discussions of transfer were held in
the Zionist movement’s highest bodies, including the Zionist Agency
Executive, the Twentieth Zionist Congress, the World Convention
of Ihud Po‘alei Tzion (the top forum of the dominant Zionist world
labour movement), and various official and semi-official transfer
committees.52
Many leading figures justified Arab removal politically and morally
as the natural and logical continuation of Zionist colonisation in
Palestine. There was a general endorsement of the ethical legitimacy
of transfer; the differences centred on the question of compulsory
transfer and whether such a course would be practicable (in the late
1930s/early 1940s) without the support of the colonial power, Britain.
From the mid-1930s onwards the transfer solution became central
to the assessments of the Jewish Agency (then effectively the
government of the Yishuv). The Jewish Agency produced a series of
specific plans, generally involving Transjordan, Syria or Iraq. Some
of these plans were drafted by three ‘Transfer Committees’. The first
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two committees, set up by the Yishuv leadership, operated between
1937 and 1944; the third was officially appointed by the Israeli
cabinet in August 1948.
By the late 1930s some of these transfer plans included proposals
for agrarian legislation, citizenship restriction and various taxes
designed to encourage Palestinians to transfer ‘voluntarily’. However,
in the 1930s and early 1940s Zionist transfer proposals and plans
remained largely confined to private and secret talks with British
(and occasionally American) senior officials. The Zionist leadership
generally refrained from airing the highly sensitive proposals in
public. (On one occasion, Weizmann, in a secret meeting with the
Soviet ambassador to London, Ivan Maisky, on 30 January 1941,
proposed transferring 1 million Palestinians to Iraq in order to settle
Polish Jews in their place.) More important, however, during the
Mandate period, for reasons of political expediency, the Zionists
calculated that such proposals could not be effected without Britain’s
active support and even actual British implementation.
THE ORIGINS OF THE ROYAL (PEEL) COMMISSION’S TRANSFER
RECOMMENDATION
The Zionist leadership was tireless in trying to shape the proposals
of the Royal (Peel) Commission of 1937, which proposed a partition
of Palestine between Jews and Arabs. It has generally escaped the
attention of historians that the most significant transfer proposal
submitted to the commission – the one destined to shape the
outcome of its findings – was put forward by the Jewish Agency in a
secret memorandum containing a specific paragraph on Arab transfer
to Transjordan.
Given the demographic and land realities in Palestine at the time,
whatever boundaries might be devised for partition would inevitably
result in large numbers of Palestinian Arabs and even greater expanses
of Arab-owned land becoming part of whatever Jewish state would
be carved out. Thus, in Zionist strategy the notion of transfer was a
natural concomitant of the partition idea. Evidence suggests that the
proposal of Arab transfer that was ultimately made by the Royal
Commission originated from, and had been secretly conveyed by,
top Jewish Agency leaders, including Ben-Gurion, Moshe Shertok
(later Sharett), and Weizmann. As early as the Jewish Agency
Executive meeting in October 1936 Ben-Gurion had indicated his
intention to raise the issue: ‘if the Peel Commission and the London
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government accept [the idea of transfer to Transjordan], we will
remove the land problem from the agenda.’53 In March 1937, the
Jewish Agency conveyed a confidential plan to the Royal
Commission through Maurice Hexter, a member of the Jewish
Agency Executive. Hexter explained that the aim of the plan was to
solve the problem of land and Zionist colonisation in various
districts, including the Hula and Baysan valley. Under the plan, the
British government was to consider proposals submitted by Zionist
settlement companies, which were engaged in the purchase of land
for the collective use of the Jewish National Fund. The goal of the
proposal, according to Hexter, was ‘the herding together of the
existing Arab villages and their concentration in order to evacuate
territories for Jewish colonisation’. If the Arabs refused and put up an
organised political resistance to evacuating their land, the
government would intervene and ‘force the people to exchange land
and move from one place to another’. When Hexter was asked by
one Peel commissioner whether the proposed evacuated land would
be designated for Jewish settlements exclusively, he replied, ‘our
intention is [that they would be] only for Jews’.54
However, unquestionably the most significant proposal for transfer
submitted to the Commission – the one destined to shape the
outcome of its findings – was that put forward by the Jewish Agency
in a May 1937 memorandum containing a specific paragraph on
Palestinian transfer to Transjordan.55 The impact of the
memorandum, drafted jointly by Ben-Gurion and Pinhas Rutenberg,
can be gauged from an entry in Sharett’s political diary on 12 June
1937, almost a month before the publication of the Peel
Commission’s report. According to Moshe Shertok (later Moshe
Sharett), the American general-consul in Jerusalem, George
Wadsworth, had told him at a dinner that British officials had
privately indicated that their government was inclined towards
partition. Shertok went on:
We talked about the question of partition in connection with
Transjordan. Wadsworth said that it was known to him that the
[British] government was very impressed by the proposal contained
in the memorandum that we had submitted to the ‘Royal
Commission’ concerning the transfer of Arabs from western Eretz
Yisrael [i.e., Palestine] to Transjordan in order to evacuate the place
for new Jewish settlers. They saw this proposal as a constructive
plan indeed.56
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Although by 1938 the Peel partition plan had been abandoned by
the British government, the Jewish Agency’s Transfer Committees
continued to operate throughout the war period and Weizmann and
Ben-Gurion continued to lobby behind the scenes for Western and
Soviet endorsement of transfer.
THE 1948 EXODUS
The Zionist dream of de-Arabising Palestine and creating a clear
Jewish majority finally came about during the 1948–9 war, when
750,000 Palestinians took up the road of exile. The events that led
to the Palestinian exodus began on 29 November 1947, when the
United Nation General Assembly passed resolution 191 endorsing
the partition of Palestine into two states, Palestinian Arab and Jewish,
with Jerusalem and Bethlehem consisting an international zone.
Under the boundaries set out by the partition resolution, almost 45
per cent of the population of the Jewish state would be Palestinian
Arab. This was a major preoccupation of the Yishuv leadership.
Within weeks of the UN partition resolution, the country was
plunged in what soon became a full-scale civil war. By mid-December
1947, ‘spontaneous and unorganised’ Palestinian outbreaks of
violence were being met with the full weight of Yishuv’s armed forces,
the Haganah, in what the British High Commissioner for Palestine
called ‘indiscriminate action against the Arabs’ (Middle East Centre,
St Antony’s College Archives, Oxford, Cunningham Papers, 1/3/147,
‘Weekly Intelligence Appreciation’. A three-day general strike started
on 2 December in protest at the UN resolution). The Palestinians
were completely unprepared for war, their leadership still in disarray
and largely unarmed as a result of the 1936–9 rebellion. The Yishuv
armed forces, the Haganah (to say nothing of the dissident Irgun
Tzavi Leumi and Lehi groups), were fully armed and on the offensive.
On 30 December a British Intelligence observer reported that the
Haganah was moving fast to exploit Palestinian weaknesses and disorganisation, to render them ‘completely powerless’ so as to force
them into flight. [A report by G. J. Jenkins, 30 December 1947, British
Embassy, Cairo, PRO, FO 371/68366, E458.]
The unfolding of the war is beyond the scope of this study. Others
have catalogued with meticulous detail the military strategy, the
successive campaigns, and the various factors precipitating the
exodus of Palestinian refugees. Note has been made of the failure of
various Haganah commanders, in their attacks and evacuation orders,
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to distinguish between ‘hostile’ Arab villages and those that had
concluded ‘non-aggression’ pacts with the Yishuv; the role of attacks
on civilian targets in the months prior to and in the early phases of
the war; the role of atrocities (such as Deir Yassin) and their seemingly
judicious timing and placement so as to maximise their impact; and
the impact of various forms of psychological warfare (see below).
There is plenty of evidence to suggest that as early as the beginning
of 1948 Ben-Gurion’s advisers counselled him to wage a total war
against the Palestinians, and that he entered the 1948 war with the
intention of expelling Palestinians.57
Plan Dalet
A straightforward document, Plan Dalet (Tochnit Dalet) is the
Haganah plan of 1948 which, in many ways, was a blueprint for the
expulsion of as many Palestinians as possible.58 It constituted an
ideological-strategic anchor and basis for the destruction of Arab
localities and expulsion of their inhabitants by Jewish commanders.
Formulated in early March 1948, its implementation began in early
April in anticipation of Arab military operations. The essence of the
plan (according to Benny Morris) ‘was the clearing of hostile and
potentially hostile forces out of the interior of the prospective
territory of the Jewish State. ... As the Arab irregulars were based and
quartered in the villages and as the militias of many villages were
participating in the anti-Yishuv hostilities, the Haganah regarded
most of the Arab villages as actively or potentially hostile.’59 Morris
goes on to explain that the plan
constituted a strategic-ideological anchor and basis for expulsions
by front, district, brigade and battalion commanders ... and it gave
commanders, post facto, a formal, persuasive covering note to
explain their actions.60
Morris goes further:
In conformity with Tochnit Dalet (Plan D), the Haganah’s master
plan. ... The Haganah cleared various areas completely of Arab
villages – the Jerusalem corridor, an area around Mishmar Ha‘emek,
and the coastal plain. But in most cases, expulsion orders were
unnecessary; the inhabitants had already fled, out of fear or as a
result of Jewish attack. In several areas, Israeli commanders
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successfully used psychological warfare ploys to obtain Arab
evacuation (as in the Hula Valley, in Upper Galilee, in May).61
The general endorsement of the transfer solution and the attempt
to promote it secretly by mainstream Labour leaders, some of whom
played a decisive role in the 1948 war, highlight the ideological intent
that made the 1948 refugee exodus possible. Ben-Gurion in particular
emerges as both an obsessive advocate of compulsory transfer in the
late 1930s and the great expeller of the Palestinians in 1948.62 In
1948 there was no need for any cabinet decision to drive the
Palestinians out. Ben-Gurion and senior Zionist military
commanders, such as Yigal Allon, Moshe Carmel, Yigael Yadin,
Moshe Dayan, Moshe Kalman and Yitzhak Rabin, played a key role
in the expulsions. Israeli historian Benny Morris writes: ‘Everyone,
at every level of military and political decision-making, understood
that [the objective was] a Jewish state without a large Arab
minority.’63 In 1948 the ‘transfer’ policy was based on an understanding between Ben-Gurion and his lieutenants rather than on a
blueprint or a master plan. One of the hallmarks of Ben-Gurion’s
approach to expulsion in 1948 (according to Morris) was
that the man knew what to say and what not to say in certain circumstances; what is allowed to be recorded on paper and what is
preferable to convey orally or in hint.64
Ben-Gurion’s admiring biographer Michael Bar-Zohar states:
In internal discussions, in instructions to his men [in 1948] the
Old Man [Ben-Gurion] demonstrated a clear position: It would be
better that as few a number as possible of Arabs should remain in
the territory of the [Jewish] state.65
With the 1948 war, the Zionists succeeded in many of their
objectives. Above all, they created a vastly enlarged Jewish state (on
77 per cent of historic Palestine) in which the Palestinians were
forcibly reduced to a small minority. The available evidence shows
that the evacuation of some three-quarters of a million Palestinians
in 1948 can only be ascribed to the culmination of Zionist expulsion
policies and not to mythical orders issued by the Arab armies.
Morris’s The Birth of the Palestinian Refugee Problem, 1947–1948 (1987)
explodes many Israeli myths surrounding the 1948 exodus (see
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Chapter 2). Morris assesses that of 330 villages whose experience he
studied, a total of 282 (85 per cent) were depopulated as a result of
direct Jewish attack.
LYDDA AND RAMLE
About 80 per cent of the Palestinians were driven out from the
territory occupied by the Israelis in 1948–9, many by psychological
warfare and/or military pressure. A very large number of Palestinians
were expelled at gunpoint.66 A major instance of ‘outright expulsion’
is the widely documented case of the twin towns of Lydda and Ramle
in July 1948. More than 60,000 Palestinians were expelled,
accounting for nearly 10 per cent of the total exodus. Ben-Gurion
and three senior army officers were directly involved: Yigal Allon,
Yitzhak Rabin and Moshe Dayan. Shortly before the capture of the
towns, Ben-Gurion met with his army chiefs. Allon, commander of
the Palmach, the Haganah’s elite military force, asked Ben-Gurion,
‘What shall we do with the Arabs?’ Ben-Gurion answered (or
according to one version, gestured with his hand), ‘Expel them.’ This
was immediately communicated to the army headquarters and the
expulsion implemented.67 According to one version of Yitzhak
Rabin’s manuscript:
We walked outside, Ben-Gurion accompanying us. Alon repeated
his question: ‘What is to be done with the population?’ BG waved
his hand in a gesture, which said: Drive them out! Alon and I held
a consultation. I agreed that it was essential to drive the
inhabitants out.68
Morris writes:
At 13.30 hours on 12 July ... Lieutenant-Colonel Yitzhak Rabin,
Operation Dani head of Operations, issued the following order:
‘1. The inhabitants of Lydda must be expelled quickly without
attention to age. They should be directed to Beit Nabala ...
Implement Immediately.’ A similar order was issued at the same
time to the Kiryati Brigade concerning the inhabitants of the
neighbouring town of Ramle, occupied by Kiryati troops that
morning. ... On 12 and 13 July, the Yiftah and Kiryati brigades
carried out their orders, expelling the 50–60,000 remaining
inhabitants of and refugees camped in and around the two towns.
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... About noon on 13 July, Operation Dani HQ informed IDF
General Staff/Operations: ‘Lydda police fort has been captured.
[The troops] are busy expelling the inhabitants [oskim begeirush
hatoshavim].’ Lydda’s inhabitants were forced to walk eastwards to
the Arab Legion lines; many of Ramle’s inhabitants were ferried
in trucks or buses. Clogging the roads ... the tens of thousands of
refugees marched, gradually shedding their worldly goods along
the way. It was a hot summer day. Arab chroniclers, such as Sheikh
Muhammad Nimr al Khatib, claimed that hundreds of children
died in the march, from dehydration and disease. One Israeli
witness described the spoor: the refugee column ‘to begin with
[jettisoned] utensils and furniture and, in the end, bodies of men,
women and children ...’69
The Secretary General of the Histadrut, Yosef Sprintzak, stated at
a debate of the Mapai Centre on 24 July 1948, which was held against
the background of the Ramle-Lydda expulsions:
There is a feeling that faits accomplis are being created. ... The
question is not whether the Arabs will return or not return. The
question is whether the Arabs are [being or have been] expelled
or not. ... This is important to our moral future. … I want to know,
who is creating the facts [of expulsion]? And the facts are being
created on orders.70
Sprintzak added that there was ‘a line of action ... of expropriating
and of emptying the land of Arabs by force’.71 Similar criticisms were
made two months earlier by Aharon Cohen, the Director of the Arab
Department of Mapam, who wrote in a memorandum dated 10 May
1948:
There is reason to believe that what is being done ... is being done
out of certain political objectives and not only out of military
necessities, as they [Jewish leaders] claim sometimes. In fact, the
‘transfer’ of the Arabs from the boundaries of the Jewish state is
being implemented ... the evacuation/clearing out of Arab villages
is not always done out of military necessity. The complete
destruction of villages is not always done because there are ‘not
sufficient forces to maintain garrison’.72
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In the case of Nazareth, Ben-Gurion arrived only after its capture.
On seeing so many Palestinians remaining in situ, he angrily asked
the local commander, ‘Why are there so many Arabs? Why didn’t
you expel them?’73 Apparently the commander of the Seventh
Brigade which had captured Nazareth, Ben Dunkelman, had received
explicit orders from his superiors to drive out unarmed civilians who
had formally surrendered. The following is Dunkelman’s account:
Two days after the second truce came into effect, the Seventh
Brigade was ordered to withdraw from Nazareth. Avraham Yaffe,
who had commanded the 13th battalion in the assault on the city,
now reported to me [Dunkelman] with orders from Moshe Carmel
[the army commander in Galilee] to take over from me as its
military governor. I complied with the order, but only after
Avraham had given me his word of honour that he would do
nothing to harm or displace the Arab population. My demand
may sound strange, but I had good reason to feel concerned on
this subject. Only a few hour previously, Haim Laskov [of the high
command] had come to me with astounding orders: Nazareth’s
civilian population was to be evacuated! I was shocked and
horrified. I told him I would do nothing of the sort – in view of our
promises to safeguard the city’s people, such a move would be
both superfluous and harmful. I reminded him that scarcely a day
earlier, he and I, as representatives of the Israeli army, had signed
the surrender document, in which we solemnly pledged to do
nothing to harm the city or its population. When Haim saw that
I refused to obey the order, he left.
A scarce twelve hours later, Avraham Yaffe came to tell me that
his battalion was relieving my brigade; I felt sure that this order had
been given because of my defiance of the evacuation order. But
although I was withdrawn from Nazareth, it seems that my
disobedience did have some effect. It seems to have given the high
command time for second thoughts, which led them to the
conclusion that it would, indeed, be wrong to expel the
inhabitants.74
The two episodes, Lydda–Ramle and Nazareth, occurred within
days of one another. In both cases, orders had been issued for the
forcible evacuation of the civilians. In both cases, the order was given
personally by Ben-Gurion. The two descriptions, particularly when
taken together, show that there were high-level directives for mass
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expulsion of the Palestinian population. The decision makers – in
particular Ben-Gurion with his ‘mute wave of hand’ in the case of
Lydda and Ramle – were eminently aware of the controversial nature
of such a ‘transfer’ policy and were careful to leave no incriminating
evidence about their personal and political responsibility.75
THE HAGANAH AND DEIR YASSIN
In the period between the mid-1930s and 1948 the Zionist leadership
had embraced the concept of transfer while quietly pondering the
question of whether there was a ‘more humane way’ of expelling the
indigenous Palestinians. The 1948 war proved that engineering mass
evacuation was not possible without perpetrating a large number of
atrocities. Indeed, the most striking result of recent historical research
is that the discourse has shifted away from the orthodox Zionist interpretation of the Deir Yassin massacre as ‘exceptional’. The focus of
study is no longer so much on the terrorism carried out by the Irgun
and Lehi (Stern Gang) irregular forces before and during the 1948
war, but on the conduct of the mainstream Haganah/Palmach and
Israel Defence Forces (IDF). At issue are the roles and involvement
of the Haganah and the Israeli army in the numerous atrocities
carried out in 1948. Sharif Kana‘ana of Birzeit University places the
massacre of Deir Yassin and the evacuation of Arab West Jerusalem
in 1948 within the framework of what he terms the Zionists’ ‘maximassacre pattern’ in their conquest of large Palestinian cities: Jewish
attacks produced demoralisation and exodus; a nearby massacre
would result in panic and further flight, greatly facilitating the
occupation of the Arab city and its surrounding towns and villages.76
According to Israeli military historian Arieh Yitzhaki, about ten
major massacres (of more than 50 victims each) and about 100
smaller massacres were committed by Jewish forces in 1948–9.
Yitzhaki argues that these massacres, large and small, had a
devastating impact on the Palestinian population by inducing and
precipitating the Palestinian exodus. Yitzhaki suggests that in almost
every village there were murders. Another Israeli historian, Uri
Milstein, corroborates Yitzhaki’s assessment and goes even further
to suggest that each battle in 1948 ended with a massacre: ‘In all
Israel’s wars, massacres were committed but I have no doubt that the
War of Independence was the dirtiest of them all.’77
Deir Yassin was the site of the most notorious massacre of
Palestinian civilians in 1948 – a massacre which became the single
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most important contributory factor to the 1948 exodus. On 9 April,
between 120 and 254 unarmed villagers were murdered, including
women, the elderly and children. (The number of those massacred
at Deir Yassin is subject to dispute. The widely accepted death toll
has been that reported in the New York Times of 13 April 1948: 254
persons.) There were also cases of rape and mutilation. Most Israeli
writers today have no difficulty in acknowledging the occurrence of
the Deir Yassin massacre and its effect, if not its intention, of precipitating the exodus. However, most of these writers take refuge in the
fact that the massacre was committed by ‘dissidents’ of the Irgun
(then commanded by Menahem Begin) and Lehi (then cocommanded by Yitzhak Shamir), thus exonerating Ben-Gurion’s
Haganah, the mainstream Zionist military force. Recently published
Hebrew material, however, shows that:
• in January 1948, the mukhtar (village head man) of Deir Yassin
and other village notables had reached a non-aggression
agreement with the Haganah and the neighbouring Jewish
settlements of Giva‘at Shaul and Montefiori;
• the Irgun’s assault on the village on 9 April had the full backing
of the Haganah commander of Jerusalem, David Shaltiel. The
latter not only chose to break his agreement with the villagers,
but also provided rifles and ammunition for the Irgunists;
• the Haganah contributed to the assault on the village by
providing artillery cover;
• a Haganah intelligence officer in Jerusalem, Meir Pa‘il, was
dispatched to Deir Yassin to assess the effectiveness and
performance of the Irgun forces.78
Although the actual murders of the non-combatant villagers were
carried out by the Irgun and Lehi, the Haganah must share responsibility for the slaughter.
More significantly, the recently published Israeli material shows
that Deir Yassin was only one of many massacres carried out by
Jewish forces (mainly the Haganah and the IDF) in 1948. Recent
research proves that the Palestinians were less prone to evacuate their
towns and villages in the second half of the war: hence the numerous
massacres committed from June 1948 onwards, all of which were
geared towards forcing mass evacuation.79
In 1948 al-Dawayma, situated in the western Hebron hills, was a
very large village, with a population of some 3,500 people. Like Deir
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Yassin, al-Dawayma was unarmed. It was captured on 29 October
1948 without a fight. The massacre of between 80 and 100 villagers
was carried out at the end of October 1948, not in the heat of the
battle but after the Israeli army had clearly emerged victorious in the
war. The testimony of Israeli soldiers present during the atrocities
establishes that IDF troops under Moshe Dayan entered the village
and liquidated civilians, throwing their victims into pits. ‘The children
they killed by breaking their heads with sticks. There was not a house
without dead.’ The remaining Arabs were then shut up in houses
‘without food and water’ as the village was systematically razed.
One commander ordered a sapper to put two old women in a
certain house ... and blow up the house ... One soldier boasted
that he had raped a woman and then shot her. One woman, with
a newborn baby in her arms, was employed to clear the courtyard
where the soldiers ate. She worked a day or two. In the end they
shot her and her baby.
A variety of evidences indicates that the atrocities were committed
in and around the village, including at the mosque and in a nearby
cave, that houses with old people locked inside were blown up, and
that there were several cases of the rape and shooting of women.80
CLEARING GALILEE
The evidence surrounding the Galilee expulsions shows clearly the
existence of a pattern of actions characterised by a series of massacres
designed to intimidate the population into flight. On 29–31 October
1948, the Israeli army, in a large military campaign named Operation
Hiram, conquered the last significant Arab-held pocket of Galilee.
According to new Israeli archival material uncovered by Morris,
commanding officers issued expulsion directives: ‘There was a central
directive by Northern Command to clear the conquered pocket of
its Arab inhabitants.’81 Moreover the operation was ‘characterised
by a series of atrocities against the Arab civilian population’.82 The
new material uncovered by Morris, refers
to the series of expulsions (from Iqrit, Kafr Bir‘im, Tarbikha, alMansura, etc.) and to the massacres (at Majd al-Kurum, al-Bi‘na,
Deir al-Asad, Nahf, Safsaf, Jish, Sasa, Saliha, Ilabun [sic], and Huleh
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[sic]) carried out by [Operation Hiram commander] Carmel’s
troops, mostly after the end of the campaign.83
According to Morris,
two things indicate that at least some officers in the field
understood Carmel’s orders as an authorisation to carry out
murderous acts that would intimidate the population into flight.
First there was the pattern in the actions and their relative profusion
[emphasis by author] (the massacres were carried out by battalions
of the three main brigades that participated in Operation HiramGolani, the Seventh, and Carmeli – as well as by second-line
garrison battalions that replaced the assaulting brigades in the
villages). Second was the absence of any punishment of the
perpetrators. To the best of my knowledge, none of the soldiers or
officers who carried out these war crimes was punished.84
On 6 November 1948, Yosef Nahmani, director of the Jewish
National Fund office in eastern Galilee between 1935 and 1965, toured
the newly conquered areas. He was accompanied by ‘Emmanuel Fried
of Israel’s minority affairs ministry, who briefed him on ‘the cruel acts
of our soldiers’, which Nahmani recorded in his diary:
In Safsaf, after ... the inhabitants had raised a white flag, the
[soldiers] collected and separated the men and women, tied the
hands of fifty-sixty fellahin [peasants] and shot and killed them
and buried them in a pit. Also, they raped several women ... At
Eilabun and Farradiya the soldiers had been greeted with white
flags and rich food, and afterwards had ordered the villagers to
leave, with their women and children. When the [villagers] had
begun to argue ... [the soldiers] had opened fire and after some
thirty people were killed, had begun to lead the rest [towards
Lebanon]. ... In Saliha, [where a white flag had been raised] ... they
had killed about sixty-seventy men and women. Where did they
come by such a measure of cruelty, like Nazis? ... Is there is no more
humane way of expelling the inhabitants than such methods?85
The following is only a partial inventory of other IDF massacres
committed in Galilee in 1948: Safsaf, Jish, Sa‘sa‘, Saliha, ‘Eilabun,
Majd al-Kurum, Deir al-Asad, Nasr al-Din, ‘Ayn Zaytun, Khisas, Kabri,
al-Bi‘na, Nahf, Hule.86
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AL-MAJDAL
Moshe Dayan was not alone in supporting the expulsion of Israel’s
Arab minority. According to Morris: ‘During the immediate post1948 period, talk of “transferring” Israel’s Arab minority was relatively
common in Israel.’87 Army Chief of Staff, Yigael Yadin, supported
implicitly the ‘transfer’ of Israel’s Arabs. In consultation with BenGurion on 8 February 1950, he described the Israeli Arabs as ‘a danger
in time of war, as in time of peace’.88 The head of the military
government, Lieutenant Colonel Emmanuel Mor (Markovsky), stated
in 1950 (‘with probably only marginal exaggeration’, according to
Morris), that ‘the entire nation [i.e., Jews] in Zion [i.e., Israel], without
exception, does not want Arab neighbours.’89 About the same time,
in the summer of 1950, almost two years after the 1948 war, the
remaining 2,700 inhabitants of the southern Arab town al-Majdal
(now called Ashkelon) received expulsion orders and were
transported to the border of the Gaza Strip over a period of a few
weeks. The town, which on the eve of the war had 10,000
inhabitants, had been conquered by the Israeli army on 4 November
1948. From that time and throughout 1949 the Commanding Officer
of the Southern Command, General Yigal Allon, had ‘demanded ...
that the town be emptied of its Arabs’.90 A government ‘Committee
for Transferring Arabs’ had decided in February 1949 in principle to
remove the remaining 2,700 inhabitants of al-Majdal. A year later, in
the spring of 1950, General Moshe Dayan, Allon’s successor in the
Southern Command, had decided to direct the clearing of al-Majdal’s
residents to Gaza. Authorisation for this action was given by BenGurion on 19 June 1950.91 A day earlier, on 18 June, Dayan had
appeared before the Mapai Secretariat and stated that he supported
the total transfer of all the Israeli Arabs out of the country.92
Some 700,000 Jews arrived in Israel between its proclamation as an
independent state in May 1948 and the end of 1951. The state’s
leaders believed that al-Majdal and its lands were needed for
rehousing and settling these new immigrants. Na‘im Gila‘adi, a newly
arrived Iraqi Jew, was put together with other Iraqi immigrants in a
ma‘abarah, a transit camp, near al-Majdal. According to Gila‘adi,
several important figures in the Jewish Agency came to reassure them:
‘Be patient: soon we shall drive the Arabs out of Majdal and you will
be able to have their houses.’ Gila‘adi recalled many years later:
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For us this was a shock. Majdal was a nearby little town, and we
knew nothing of its inhabitants. One night, five or six of us crossed
the barbed wire that surrounded Majdal to go and speak to the
inhabitants, to see who they were, and why they wanted to drive
them out. Talking to them, we discovered that they were very
peaceful people, very hospitably disposed towards us, and ready to
behave as loyal citizens of the state that has just been founded.
And it was those people they wanted to drive out to settle us in
their houses!93
THE NEGEV
The Negev was an early focus of expulsion activities. According to
the 1947 UN Partition Plan, the Negev had been included in the areas
allotted to the Palestinian Arab state. After its occupation, Prime
Minister Ben-Gurion in particular had been anxious to populate the
Negev with Jews. In November 1949 some 500 Arab Bedouin families
(2,000 people) from the Beer Sheba area were forced across the border
into the West Bank. Jordan complained about this expulsion.94 A
further expulsion of 700–1,000 persons of the ‘Azazme or Djahalin
tribes to Jordan took place in May 1950.95 On 2 September 1950 the
Israeli Army rounded up hundreds of ‘Azazme tribesmen (a United
Nations Truce Supervision Organisation (UNTSO) complaint spoke
of 4,000) from the Negev ‘and drove them ... into Egyptian
territory’.96 A week later further expulsion of the ‘Azazme tribesmen
was carried out. UNTSO chief of staff Major-General William Riley put
the total number of Bedouin at Qusayma in Sinai in mid-September
1950 at 6,200, the majority having been recently expelled by the
Israeli army from the Negev. Riley also wrote that the Israeli army
killed 13 Bedouin during these expulsion operations.97 (The Israelis
claimed that the ‘Azazme tribesmen were crossing back and forth
continually between the Negev and Sinai.) In September 1952 the
Israeli army expelled some 850 members of the Al-Sani’ tribe from the
northern Negev to the West Bank. ‘Subsequently,’ Morris writes,
‘several thousand more ‘Azazme and other bedouin tribesmen were
expelled to Sinai.’98
An Israel Foreign Ministry report stated that during 1949–53 ‘Israel
expelled all told “close” to 17,000 Negev bedouin, not all of them
alleged infiltrators.’99 The Arabs of the Negev had been reduced
through expulsion and flight from 65,000–95,000, at the end of the
British Mandate, to 13,000 by 1951.100 In fact, the remaining Arabs
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of the Negev were not granted Israeli identity cards until 1952, a
situation which made it easier for the Israeli army to push them out.
A year later, in 1953, it was reported in the United Nations that 7,000
Arab Bedouin, approximately half of them from the ‘Azazme tribe,
had been forcibly expelled from the Negev.101
ERASING VILLAGES
In August 1948 a de facto ‘Transfer Committee’ was officially (though
secretly) appointed by the Israeli cabinet to plan the Palestinian
refugees’ organised resettlement in the Arab states. The three-member
committee was composed of: ‘Ezra Danin, a former senior Haganah
intelligence officer and a senior foreign ministry adviser on Arab
affairs since July 1948; Zalman Lifschitz, the prime minister’s adviser
on land matters; and Yosef Weitz, head of the Jewish National Fund’s
land settlement department, as head of the committee. The main
Israeli propaganda lines regarding the Palestinian refugees and some
of the myths of 1948 were concocted by members of this official
Transfer Committee. Besides doing everything possible to reduce the
Palestinian population in Israel, Weitz and his colleagues sought in
October 1948 to amplify and consolidate the demographic transformation of Palestine by:
• preventing Palestinian refugees from returning to their homes
and villages;
• destroying Arab villages;
• settling Jews in Arab villages and towns and distributing Arab
lands among Jewish settlements;
• extricating Jews from Iraq and Syria;
• seeking ways to ensure the absorption of Palestinian refugees
in Arab countries and launching a propaganda campaign to
discourage Arab return.
Apparently, Prime Minister Ben-Gurion approved of these proposals,
although he recommended that all the Palestinian refugees be
resettled in one Arab country, preferably Iraq, rather than be
dispersed among the neighbouring states. Ben-Gurion was also set
against refugee resettlement in neighbouring Transjordan.
An abundance of archival documents shows a strong correlation
between the Zionist transfer solution and the 1948 Palestinian nakba.
By the end of the 1948 war, hundreds of villages had been completely
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depopulated and their houses blown up or bulldozed. The main
objective was to prevent the return of refugees to their homes, but
the destruction also helped to perpetuate the Zionist myth that
Palestine was virtually empty territory before the Jews entered. An
exhaustive study by a team of Palestinian field researchers and
academics under the direction of Walid Khalidi details the destruction
of 418 villages falling inside the 1949 armistice lines. The study gives
the circumstances of each village’s occupation and depopulation,
and a description of what remains. Khalidi’s team visited all except
14 sites, made comprehensive reports and took photographs. The
result is both a monumental study of the nakba and a kind of
memoriam. It is an acknowledgement of the enormous suffering of
hundreds of thousands of Palestinian refugees.102
Of the 418 depopulated villages,103 293 (70 per cent) were totally
destroyed, and 90 (22 per cent) were largely destroyed. Seven
survived, including ‘Ayn Karim (west of Jerusalem), but were taken
by Israeli settlers. While an observant traveller can still see some
evidence of these villages, in the main all that is left is a scattering
of stones and rubble.
LEGALISING EXPROPRIATION
Israel created a system of laws to legalise and support its massive
seizure of refugee property. The Absentees’ Property Law, first
promulgated in 1948, stated that any Arab who left his normal
residence between 29 November 1947 and 1 September 1948 to go
to areas outside Palestine, or to areas within Palestine that were
occupied by Arab military forces, would be considered an ‘absentee’,
his land and property subject to confiscation (see also Chapters 3
and 4). Violent confrontations with border ‘infiltrators’, often
refugees in search of food and property, became the norm throughout
the early 1950s. Jews, many of them new immigrants from Arab
countries, were settled in homes and neighbourhoods belonging to
Palestinian refugees. Subsequent policies adopted by the Jewish state
– military and diplomatic, legal and political – were aimed at consolidating the power and ethnic domination of Israel’s Jewish majority.
A key element in this effort was the prevention of the return of
Palestinian refugees – residing inside and outside the borders of the
new state – to their ancestral homes and properties. This objective has
served until today as a guiding premise underlying subsequent Israeli
policy concerning Palestinian refugees.
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The outcome of the 1948 war left Israel in control of over 5 million
acres of Palestinian land. After the war the Israeli state took over the
land of three-quarters of a million refugees, who were barred from
returning, while the remaining Palestinian minority were subjected
to laws and regulations that effectively deprived it of most of its land.
The entire massive drive to take over Palestinian (refugee and nonrefugee) land has been conducted according to strict legality. Between
1948 and the early 1990s, Israel enacted some 30 statutes that
transferred land from private Arab to state (Jewish) ownership. At
the United Nations Israel denied the right of the Palestinian refugees
to return to their homes and villages, opposing in particular UN
General Assembly Resolution 194 of December 1948.
RESPONSIBILITY AND REDRESS
The 1948 Palestinian catastrophe was the culmination of over half
a century of often secret Zionist plans and, ultimately, brute force.
The extensive evidence shows a strong correlation between transfer
discussions, their practical application in 1948 and the Palestinian
nakba. The primary responsibility for the displacement and dispossession of three-quarters of a million Palestinian refugees in 1948 lies
with the Zionist-Jewish leadership, not least David Ben-Gurion.
Since the late 1980s the work of several Israeli ‘new historians’,
such as Benny Morris, Simha Flapan, Tom Segev, Ilan Pappé and Avi
Shlaim (see Chapter 2), has contributed to demolishing some of the
long-held Israeli and Western misconceptions surrounding Israel’s
birth. Containing remarkable revelations based on Hebrew archival
material, their studies throw new light on the conduct of the Labour
Zionist founding fathers of the Israeli state.
At the same time the Israeli establishment has done everything it
can to crush these early buds of Israeli self-awareness and recognition
of Israel’s role in the Palestinian catastrophe. Departments of Middle
Eastern studies in Israeli universities and mainstream academics in
Israel have continued to erase the Palestinian nakba as a historical
event.
The moral responsibility for the 1948 Palestinian catastrophe has,
of course, major ramifications for the refugee question, including
the issues of compensation, restitution of property and the ‘right of
return’. The Palestinian refugee problem has remained at the centre
of the Arab–Israeli conflict since 1948. It was mainly the refugees

Zionism, ‘Transfer’ and the 1948 Exodus

41

themselves who opposed schemes to resettle them in Arab countries.
In general, Palestinians and Arabs refused to discuss an overall
solution of the Arab–Israeli conflict before Israel declared that it
accepted the repatriation of refugees, in accordance with UN General
Assembly Resolution 194 (III) of December 1948. The resolution states
that: ‘the refugees wishing to return to their homes and live at peace
with their neighbours should be permitted to do so at the earliest
practicable date.’ To Zionist Israelis, on the other hand, the
Palestinian right of return appears to entail nothing less than the
reversal of Zionism. The official Israeli position has always been that
there can be no return of the refugees to Israeli territories, and that
the only solution to the problem is their resettlement in the Arab
states or elsewhere. Since 1949 Israel has consistently rejected a return
of the 1948 refugees to their homes and villages; it has always refused
to accept responsibility for the refugees and views them as the responsibility of the Arab countries in which they reside.
A comprehensive and durable settlement of the Arab–Israeli
conflict will depend on addressing the refugee problem seriously. For
over five decades, the right of return (some would say the ‘dream of
return’) has been central to the Palestinians’ struggle against dispossession and expulsion from their ancestral homeland and to their
struggle for national reconstitution. Only by understanding the
centrality of the nakba that befell the Palestinian people in 1948 is
it possible to understand the Palestinians’ sense of the right of return.
The wrong done to the Palestinians can only be righted through an
acknowledgement of their right to return to their homeland and/or
their right to restitution of property.
The Palestinian refugees should be given a free choice between
repatriation and/or compensation, in line with the international
consensus enshrined in UN Resolution 194. The trauma of the nakba
remains central to present-day Palestinian society (in the same way
that the Holocaust has been central to Israeli and Jewish society).
Today, the aspirations and hopes of millions of Palestinian refugees
(in the diaspora, in the West Bank and Gaza and even some 250,000
‘internal refugees’ in Israel) are linked to the catastrophe of 1948.
Any genuine reconciliation between the two peoples (peace between
peoples as opposed to a political settlement achieved by leaders) can
only begin when Israel takes responsibility for having created the
Palestinian refugee problem.
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2

Israel’s ‘New Historians’
and the Nakba: A Critique
of Zionist Discourse

Much of the rewriting of the history of 1948 has been a combined
effort undertaken by several Israeli and Palestinian scholars, with
minor contributions from outsiders. This revisionist historiography,
critically acclaimed by the early 1990s, was initiated by a small group
of Israeli historians and researchers in the immediate period following
the 1982 Israeli invasion of Lebanon. Stimulated partly by the
shattering of the Zionist national consensus, historical revisionism
was given a huge boost by the opening of Israeli archives and the
discovery of an astonishing array of new documents.1 Since then,
major works on 1948 have also been contributed by Palestinian
authors, including Walid Khalidi, Rashid Khalidi, Sharif Kana‘ana
and myself.2 The 1948 nakba is central to Palestinian memory and
the society of today. However, although the issue of the 1948 exodus
is a critical turning point in the Palestinians’ history, only a small
number of Palestinian historians and academics have investigated
its actual roots and causes.3 This is rather ironical since the debate
over the causes and circumstance of the exodus is also reflected in the
array of proposed solutions to the refugee problem.
In a number of articles I published between 1988 and 1991 I was
in fact the first Arab historian to provide a critical assessment of the
Israeli ‘new historiography’ of the refugee exodus and to draw
attention to the significance of this new scholarly phenomenon.4
Central to this ‘new historiography’ are the debates on the 1948
Palestinian refugee exodus (expulsion versus flight), the impact of
the British mandate on Palestinian Arab and Jewish (Yishuv) societies,
the Zionist–Hashemite alliance of the 1930s and 1940s, the regional
balance of power in 1948, the questionable nature of Zionist
acceptance of the 1947 UN partition resolution, and the new
revelations about early peace negotiations between Israeli and Arab
leaders. In 1948, while Arab leaders were in league against each other
and had little interest in assisting the Palestinians, the Israelis were
consolidating their new conquests far beyond the Jewish state’s
boundaries as envisaged by the UN. The picture that emerges from
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the 1948 war, for example, as Israeli ‘new historian’ Avi Shlaim has
shown, is not the mythical one (still repeated by Israeli orthodox
historians and spokespersons) of Israel standing alone against the
combined might of the entire Arab world. It is rather one of
convergence between the interests of Israel and those of Hashemite
Transjordan against other members of the bickering Arab coalition,
and especially against the Palestinians.5
The rise in Israel of an influential, though controversial, ‘new historiography’ was a remarkable phenomenon. On the whole, the
terms of the debate on the early history of the Israeli state and the
birth of the Palestinian refugee question have been transformed by
the works of the Israeli ‘new historians’, including Benny Morris,
Simha Flapan, Tom Segev, Ilan Pappé and Avi Shlaim. Containing
remarkable revelations based on Hebrew and archival material, these
works closely scrutinised the conduct of the (Labour Zionist)
founding fathers of the Israeli state, thus contributing to the
demolition of some of the long-held misconceptions surrounding
Israel’s birth. Several foundational myths surrounding 1948 have
been examined and discredited as being part of an Israeli disinformation campaign. Most of these highly innovative works appeared in
the late 1980s and early 1990s, sparking an internal debate within
Israel as well as a keen interest worldwide. It also soon became
apparent that the Israeli ‘new historiography’ was part of the much
wider phenomenon of the development of new critical perspectives,
encompassing several disciplines within the social sciences, with contributions from a long list of authors, most of whom held teaching
positions in Israeli universities. These Israeli authors are not a
monolithic group; they range from the liberal Zionist to the ‘postZionist’, from the good old-fashioned positivist historian to the
‘post-modernist’ relativist.6
The Palestinian nakba, however, has become central to the new
Israeli discourse on 1948 only among some of contributors to the
Israeli ‘new historiography’. Ilan Pappé, for instance, provides a
critical assessment of the ‘old and new’ Israeli historiography of the
refugee exodus by noting – in contrast to Benny Morris – that
expulsion was a dominant feature of the Palestinian nakba and
experience in 1948.7 Pappé had this to say in a recent article entitled:
‘Demons of the Nakbah’:
For a short while at the end of the 1980s, several academics,
including myself, caught public attention by publishing scholarly
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books that challenged the accepted Israeli version of the 1948 War.
In these books, we accused Israel of expelling the indigenous
population and of destroying the Palestinian villages and neighbourhoods. Although our early works were hesitant and cautious,
and mine were not even translated into Hebrew, it was still possible
to gather from them that the Jewish State was built on the ruins
of the indigenous people of Palestine, whose livelihood, houses,
cultures and land had been systematically destroyed.8
A liberal Zionist interpretation of the phenomenon, however, is
found in Palestinian Refugees and the Middle East Peace Process (1993)
by Don Peretz, a leading American Jewish expert on the Palestinian
refugee problem, who concluded that the Israeli ‘revisionist’
historians highlighted the issue of Israel’s ‘shared accountability for
the [refugee] flight’.9 Peretz also believes that the issue of moral
responsibility for the 1948 refugee exodus has major ramifications for
the refugee question, including the ‘right of return’, compensation
and restitution of property.10
By the mid-1990s the great history debate in Israel, remorselessly
aired in the Hebrew media, had divided generations and driven the
old guard of establishment academics to a better defence of their turf
against the encroachments of the ‘new historians’. The latter were
described as ‘self-hating Jews’, and subjected to relentless abuse and
personal attacks, often resembling witch-hunts. They were accused
of rewriting the history of Zionism in the image of its enemies and
dedicating themselves to the destruction of the state of Israel by
sapping its legitimacy. The old guard turned to the Israeli media to
mobilise public opinion against the ‘traitors’ by manipulating public
fears and apprehensions.11 The attacks on them involved not only
many orthodox historians and partisans of labour Zionism (Shabtai
Teveth, Anita Shapira, Shlomo Aharonson, Itamar Rabinowich,
Efraim Karsh, Yoav Gelber) but also some popular writers and
journalists (Aharon Megged, Hanoch Bar-Tov, David Bar-Ilan).12
Karsh, in particular, responded by waging a bitter campaign against
the ‘new historians’, which was designed (in the words of Benny
Morris) to ‘refabricate 1948’.13 Karsh and other orthodox academics
accused the ‘new historians’ of destroying the foundations of the
state of Israel and threatening its legitimacy. The old guard,
themselves responsible for the foundational myths, demanded a
return to a ‘committed’ (Zionist) scholarship; on the contrary, their
opponents (especially Benny Morris) argued, it was precisely because
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Israel had come of age, was strong enough and its right to exist now
recognised by its Arab enemies, that a new, ‘non-ideological’ history
was born.14
Ideological (Zionist) mobilisation has always presented Israeli social
scientists and historians with professional and ethical dilemmas.
Faced with the competing demands of their professions and the
requirements of the Zionist-Jewish state – a state created on the ruins
of Palestinian society – many Israeli academics have opted for
‘committed’ (Zionist) scholarship and ‘official’ versions of events. It
is hardly surprising, therefore, that both academic and political establishments reacted to the ‘new historiography’ with dismay. They did
everything they could to stifle these early signs of Israeli selfawareness and the recognition of Israel’s role in the Palestinian
catastrophe. Departments of Middle Eastern Studies at Israeli
universities and mainstream academics in Israel have continued to
erase the Palestinian nakba as a historical event, discouraging new
scholars and academics from challenging the overall denial and
suppression of the Palestinian catastrophe which took place in the
world outside their ivory towers.15
A CRITIQUE OF BENNY MORRIS
Benny Morris spent the mid-1980s investigating what led to the
creation of the Palestinian refugee problem, publishing The Birth of
the Palestinian Refugee Problem, 1947–1949 in 1987. Since then he has
come to be seen in the West as the ultimate authority on the
Palestinian exodus of 1948. Indeed, his work has contributed to
demolishing some of the long-held (at least in Israel and the West)
misconceptions surrounding Israel’s birth. His subsequent collection
of essays, 1948 and After: Israel and the Palestinians (1990), revisits
the ground covered in The Birth of the Palestinian Refugee Problem,
bringing to light new material he discovered himself or which
became available only after the completion of the first book.
Morris’s work belongs to the Israeli ‘new historiography’. Despite
his passionate Zionism and, worse, his recent conversion to the rightwing cause in Israel,16 his real contribution to the new scholarship
and to the creation of a phenomenon of considerable political and
scholarly significance has been widely acknowledged. Morris himself
does not like the term ‘revisionist’ historiography, in part because it
‘conjures up’ images of the Revisionist Movement in Zionism of Zeev
Jabotinsky, and thus causes ‘confusion’. He further eschews the term
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because ‘Israel’s old historians, by and large, were not really
historians, and did not produce real history. In reality they were
chroniclers, and often apologetic.’17 Morris examines this ‘old’ –
orthodox and official – historiography in the opening essay of 1948
and After, referring to the historians who produced it over three
decades after 1948 as ‘less candid’, ‘deceitful’ and ‘misleading’.18 As
examples, he cites the accounts provided by Lieutenant-Colonel (ret.)
Elhanan Orren, a former officer at the Israel Defence Force (IDF)
History Branch, in his Baderech el Ha‘ir (On the Road to the City), a
detailed account of Operation Dani, published by the IDF Press in
1976, and Toldot Milhemet Hakomemiyut (History of the War of
Independence), produced by the General Staff/History Branch, as
well as Ben-Gurion’s own ‘histories’ Medinat Yisrael Hamehudeshet
and Behilahem Yisrael.19
Two remarks are in order here: first, having myself examined many
of the ‘old’ and official Hebrew chronicles, it is quite clear to me that
Morris does not always live up to his claim of using this material in
a critical manner and this casts doubts on his conclusions. For
instance, in The Birth of the Palestinian Refugee Problem, Morris quotes
uncritically the ‘major political conclusions’ Ben-Gurion drew from
the Arab departure from Haifa and makes little effort to reconcile the
‘deceitfulness’ of such a chronicle with uncritical reliance on it. Also,
generally speaking, having based himself predominantly, and
frequently uncritically, on official Israeli archival and non-archival
material, Morris’s description and analysis of such a controversial
subject as the Palestinian exodus have serious shortcomings. Second,
Morris’s description of the works by the ‘new’ Israeli historians –
while ignoring the recent works by non-Zionist scholars on 1948 –
gives rise to the impression that these discourses are basically the
outcome of a debate among Zionists which, unfortunately, has little
to do with the Palestinians themselves.
Morris’s central thesis, as first expounded in The Birth of the
Palestinian Refugee Problem, is summed up in the following passage
from 1948 and After:
what occurred in 1948 lies somewhere in between the Jewish
‘robber state’ [i.e., a state which had ‘systematically and forcefully
expelled the Arab population’] and the ‘Arab orders’ explanations.
While from the mid-1930s most of the Yishuv’s leaders, including
Ben-Gurion, wanted to establish a Jewish state without an Arab
minority, or with as small an Arab minority as possible, and
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supported a ‘transfer solution’ to this minority problem, the Yishuv
did not enter the 1948 War with a master plan for expelling the
Arabs, nor did its political or military leaders ever adopt such a
master plan. What happened was largely haphazard and a result of
the war. There were Haganah/IDF expulsions of Arab communities,
some of them at the initiative or with the post facto approval of
the cabinet or the defense minister, and most with General Staff
sanction – such as the expulsions from Miska and Ad Dumeira in
April; from Zarnuqa, Al Qubeiba, and Huj in May; from Lydda and
Ramle in July; from the Lebanese border area (Kafr Bir‘im, Iqrit, Al
Mansura, Tarbikha, Suruh, and Nabi Rubin) in early November.
But there was no grand design, no blanket policy of expulsion.20
In other words, only in ‘smaller part’ were Haganah/IDF expulsions
carried out and these were impromptu, ad hoc measures dictated by
the military circumstances, a conclusion that deflects serious responsibility for the 1948 exodus from the Zionist leadership. But can his
claim that there was no transfer design and expulsion policy in 1948
be sustained? Does the fact that there was no ‘master plan’ for
expelling the Palestinians absolve the Zionist leadership of responsibility, given, inter alia, its campaign of psychological warfare
(documented by Morris and others) designed to precipitate Arab
evacuation? How can Morris be so categorical in stating that there
was no Israeli expulsion policy when his own work rests on carefully
released partial documentation and when many of the Israeli files
and documents relating to the subject are still classified and remain
closed to researchers? Is it inconceivable that such a ‘transfer’ policy
was based on an understanding between Ben-Gurion and his
lieutenants rather than on a blueprint? Morris himself writes in an
article in Haaretz (entitled: ‘The New Historiography and the Old
Propagandists’, 9 May 1989) in which he discusses the transfer notion
and Ben-Gurion’s role in 1948:
One of the hallmarks of Ben-Gurion’s greatness was that the man
knew what to say and what not to say in certain circumstances;
what is allowed to be recorded on paper and what is preferable to
convey orally or in hint.
Ben-Gurion’s admiring biographer Michael Bar-Zohar states:

Israel’s ‘New Historians’ and the Nakba

55

In internal discussions, in instructions to his men [in 1948] the
Old Man [Ben-Gurion] demonstrated a clear position: It would be
better that as few a number as possible of Arabs should remain in
the territory of the [Jewish] state.21
Morris claims (in 1948 and After, p.16) that it ‘was the Arab
contention ... that the Yishuv had always intended forcible ‘transfer’.
Is it merely an ‘Arab contention’, or perhaps, a figment of Arab
imagination? Yet the evidence Morris adduces points to a completely
different picture. In his 9 May 1989 article in Haaretz, Morris traces
‘the growth of the transfer idea in Ben-Gurion’s thinking’ from the
second half of the 1930s. ‘There is no doubt’, Morris writes,
that from the moment [the Peel proposal was submitted] ... the
problem of the Arab minority, supposed to reside in that
[prospective Jewish] state, began to preoccupy the Yishuv’s
leadership obsessively. They were justified in seeing the future
minority as a great danger to the prospective Jewish state – a fifth
political, or even military, column. The transfer idea ... was viewed
by the majority of the Yishuv leaders in those days as the best
solution to the problem.
In The Birth of the Palestinian Refugee Problem (p.25) Morris shows that
Ben-Gurion advocated ‘compulsory’ transfer in 1937. In his Haaretz
article he writes of the ‘growth of the transfer idea in Ben-Gurion’s
thinking’ and that in November 1947, a few days before the UN
General Assembly’s partition resolution, a consensus emerged at the
meeting of the Jewish Agency Executive in favour of giving as many
Arabs in the Jewish state as possible citizenship of the prospective
Arab state rather than of the Jewish state where they would be living.
According to Morris, Ben-Gurion explained the rationale in the
following terms:
If a war breaks out between the Jewish state and the Palestine Arab
state, the Arab minority in the Jewish state would be a ‘Fifth
Column’: hence, it was preferable that they be citizens of the
Palestine Arab state so that, if the War breaks out and, if hostile,
they ‘would be expelled’ to the Arab state. And if they were citizens
of the Jewish state ‘it would (only) be possible to imprison them’.
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Does not this show that the Yishuv’s leaders entered the 1948 war at
least with a transfer desire or mind-set?
Morris argues that a new approach emerged in 1948 among the
ruling Mapai Party leaders, presided over by Ben-Gurion, in support
of a transfer ‘solution’ to the ‘Arab demographic problem’:
Ben-Gurion understood … that war changed everything; a different
set of ‘rules’ had come to apply. Land could and would be
conquered and retained; there would be demographic changes.
This approach emerged explicitly in Ben-Gurion’s address at the
meeting of the Mapai Council on 7 February: Western Jerusalem’s
Arab districts had been evacuated and a similar, permanent
demographic change could be expected in much of the country as
the war spread.22
Other prominent Mapai leaders such as Eliahu Lulu (Hacarmeli), a
Jerusalem branch leader, and Shlomo Lavi, an influential Kibbutz
movement leader, echoed the same approach. In an internal debate
at the Mapai Centre on 24 July 1948, held against the background
of the expulsion of the Palestinian towns of Lydda and Ramle,
Shlomo Lavi stated that ‘the ... transfer of Arabs out of the country
in my eyes is one of the most just, moral and correct things that can
be done. I have thought this ... for many years.’23 Lavi’s views were
backed by another prominent Mapai leader, Avraham Katznelson:
there is nothing ‘more moral, from the viewpoint of universal human
ethics, than the emptying of the Jewish State of the Arabs and their
transfer elsewhere ... This requires [the use of] force.’24 Contrary to
what Morris claims, there was nothing new about this approach of
‘forcible transfer’, nor did it emerge out of the blue merely as a result
of the outbreak of hostilities in 1948.
The Yishuv’s leaders pursued transfer schemes from the mid-1930s
onwards almost obsessively. Transfer Committees were set up by the
Jewish Agency between 1937 and 1942 and a number of transfer
schemes were formulated in secret. A thorough discussion of these
schemes is found in my book Expulsion of the Palestinians: The Concept
of ‘Transfer’ in Zionist Political Thought, 1882–1948 (1992). Shortly
after the publication of the Peel Commission report, which endorsed
the transfer idea, Ben-Gurion wrote in his diary (12 July 1937): ‘The
Compulsory transfer of the Arabs from the valleys of the proposed
Jewish state could give us something which we never had ... a Galilee
free of Arab population.’25 Already in 1937 he believed that the
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Zionists could rid themselves of ‘old habits’ and put pressure on the
Mandatory authorities to carry out forced removal. ‘We have to stick
to this conclusion’, Ben-Gurion wrote,
in the same way we grabbed the Balfour Declaration, more than
that, in the same way we grabbed Zionism itself. We have to insist
upon this conclusion [and push it] with full determination, power
and conviction. ... We must uproot from out hearts the assumption
that the thing is not possible. It can be done.
Ben-Gurion went on to note: ‘We must prepare ourselves to carry
out’ the transfer.26 Ben-Gurion was also convinced that few, if any,
of the Palestinians would be willing to transfer themselves
‘voluntarily’, in which case the ‘compulsory’ provisions would have
to be put into effect. In an important letter to his 16-year-old son
Amos, dated 5 October 1937, Ben-Gurion wrote: ‘We must expel Arabs
and take their places ... and if we have to use force – not to dispossess
the Arabs of the Negev and Transjordan, but to guarantee our own
right to settle those places – then we have force at our disposal.’27 It
is explicit in this letter that the transfer had become clearly associated
with expulsion in Ben-Gurion’s thinking. In reflecting on such
expulsion and the eventual enlargement of, and breaking through,
the Peel partition borders, Ben-Gurion used the language of force,
increasingly counting on Zionist armed strength. He also predicted
a decisive war in which the Palestinian Arabs aided by neighbouring
Arab states would be defeated by the Haganah.28 From the mid-1930s
onwards he repeatedly stated his advocacy of transfer.
The debates of the World Convention of Ihud Po‘alei Tzion – the
highest political forum of the dominant Zionist world labour
movement – and the Zurich 20th Congress in August 1937 revealed
a Zionist consensus in support of transfer. Eliahu Lulu, for instance,
had this to say at the debate of Ihud Po‘alei Tzion convention:
This transfer, even if it were to be carried out through compulsion
– all moral enterprises are carried out through compulsion – will
be justified in all senses. And if we negate all right to transfer, we
would need to negate everything we have done until now: the
transfer from Emek Hefer [Wadi al-Hawarith] to Beit Shean, from
the Sharon [coastal plain] to Ephraem Mountains, etc ... the transfer
... is a just, logical, moral, and humane programme in all senses.29
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During the same debate, Shlomo Lavi expressed a similar view: ‘The
demand that the Arabs should move and evacuate the place for us,
because they have sufficient place to move to ... in itself is very just
and very moral.’30 There were, of course, Zionist leaders who
supported ‘voluntary’ transfer, but to suggest as Morris does that the
notion of ‘forcible transfer’ is merely an ‘Arab contention’ or that it
was only in 1948 that Mapai leaders such as Ben-Gurion adopted the
radical new approach of using force to transform Palestine’s
demographic reality is a misrepresentation of the facts, of which
Morris must be aware.
Is Morris’s conclusion that a Zionist transfer/expulsion policy was
never formulated borne out of the evidence he adduces in The Birth
of the Palestinian Refugee Problem and in 1948 and After? In The Birth
of the Palestinian Refugee Problem Morris describes how the Yishuv
military establishment, presided over by Ben-Gurion, formulated in
early March 1948 and began implementing in early April Plan Dalet
(Tochnit Dalet) in anticipation of Arab military operations. According
to Morris, the
essence of the plan was the clearing of hostile and potentially
hostile forces out of the interior of the prospective territory of the
Jewish State. ... As the Arab irregulars were based and quartered in
the villages, and as the militias of many villages were participating in the anti-Yishuv hostilities, the Haganah regarded most of the
Arab villages as actively or potentially hostile.31
Morris goes on to explain that Plan Dalet ‘constituted a strategicideological anchor and basis for expulsions by front, district, brigade
and battalion commanders (who in each case argued military
necessity) and it gave commanders, post facto, a formal, persuasive
covering note to explain their actions’.32 In 1948 and After, Morris
states:
In conformity with Tochnit Dalet (Plan D), the Haganah’s master
plan ... The Haganah cleared various areas completely of Arab
villages – the Jerusalem corridor, an area around Mishmar Haemek,
and the coastal plain. But in most cases, expulsion orders were
unnecessary; the inhabitants had already fled, out of fear or as a
result of Jewish attack. In several areas, Israeli commanders
successfully used psychological warfare ploys to obtain Arab
evacuation (as in the Hula Valley, in Upper Galilee, in May).33
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He further notes: ‘if the denial of the right of return ... was a form of
‘expulsion’, then a great many villagers – who had waited near their
villages for the battle to die down before trying to return home – can
be considered ‘expelees’.34
Plan Dalet is a straightforward document (now accessible both in
Hebrew and English), which has generated a great deal of historiographical debate among Israeli and Palestinian historians. Yet,
contrary to Morris’s conclusion, Plan Dalet has been described by
another leading Israeli ‘new historian’, Ilan Pappé, as
a master plan for the expulsion of as many Palestinians as possible.
Moreover, the plan legitimized, a priori, some of the more
horrendous atrocities committed by Jewish soldiers. In some cases,
particularly in the north, in the area under the command of Moshe
Carmel, the order ‘to destroy,’ meant also to kill off the local
population. Hence, those responsible for the Deir Yassin massacre
could have legitimized their action by referring to Plan D, as almost
every village in the vicinity of Jerusalem was considered as an
enemy base.35
However, even if, for the sake of argument, we were to accept that
Plan Dalet was not a political blueprint or a ‘master plan’ for a
blanket expulsion of the Arab population, and even if the plan ‘was
governed by military considerations’, how can Morris square his
own explanations with his conclusion that there existed no
Haganah/IDF ‘plan’ or policy decision to expel Arabs from the
prospective Jewish state?
Furthermore, in the context of ‘decision-making’ and ‘transfer’
policy, Morris shows in his essay ‘Yosef Weitz and the Transfer
Committees, 1948–49’, how Weitz – the Jewish National Fund
executive in charge of land acquisition and its distribution among
Jewish settlements and an ardent advocate of mass Arab transfer since
the 1930s (he was on the Jewish Agency’s Transfer Committees
between 1937 and 1942)
was well placed [in 1948] to shape and influence decision-making
regarding the Arab population on the national level and to oversee
the implementation of policy on the local level.36
From early 1948, Weitz began to exploit the conditions of war to expel
Arab villagers and tenant-farmers, some of whom cultivated lands
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owned by Jewish institutions. He personally supervised many local
evictions during the early months of the war, frequently with the
assistance of local Haganah commanders.37 Moreover, Morris explains:
Everyone, at every level of military and political decision-making,
understood that a Jewish state without a large Arab minority would
be stronger and more viable both militarily and politically. The
tendency of local military commanders to ‘nudge’ Palestinians into
flight increased as the war went on. Jewish atrocities – far more
widespread than the old histories have let on (there were massacres
of Arabs at Ad Dawayima, Eilaboun, Jish, Safsaf, Majd al Kurum,
Hule (in Lebanon), Saliha, and Sasa, besides Deir Yassin and Lydda
and other places) – also contributed significantly to the exodus.38
I cannot see how the above explanation regarding ‘decision-making’
can be reconciled with Morris’s denial of a transfer policy. Does it
matter in the end whether such a policy was actually formulated, or
whether it was just de facto and clearly understood at every level of
military and political decision-making?
On the basis of the revelations, documentation, and factual
findings brought to light by Morris, other Israeli ‘new historians’ and
myself (in Expulsion of the Palestinians: The Concept of ‘Transfer’ in
Zionist Political Thought, 1882–1948), the traditional Palestinian
contention that there was a Zionist consensus on the question of
finding a ‘solution’ to the ‘Arab demographic problem’ – the
Palestinian Arabs, even in 1947, still constituted two-thirds of the
population of Palestine – through ‘transfer’/expulsion of Arabs to
areas outside the prospective Jewish state, and barring their return to
their villages and towns, is corroborated. Zionist parties of all shades
of opinion – with the exception of muted, internal criticism from a
few members of the Mapam and Mapai parties – were in basic
agreement about the need and desirability of utilising the 1948 war
to establish an enlarged Jewish state with as small an Arab population
as possible. Yosef Sprintzak, the relatively liberal secretary-general of
the Histadrut, a critic of the forcible transfer policy, had this to say
at the 24 July 1948 meeting at the Mapai Centre, some ten days after
the Lydda–Ramle expulsion:
There is a feeling that faits accomplis are being created. ... The
question is not whether the Arabs will return or not return. The
question is whether the Arabs are [being or have been] expelled
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or not. ... This is important to our moral future. … I want to know,
who is creating the facts? And the facts are being created on orders.
... [there appears to be] a line of action ... of expropriation and of
emptying the land of Arabs by force.39
It is difficult, using Morris’s own evidence and other evidence
produced by Palestinian historians and Israeli ‘new historians’, not
to see on the part of the leaders of mainstream labour Zionism a de
facto, forcible, transfer policy in 1948.
Morris’s analysis of the Palestinian catastrophe is also flawed by
his treatment of the Palestinian exodus largely in an historical and
political vacuum, without any intrinsic connection with Zionism.
Although he does refer to the Zionist consensus emerging from the
mid-1930s in support of transferring the Arab population, he sees
no connection between this and the expulsions of 1948. This brings
us to the explanatory framework underlying Morris’s work: the
Zionist
leadership’s
ideological-political
disposition
for
transferring/expelling Arabs resulted from the ‘security’ threat (the
‘fifth column’) the Arab population posed to the Jewish state. The
facts presented earlier, on the other hand, show that the
‘voluntary/compulsory’ transfer of the indigenous Arabs was
prefigured in the Zionist ideology a long time before the 1948 war
broke out and advocated ‘obsessively’ by the Zionist leadership from
the mid-1930s onwards. Consequently, the resistance of the
indigenous Arab population to Zionism before and in 1948 emanated
from precisely the Zionist goal of establishing a Jewish state that
would, at best, marginalise the Palestinians as a small, dependent
minority in their own homeland, and, at worst, eradicate and
‘transfer’ them. The ‘security’ threat posed by the ‘transferred’
inhabitants of the Palestinians towns and villages resulted from the
Zionist movement’s ideological premises and political agenda,
namely the establishment of an ethnocratic, exclusionist Jewish state.
From the perspective of Morris’s ‘new’ historiography, there was no
inherent link between the ‘transfer’ of the Palestinians and the
acquisition of their lands on the one hand and Zionism’s longadvocated imperative of accommodating millions of Jewish
immigrants in the Jewish state on the other. The nearest he comes
to hinting at such a connection is the following:
The war afforded the Yishuv a historic opportunity to enlarge the
Jewish state’s borders and, as things turned out, to create a state
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without a very large Arab minority. The war would solve the
Yishuv’s problem of lack of land, which was necessary to properly
absorb and settle the expected influx of Jewish immigrants.40
Would Zionism have succeeded in fulfilling its imperative of
absorbing the large influx of Jewish immigrants while allowing the
indigenous population to remain in situ? If not, could the Zionist
objective of ‘transferring’ the Arabs from Palestine have been carried
out ‘voluntarily’ and peacefully, without Palestinian resistance or the
destruction of their society in 1948?
Morris’s findings constitute a landmark and are a major
contribution to our knowledge because they show that the
evacuation of hundreds of thousands of Palestinians was a result of
direct attacks, fear of attacks, intimidation, psychological warfare
(e.g., the whispering campaign) and sometimes outright expulsions
ordered by the Haganah/IDF leadership. Yet, a wider explanatory and
theoretical framework within which the Palestinian catastrophe can
be properly understood must be sought elsewhere.
Morris’s work reflects a nuanced Israeli view of the 1948 events.
However, his historiography is a typical example of the narrative of
victor: triumphalist, well-organised, well-written and comprehensive. His narrative remains anchored to its (ideological) Zionist
moorings, which also provide the wider context for Israel’s politics
of denial. As Morris made clear in an interview with the Hebrew daily
Yedi‘ot Aharonot in November 2001 (and in his article in the Guardian
of 21 February 2002) he firmly believes that Arabs started the 1948
war and, therefore, have only themselves to blame for the creation
of the Palestinian refugee problem.41 In a recent article, entitled:
‘Peace? No Chance’, Morris had this to say:
My conclusion, which angered many Israelis and undermined
Zionist historiography, was that most of the refugees were a
product of Zionist military action and, in smaller measure, of Israeli
expulsion orders and Arab leaders’ urgings or orders to move out.
Critics of Israel subsequently latched on those findings that
highlighted Israeli responsibility while ignoring the fact the
problem was a direct consequence of the war that the Palestinians
– and in their wake, the surrounding Arab states – had launched.
… I had explained that the creation of the problem was ‘almost
inevitable’, given the Zionist aim of creating a Jewish state in a
land largely populated by Arabs and given Arab resistance to the
Zionist enterprise.42
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It is important to note that similar views were expressed by Morris
in the early 1990s and were discussed in my 1991 critique of Morris.43
Moreover, despite the mountains of evidence about Israel’s
culpability, even from some of its ‘revisionist historians’, Morris
suggests that Israel should continue with its pre-emptive strategy of
refusing to accept any moral and legal responsibility for the creation
of the refugee problem.
Morris is aware of the fact that the range of proposed solutions to
the refugee problem would reflect the debate over the causes and
circumstance of the 1948 exodus. While acknowledging the
connection between the creation of Israel and the birth of the
Palestinian refugee problem, he clearly believes that a Zionist
offensive strategy is the best form of defence; he blames the victims,
denying any major Zionist wrongdoing or any historical injustice;
he also denies Palestinian ‘right of return’, and restitution of refugee
property and Israel’s moral responsibility or culpability for the
creation of the refugee problem. For Morris, Israel should never atone
and the Palestinian refugees should never gain restitutions.44
1948 was both the year of Palestinian catastrophe and the year of
Israel’s ‘independence’, of the triumph of the Zionist colonial project
and rise of Israel. Moreover, history and historiography ought not
to be written, exclusively or mainly, by the victors. They should be
used as tools for initiating dialogue and cooperation across the
national divide. The Palestinians still need a ‘new nakba historiography’ and the rewriting of their own history: one that does attempt
to determine objectively the events in the most critical academic
fashion; but they also need a critical nakba history that re-examines
their nationalist perspective and narrative of the marginalised and of
the victim. This should be the role of progressive historians,
Palestinian, Israeli and others. Interpreting the history of the
Holocaust has been a common endeavour towards which many
Israelis, Germans, Europeans and Americans have contributed. It is
in the interest of Israeli ‘new historians’ not to be carried away by
triumphalism, but rather to concentrate on the task of expanding
our common knowledge.
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3

‘If You Can’t Solve it,
Dissolve it’: Israeli
Resettlement Schemes
since 1948

Since 1948 Israel has consistently denied any moral responsibility
for the creation of the Palestinian refugee problem. Always
maintaining that the responsibility for the creation and non-solution
of the problem lies with neighbouring countries, Israel has never
been short on plans to resettle the refugees in the Arab countries.
Except for one limited offer in mid-1949 to take back ‘100,000’ of
the refugees to be settled in places of Israel’s choosing1 (an offer
which was made under intense American pressure, but on certain
conditions which were not acceptable to the Americans or the Arabs
– and were soon retracted), Israel has made no significant proposal
to repatriate the 1948 refugees. The Israeli position towards the
refugees has always emphasised their resettlement and rehabilitation
in the Arabs states, rather than repatriation and/or compensation.
In the 1950s there were several Israeli proposals and plans to resettle
the Palestinian refugees in the host Arab states: between 1948 and the
late 1980s around 20 official Israeli plans dealing with the Palestinian
refugees – first with the 1948 refugees and later those of 1967 – were
put forward by Israel; from 1967 to 1987, the start of the first
Palestinian intifada (uprising) in the occupied territories, no less than
a dozen Israeli proposals and schemes were suggested to deal with
the refugee camps in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip.2
Israeli resettlement proposals and actual schemes were motivated
by political, diplomatic, military and psychological considerations
and reflected a long-standing and consistent policy aimed at:
• preventing Palestinian refugee return;
• ‘dissolving’ the refugee question and removing this critical
problem from the heart of the Arab–Israeli conflict;
• reducing both international humanitarian, UN and Western
diplomatic pressures on Israel;
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• breaking up the collective identify of the refugees and their
perceived militancy;3
• removing the refugee camps in the West Bank and Gaza that
posed a security threat to Israel’s control of the occupied
territories: the visible reminder which the refugee camps
provided of the dispossession of 1948 constituted a thorny
problem for the Israeli government, especially after 1967. As a
focal point of Palestinian national identity and militant
resistance, the camps, as perceived by the occupation
authorities, required constant army surveillance. Faced with
this hostile and resentful population, the Israeli army sought
to break up the camps’ concentrations in an attempt to quell
Palestinian resistance in the Strip and the West Bank;4
• (after June 1967) facilitating and consolidating political and
administrative control over the West Bank and Gaza Strip.
Also at least two Arab regimes considered (rather half-heartedly)
similar resettlement plans for short periods of time: in 1949 the
Syrian dictator Husni al-Za‘im accepted a plan to resettle 300,000
refugees in the al-Jazira region of north-east Syria;5 in 1954, against
the background of escalating Israeli ‘retaliatory’ attacks against the
Gaza Strip, the Egyptian government – fearing a potentially explosive
situation in the Strip and the consequences of provoking the Israelis
into a war for which Egypt still was unprepared – considered a United
States–UNRWA plan to resettle the Gaza refugees in Sinai. Husni alZa‘im’s military dictatorship lasted only four-and-a-half months, and
the Egyptians were forced to discard the Sinai scheme following
strong protests, when details of the scheme leaked from the refugees,
which culminated in two days of demonstrations and rioting in Gaza
and the besieging of Egyptian government buildings and the burning
of Egyptian vehicles.6 However, as this chapter will show, Israel has
been by far the most persistent advocate and practitioner of refugee
resettlement schemes which it perceived as the only secure way of
preventing refugee return and of ensuring the removal of the
Palestine refugee problem from the heart of Arab–Israeli conflict. This
chapter will discuss various Israeli resettlement schemes within their
historical contexts from 1948 to the present.
While the Arab states and the Palestinians have traditionally
demanded that the Palestinian refugees be given a free choice
between repatriation or compensation, by contrast the official Israeli
position has always been that there can be no returning of the
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refugees to Israeli territories, and that the only solution to the
problem is their resettlement in the Arab states or elsewhere. Since
1949 all Israeli governments have consistently refused to discuss any
possible return of refugees to the pre-1967 borders.
Almost exactly the same points were reiterated in a background
paper published by the Israeli government on the refugee issue in
October 1994.7 Another statement of the traditional Israeli position
on the issue was voiced by Yossi Beilin, then Deputy Foreign Minister,
after the fourth meeting of the Multilateral Committee on
Refugees/Refugee Working Group, held in Tunis in October 1993:
‘the leaders of the 1948 refugees know full well that these refugees
will not be able to return to residence in Israel.’8
In the 1950s one key slogan coined by senior Israeli Foreign
Ministry officials was: ‘If You Can’t Solve it, Dissolve it’ (in Hebrew:
‘im inkha yakhol leftor it habe‘aya-moseis otah’),9 meaning if you cannot
solve the Palestinian refugee problem by political means, you can
try to ‘dissolve’ the problem and disperse the refugees through
economic means and employment projects. These officials argued
that the problem of the 1948 Palestinian refugees should be solved
by an economic approach, mainly through their integration into the
economies of their actual countries of residence and/or their dispersal
throughout the interior of the Arab world. This preoccupation with
the need to ‘dissolve’ the refugee problem stemmed from a variety
of reasons including the deep fear of Arab ‘return’.
A combination of Zionist-ideological, political, economic,
diplomatic, public relations and psychological factors motivated
Israeli resettlement schemes in the 1950s. Moreover, proponents of
the active approach to resettlement schemes encompassed both
hawkish and dovish members of the Israeli establishment. Foreign
Minister Moshe Sharett (a man with a dovish reputation who, under
intense American pressure, agreed in 1949 to allow the return of
100,000 refugees as part of an overall settlement of the Arab–Israeli
conflict, but soon changed his mind and retracted the offer10), and
his senior Foreign Ministry officials as well as hawkish Jewish
National Fund executives (such as Yosef Weitz and Yosef Nahmani),
all advocated an active approach to resettlement schemes. In the
1950s, in particular, the Palestinian refugee problem was a major
‘diplomatic headache’ for the Israeli Foreign Ministry, particularly
in its dealing with United States and United Nations officials. The
United States had supported the UN General Assembly Resolution
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194 (III) of 11 December 1948, the essence of which was a call for
repatriation and/or compensation to the refugees. The US had also
suggested in 1949 that Israel allow the return of one-third of the
refugees (assumed to be some 250,000) while the US would cover the
costs of resettling the other two-thirds in Arab states.11 For primarily
diplomatic and public relations and political reasons, senior Foreign
Ministry officials saw the urgency of actively pursuing secret
resettlement schemes. The same preoccupation led Israeli ministers
and officials to attempt to promote a variety of secret resettlement
and employment projects, one of which was what they termed the
‘Libyan Operation’: a secret plan to transfer Palestinians from refugee
camps in Jordan (including the West Bank), the Gaza Strip and
Lebanon and their resettlement permanently in Libya and other parts
of North Africa, away from Israel and the 1949 ceasefire lines.
The refugees themselves have traditionally demanded repatriation
and refused resettlement. Among the Palestinians the word ‘refugee’
is synonymous with ‘returnee’ (‘a‘aid’). The belief in return is strongly
held. Refugee feelings concerning the ‘dream of return’ are intense.
The yearning for Palestine permeates the whole refugee community,
and is strongly felt by younger refugees, for whom home exists only
in the imagination. In the early 1950s the Palestinian refugees
themselves clung stubbornly to the ‘right of return’ that was
enshrined in UN General Assembly Resolution 194, passed on 11
December 1948 and reaffirmed almost yearly by the General
Assembly. The resolution stated that ‘the refugees wishing to return
to their homes and live at peace with their neighbours should be
permitted to do so at the earliest practicable date.’ The refugees
themselves believed they would eventually return to their homes
and villages in what had became Israel. Moreover, many of the
refugees camped either along, or within a short distance of, Israel’s
borders, in southern Lebanon, in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip,
creating a major ‘infiltration’ problem for Israel. Although there is no
possibility of arriving at a reliable estimate of the number of
returnees/‘infiltrators’, the actual use of the term ‘infiltrator’ by the
Israeli authorities expressed both their unwillingness to permit the
return of the refugees to their homes and villages and their marked
anxiety regarding the possibility of increasing numbers of
Palestinians returning to Israeli territories and may have contributed
to exaggerating the number of those who actually succeeded in doing
so.12 In the Gaza Strip, moreover, the population trebled from 80,000
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in 1947 to nearly 240,000 at the end of the 1948 war, creating a
massive humanitarian problem of tens of thousands of destitute
refugees crammed into a tiny area. In 1956 of the then 300,000
inhabitants of the Gaza Strip, 215,000 were listed as refugees,
occupying eight vast camps. The Strip had nearly one-fourth of the
total of about 900,000 refugees from historic Palestine.
Between 1949 and 1956 refugees continued to cross the armistice
lines, ‘infiltrating’ back to their villages either to collect possessions
and pick up unharvested crops or, in some cases, to raid Israeli
settlements adjacent to Gaza and the West Bank.13 The first Israeli
objective was to prevent the return of the Palestinian refugees (or
‘infiltrators’ in Israeli terminology), to their homes and villages.14
To combat this persistent ‘infiltration’ by refugees, the Israelis carried
out ‘retaliatory’ attacks against Palestinian civilian targets in general
and refugee camps in the Gaza Strip in particular. These attacks
resulted in many civilian deaths. According to the Israeli historian
Benny Morris,
Israel’s defensive anti-infiltration measures resulted in the death of
several thousand mostly unarmed Arabs during 1949–56, the vast
majority between 1949 and 1952. ... Thus, upward of 2,700 Arab
infiltrators, and perhaps as many as 5,000, were killed by the IDF,
police and civilians along Israel’s borders between 1949 and 1956.
To judge from the available documentation, the vast majority of
those killed were unarmed ‘economic’ and social infiltrators.15
One major reason for the insistence with which Israel prosecuted
its ‘retaliatory’ policy during these days, according to former Israeli
journalist Livia Rokach
was the desire of the Zionist ruling establishment to exercise
permanent pressure on the Arab states to remove the Palestinian
refugees from the 1948 war from the proximity of the armistice
lines and to disperse them throughout the interior of the Arab
world. This was not due, in the early fifties, to military considerations.16
Also thousands of Palestinian refugees who had managed to return
to their villages and homes were expelled by the Israeli army across
the border in the early years of the state.
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EARLY PROPOSALS (AUGUST 1948–50)
(i) The Israeli Cabinet Transfer Committee’s Recommendations
The Israeli Cabinet Transfer Committee of 1948 recommended that
all the Palestinian refugees be resettled in Iraq.17
(ii) Resettlement in Iraq
One of the Transfer Committee’s initiatives was to invite Dr Joseph
Schechtman, a right-wing Zionist Revisionist leader, an expert on
‘population transfer’ and a contributor to Encyclopaedia Britannica
on the same issue, to join its efforts. Schechtman, who for three
decades had been a close associate of Vladimir Jabotinsky (the
founder of the Zionist Revisionist Movement), and who had written
a book called European Population Transfers, 1939–1945 (published
by Oxford University Press, in 1946) would soon after 1948 become
the single most influential propagator of the Zionist myth of
‘voluntary’ exodus in 1948.18 Schechtman had settled in New York
in 1941. He had served as a research fellow in the Institute of Jewish
Affairs, 1941–3, as Director of the Research Bureau on Population
Movements, which he had helped to establish, and as consultant for
the United States Office of Strategic Services in Washington DC,
specialising in population movement, 1944–5. With this background
in mind, members of the Transfer Committee met Schechtman
during his visit to Israel in September 1948 and hired him to carry
out research and advise them on the question of the Palestinian
refugees’ resettlement in Arab states.
In August 1948, at a session of the Zionist Actions Committee, the
New York-based Schechtman had been elected as a Revisionist representative on the Executive of the Jewish Agency and the World
Zionist Organisation, which for the first time included all Zionist
parties. More important, at some time in early 1948 he worked out
his own plan entitled ‘The Case for Arab–Jewish Exchange of
Population’, and submitted it in 1948 in the form of a ‘study’ to
Eliyahu Epstein (Elath), Israel’s ambassador to Washington, who later
forwarded it to the Israeli Cabinet Secretary, Zeev Sharef, and to the
head of the Transfer Committee, Yosef Weitz.19
Schechtman wanted formal Israeli government acknowledgement
of the research he was carrying out for the Israeli Cabinet’s Transfer
Committee. In mid-October 1948 he asked Arthur Lourie of the Israeli
United Nations Office in New York whether Foreign Minister Sharett
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could send him (Schechtman) a note stating that you [Sharett] are
glad to learn that he has been in touch with friends in Israel who
are interested in this matter of resettlement of Arabs, particularly
in Iraq, and that you could be pleased if he would continue with
his investigations. On the basis of such a letter, Schechtman would
approach men like [former U.S. President Herbert] Hoover with a
view of interesting them further in this work.20
Two weeks later, on 27 October 1948, Schechtman received a cable
from Cabinet Secretary Sharef: ‘Approve your proposal collect
material discussed. Danin [and] Lifschitz will refund expenses five
hundred dollars.’21 Schechtman’s urgent assignment on behalf of
the Israeli government and its Transfer Committee included the
collection of material and the carrying out of further ‘study’ on
Palestinians’ resettlement in Iraq. On 17 December Sharett himself
wrote to Schechtman from Paris telling him how ‘glad’ he was to
hear that he was pursuing his ‘studies with regard to the resettlement
possibilities of Palestinian Arab refugees. Now that Mr [Zalman]
Lifshitz [sic] is in the United States I am sure that you two got
together and pooled your knowledge on the subject.’22
Outlining his ‘compulsory’ plan, Schechtman explained that his
‘study’ (‘The Case for Arab–Jewish Exchange of Population’) was not
merely a descriptive and historical explanation of the facts; rather
he believed ‘that many important conclusions for the future can and
must be drawn from the experience of past transfer and that the
underlying idea of any transfer scheme is basically a preventive one’.
If a problem of an ethnic minority cannot be solved within the
existing territorial frame, then ‘timely recourse must be taken to the
essentially preventive devise of transfer’. According to Schechtman,
‘the case of Palestine seems to offer a classic case for quick, decisive
transfer action as the only constructive possibility of breaking the
present deadlock’ and ‘no constructive solution can be arrived at
without a large-scale [Arab] transfer.’23 ‘The only workable solution
is an organised exchange of population between Palestine and the
Arab states mainly to Iraq of Palestine Arabs’, and the transfer to
Israel of the Jewish communities in Arab countries.24
Schechtman’s scheme called for the ‘compulsory’ transfer of
Palestinian refugees and non-refugees to, and their resettlement in,
Iraq and cited the Eliahu Ben-Horin plan of Arab transfer to Iraq of
1943 as justification.25 Ben-Horin was another New York-based
Zionist Revisionist publicist and a close associate of Vladimir
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Jabotinsky. He was also an advisor to the American Zionist Emergency
Council. More important, in late 1943 Ben-Horin met Herbert
Hoover, the former US President and a Zionist sympathiser, who
agreed to join the Zionist campaign in support of Ben-Horin’s plan.
Both men appealed to the US administration to support the Zionist
drive and ‘dictate’ Palestinian evacuation to, and resettlement in,
Iraq. Two years later, on 19 November 1945, the so-called ‘Hooverplan’ – in fact, a repackaging of Ben-Horin’s initiative – was launched
in the New York World-Telegram.26 Schechtman’s plan of early 1948,
which was directly inspired by the ‘Ben-Horin–Hoover plan’ of 1945,
was supplemented by a brief additional section written in the wake
of the refugee exodus of the spring of 1948. In this addition to his
plan, he observed ‘unmistakable indications to the effect that the
Israeli Government begins earnestly to weigh an Arab–Jewish
exchange of population as the most thorough and constructive
means of solving the problem of an Arab minority in the Jewish
state’. As evidence of transfer discussions in Israeli government circles,
he cited remarks by Arthur Lourie, the head of the Israeli United
Nations Office and the representative at the Lake Success talks in
New York, in an interview that appeared in the New York Times of 20
July 1948.27 In the Spring of 1948 Schechtman had written to Israel’s
ambassador to Washington, Eliyahu Epstein, saying that the Arab
flow out of the area of the Jewish state ‘only strengthens the case for
the organised Arab transfer’ to Iraq.28
In his plan, Schechtman maintained that, although it was evident
that the Palestine Arab leaders would never agree to any plan of this
kind, ‘which provoked on their part limitless indignation’,29 ‘once
uprooted, they [the Arabs] would probably be responsive to any plan
of their resettlement in Iraq, with full compensation by the state of
Israel for their property left behind.’30 The working of the
transfer/resettlement scheme would be underpinned by an interstate
treaty between the governments of Israel and Iraq and possibly other
Arab states. These treaties ‘would provide a compulsory, but not allinclusive, ethnic sorting out. As a rule, every Arab in the Jewish State
and every Jew in Iraq would be subject to transfer; no specific option
to this effect would be necessary.’31 For Schechtman ‘the equality of
numbers on both sides’ of the so-called exchange of population ‘in
this particular case was of no importance whatsoever, since the
prospective Palestine Arab transferees in Iraq’ would be resettled ‘not
on land vacated by the Jewish evacuees’, but on land provided by
the Iraqi state. As a result ‘the amount of land ... would be sufficient
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in Palestine where millions of dunums32 would be left behind by the
departing Arabs.’33
In December 1948 Zalman Lifschitz arrived in the United States
to lobby for the Israeli drive to resettle the refugees in Iraq. On the
initiative of the Israeli ambassador to the United States, Eliyahu
Epstein, a meeting was held in mid-December in the ambassador’s
office in Washington, in which Epstein, Schechtman, Lifschitz,
Edward Norman, a New York-based Jewish millionaire who had
devoted much of his fortune to supporting the Jewish Yishuv in
Palestine and had been secretly lobbying for his plan to transfer the
Palestinians to Iraq between 1934 and 1948,34 and Elish‘a Friedman,
a New York economics consultant and member of the BenHorin–Hoover team which was active from the middle to the late
1940s in the attempt to remove the Palestinians to Iraq. Epstein had
been in close contact with Schechtman throughout 1948 and had
received a copy of the manuscript of Schechtman’s plan in early May
1948. On 18 May, three days after the proclamation of the State of
Israel, Epstein had written from Washington to Schechtman in New
York telling him that he had read his manuscript ‘with great interest
and found it to be an important and constructive contribution to
the subject of Jewish–Arab exchange of population’.
The events in Palestine are developing meanwhile in such a way
that if not your conjectures, at least certain of your conclusions
will have to be modified in view of the Arab flow out of the area
of our State. Certain problems, however, in the exchange of
population will remain, especially in view of the necessity of a
transfer within possibly a very short time of the Jews living in the
Arab countries to Israel.35
Epstein and Schechtman had also met in New York in mid-June 1948
to discuss the subject. In mid-December 1948 Lifschitz told the
gathering in the Israeli ambassador’s office in Washington about the
activities of the official Transfer Committee and suggested that
Schechtman, Norman and Friedman
might be of very great help in this matter, in two directions in
particular. The first that he [Lifschitz] mentioned was in the
presentation of ideas and supporting data, on which a plan to be
adopted by the Government of Israel might be based. The second
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was to mobilise the leaders of public opinion in this country to
speak out in support of such a plan as soon as the Government of
Israel would make public announcement of it. It was agreed that
the three of us who were present who are American citizens would
be considered a sort of advisory committee, with myself as
chairman, working in close cooperation with Mr Epstein. It is our
purpose now to produce a more or less detailed plan, which
presumably will be forwarded to you [Sharett] for your consideration and possible presentation eventually to your government.36
Like Eliahu Ben-Horin, Edward Norman and former US President
Hoover, Schechtman appealed to the US administration and the
White House to support the Israeli drive and ‘dictate’ Palestinian
resettlement in Iraq. A revised version of his ‘study’ of 1948, in which
he outlined his plan for the removal of virtually all the Palestinians
to Iraq, appeared in Chapter III of Schechtman’s book Population
Transfers in Asia, published in March 1949.37 At the same time the
actual research carried out by Schechtman on behalf of the Israeli
government and its Transfer Committee in late 1948 and early 1949
appeared in his propagandistic work The Arab Refugee Problem
(1952).38 In his letter to Hoover dated 9 April 1949 Schechtman wrote:
I take the liberty of sending you the enclosed copy of my study
‘Population Transfers in Asia’ whose chapter on the Arab–Jewish
population transfer owes so much to the inspiration provided by
your plan for the resettlement of Arabs from Palestine in Iraq,
published in 1945 ... Recent events in the Middle East have pushed
this idea into the foreground of public attention, and have
impelled me to publish this study of the transfer issue against the
background of similar transfer movements elsewhere in Asia. ...
As one of the world’s elder statesmen who helped originate the
transfer idea as a way out of the Palestine conflict, and from whom
public hopes to receive further wise guidance in this issue, you
will – I sincerely hope – be interested in this book of mine.39
In the event, however, only a small proportion of the Palestinian
refugees ended up in Iraq. The participation of the Iraqi army in the
1948 Arab–Israeli war played a role in the transfer of a number of
Palestinian refugees to Iraq. This was especially so with some residents
from the Jenin area, where the Iraqi army fought during the war and,
likewise, many residents from the al-Karmel villages of Ijzim, Jaba’
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and ‘Ayn al-Ghazal. Overall the number of refugees who actually
reached Iraq during the 1948–9 period was estimated at 3,000.40
There are no accurate statistics on the refugees in Iraq. However, by
1996 their total number was estimated at 45,000, mostly
concentrated in and around the capital Baghdad.41 In reality this
constitutes a tiny number among the Palestinian communities living
outside historic Palestine. Indeed, Iraq does not belong to the main
regions with Palestinian refugee concentrations (Jordan, Syria,
Lebanon and the occupied territories).
(iii) The 1949 ‘100,000 Offer’ and the Gaza Scheme
Early in 1949 ‘Ezra Danin, the senior Foreign Ministry official dealing
with the refugee resettlement issue and a member of the official
Transfer Committee, was sent by the Foreign Ministry to England to
discreetly lobby for ‘initiatives that would assist as many refugees as
possible to be absorbed and strike roots in various Arab countries’.42
Before his departure to England Danin visited Weitz on 23 January
1949 in Jerusalem and expressed the opinion that ‘a propaganda
[campaign] must be conducted among the Arabs [refugees] that they
demand their resettlement in the Arab states.’43 The main motive
for the involvement of Danin, Weitz and other colleagues in refugee
resettlement projects outside Palestine stemmed from the fear of
refugee return. In his letter to Cabinet Secretary Zeev Sharef, from
London on 6 May 1949, Danin wrote about a letter he had received
from Weitz in which the latter complained about the lack of
‘planning and direction’ on the question of refugee resettlement; ‘at
times’ Weitz ‘sees a nightmarish picture of long convoys of returning
refugees and there is no one to help’.44
About the same time the US suggested that Israel allow the return
of one-third of the refugees (assumed to be some 250,000). On 27
July 1949 Foreign Minister Sharett informed members of the Transfer
Committee (Weitz, Danin and Lifschitz) that the US government was
putting strong pressure on Israel to agree to the return of a quarter
of a million refugees. As a result, Sharett explained, the Israeli
government was considering putting forward a counter proposal to
allow ‘100,000’ refugees back, including those 30,000 refugees who
(according to Israel) had already ‘infiltrated’ back to their villages,
on condition that the Arab states agreed to full peace with Israel and
resettled the remainder of the refugees. Weitz replied to Sharett that
he saw a ‘big disaster’ in the proposal to allow ‘100,000’ refugees to
return.45 A document distributed to Israeli ministries in May 1953
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estimated that ‘23,000 infiltrators’ who had returned to Israeli
territories had been allowed to remain. On the whole the anxiety
displayed by the Israeli leadership regarding the possibility of
increasing numbers of Palestinians returning to their homes and
villages may have contributed to exaggerating the number of those
who actually succeeded in doing so. A document distributed to Israeli
ministries in May 1953 estimated that ‘23,000 infiltrators’ had
returned to Israeli territories without permission. However, according
to a 1987 study by Charles Kamen, this estimate is probably an
exaggeration.46 Weitz had also expressed his extreme apprehensions
in a letter to Sharett on 28 May 1949:
Infiltration of the refugees across all the borders, from the north,
the south and the east, is no longer an isolated phenomenon but
a common occurrence which is increasing all the time. Every day
our people meet acquaintances who were formerly absent now
walking about in complete freedom and also returning step by
step to their villages. I fear that by the time you finished discussing
the subject of the refugees in Lausanne and elsewhere the problem
will have solved itself to some degree. Refugees are returning! Nor
does our government offer any policy to prevent the infiltration.
There appears to be no authority, neither civil nor military. The
reins have been loosed, and the Arab in his cunning has already
sensed this and knows to draw the conclusion he wishes.47
The Israeli government, however, soon changed its mind and
retracted the ‘100,000 offer’.48
In early-mid-1949 Israel also put forward another plan to the
Americans and British: the Gaza Strip – the small coastal strip of
Palestine, occupied by the Egyptian army since May 1948, and which
had 200,000–250,000 refugees and 100,000 locals – would be
transferred to Israeli sovereignty along with its relatively large local
and refugee populations. While gaining territorial and strategic
advantages by taking over the Strip, Israel presented the whole plan
as part of its readiness to contribute to refugee repatriation. However,
in 1949 the Israeli leaders were mainly thinking in terms of ‘more
territory’ and ‘fewer Arabs’ in the Jewish state; they were very
concerned about enlarging Israel’s Palestinian minority and, judging
by the treatment of the ‘internally displaced persons’ by the Israeli
authorities (see Chapter 4), it is very doubtful whether they would
have allowed the refugee population of the Strip to return to their
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original villages. Initially the relatively moderate Foreign Minister
Sharett, while mindful of the price, thought that Israel would gain
a ‘strategic peace of real estate’, and
could portray the absorption of 100,000 refugees as a major
contribution ... to the solution of the refugee problem as a whole
and to free itself once and for all of UN pressure in this regard.49
It is interesting that David Ben-Gurion was more open to the Gaza
scheme. He saw in Gaza good agricultural and fishing opportunities,
the possibility of a territorial barrier with Egypt and a reduced threat
from Transjordan.50 Sharett, however, remained hesitant; he opposed
having to ‘swallow [an additional] 150,000’ Arabs in the Jewish state
and argued against the incorporation of and joint Israeli–Egyptian
condominium over the Strip. If Israel became responsible, the Strip’s
refugees would have to be allowed to return to their original homes
in Israel, he argued.51 Zalman Lifschitz of the official Transfer
Committee also opposed Israeli incorporation of the Gaza Strip,
though he wanted to annex the West Bank towns of Qalqilya and
Tulkarm (then under Transjordanian control), which had only
‘20,000 Arabs’.52
Interestingly, in most American and British readings of the ‘Gaza
plan’, the refugees of the Strip, after the take-over by Israel, would be
allowed to return to their original homes, villages and towns in Israel.
In a revised version of the plan, Israel was expected to give either
Egypt or Transjordan (or both) ‘territorial compensation’ for the Strip,
probably in the southern Negev region. Although real hope of its
acceptance by Egypt and actual implementation were always very
slim, discussion of the plan continued through the summer, with the
Americans and the UN Palestine Conciliation Commission hoping
that Israel would be induced to agree to a substantial repatriation,
and the Arab states would agree to plan refugee resettlement in the
Arab countries. However, given the realities of Egyptian–Israeli
relations in 1949 and the lack of any positive Egyptian response, the
‘Gaza plan’ was a mirage, with little chance of being accepted either
by the Egyptians or the residents of the Gaza Strip.53
In 1949 Danin travelled to England under the cover of fundraising
for the United Jewish Appeal, a cover that also enabled him to meet
Jewish financiers. Like many leading Zionists who had argued in the
1930s and 1940s that the Palestinians should be treated as an
economic problem to be bought out of their lands, relocated and
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resettled outside Palestine, Danin believed that money would
‘dissolve’ the refugee problem.54 ‘My main efforts were directed at
finding big contracting companies, carrying out various schemes in
the Middle East, and seeking ways to persuade them to employ
mainly Palestinian refugees’, Danin later recorded.55 Throughout the
spring of 1949 Danin sought partners for the Israeli projects of
refugee resettlement. He was also joined in London by Teddy Kollek,
then an aid to Prime Minister Ben-Gurion.56 Danin found a
collaborator in Marcus Sieff, a Zionist Jewish businessman, who
began approaching British firms, construction and oil companies,
on behalf of Danin, to employ Palestinian refugees.57 Among the big
projects that interested Danin were the laying down of the ‘Aramco’
oil pipeline from Saudi Arabia to Lebanon and the building of the
Latakiya port in Syria, within which Danin believed thousands of
refugees could find work and, consequently, be integrated into Syria.
On the advice of his Jewish partners in Britain, Danin approached
Scottish Quakers, who were on the management of a large firm
involved in the Middle East, and put forward to them an ‘original
proposal’: for every 10 piasters per day the company would pay a
worker, the Israelis would be prepared to add 5 piasters provided that
the company chose its employees from the refugees.58 It was also
‘during these days that we coined the saying with regard to the
solution of the Palestinian refugee problem: “If you cannot solve it
– dissolve it”’, Danin wrote.59
To begin promoting these schemes, Danin requested 50,000 Israeli
lira be initially allocated by the Israeli government.60 In early July
1950 Finance Minister Eli‘ezer Kaplan placed only 1,000 Israeli lira
at the disposal of Danin in connection with the proposal of
‘exchanging properties of Jews in Iraq with the properties of present
(not absentee) Arabs’. By ‘present Arabs’ Kaplan meant Israeli Arab
citizens, as opposed to ‘absentee Arabs’, the Israeli term for Palestinian
refugees. In a letter to Danin dated 7 July, Kaplan wrote: ‘I herein
authorise you to begin the implementation of the project of
exchanging the property of Arabs present in Israel with the property
of Jews from Iraq.’ Kaplan asked Danin to deduct 2 per cent of the
value of the properties exchanged, to be set aside as a fund required
to carry out these activities.61
These initial efforts by Danin ended in vain, according to his
account, partly because of the delays he encountered and the
financial difficulties the Israeli government faced in those days. Prime
Minister Ben-Gurion told Danin and his colleagues that he could not
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spare money for these projects. Furthermore the talks with the people
of ‘Aramco’ had no success, and the Arabs had refused to discuss his
plans.62 More crucially, however, the Middle East peace conference,
convened by the UN Palestine Conciliation Commission at Lausanne
in August 1949, following Israel’s rejection of Palestinian and Arab
demands that a general return of refugees be allowed within a
political solution of the Arab–Israeli conflict. The Palestinian refugees
simply demanded to return to their homes and villages and they
showed little interested in Israeli employment and resettlement
schemes in the Arab states.
RESETTLEMENT IN LIBYA, 1950–8
While the idea of relocating Palestinian refugees from Jordan to, and
their organised resettlement in, North Africa was being put forward
by senior Israeli diplomats to the French authorities in October
1948,63 the proposal of resettling refugees in Libya and Somalia was
raised by Israeli Foreign Ministry officials in March 1950. On 24
March the Director of the Foreign Ministry International
Organisations Division, Ezekiel Gordon, sent a memo to the Foreign
Ministry Director General entitled ‘The Resettlement of Arab Refugees
in Italian-held Somalia and Libya’. Gordon explained that the Italian
representative on the UN Trusteeship Council had stated that his
government’s policy was to encourage immigration of Arab farmers
to Somalia, who would not be foreigners in that country. In Gordon’s
opinion the Italian representative’s statements about resettling the
Palestinian refugees deserved serious consideration and they should
investigate the feasibility of this scheme by approaching the Italians
directly. ‘I would also like to draw your attention to the possibility
of settling Arab refugees in Cyrenaica and Tripoli who would occupy
the place of the 17,000–18,000 Jews who had emigrated from there
to Israel since its establishment’, Gordon wrote.64 Three weeks later,
in reference to Gordon’s memo, Yehoshu‘a Palmon, the Prime
Minister’s Advisor on Arab Affairs, wrote a letter to the Foreign
Ministry Director General expressing the view that Israel should not
pay individual compensation for the properties of those refugees
who would be resettled in Libya and Italian-held Somalia, but would
rather pay a certain sum, all of which was to be used for a collective
resettlement of those refugees in Arab countries, including Libya.65
The Libyan scheme was conceived as a combined operation that
would include the resettlement of Palestinian refugees in Libya and
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the inducement of Palestinians to emigrate from Israel to Libya while
exchanging their properties in Israel with those of North African Jews
who would be encouraged to emigrate to Israel. In the context of the
Israeli scheme for resettling Palestinian refugees in Libya two points
are relevant. First, there was a growing tendency among Israeli
ministers and officials to link the fate of the Palestinian refugees to
that of the Jewish communities in Arab countries. Second, the Israelis
wanted to exploit the fact that the Sanusi monarchy, set up in Libya
in 1951, was heavily dependent on and under indirect control of
Britain and the United States.
On 13 March 1952 Moshe Sasson, a senior official of the Foreign
Ministry Middle East Department and the son of the Israeli
ambassador to Turkey Eliyahu Sasson (Moshe Sasson later became
Israeli ambassador to Egypt, 1981–8), wrote a highly secret letter to
Foreign Minister Moshe Sharett outlining ‘A Combined Proposal for
the Resettlement of Arab Refugees in Libya, the Rescue of Jewish
Property [in Libya] and the Emigration of Arabs from Israel to
Libya’.66 Moshe Sasson explained that there were still 3,500 Jews
‘lingering’ in Libya who did not feel in a hurry to immigrate to Israel.
Most of these Jews owned property. According to Sasson, a modest
estimate of their real estate property was £6 million sterling.
Sasson cited the names of two Palestinians, one living in Israel and
the other a refugee in Lebanon, who would collaborate in carrying
out this scheme and who would be able to persuade certain groups
of Palestinian refugees in neighbouring Arab countries to immigrate
to and settle permanently in Libya. (It is hard to establish the truth
about this claim of the willingness on the part of the two Palestinians
mentioned to collaborate in such a scheme.)
In his 1952 proposal, Sasson asserted that ‘poor Libya would
willingly receive intellectual and technical Arab [human] resources,
which have a much higher level than those existing in Libya’:
the success of this small scale resettlement in Libya depends on
the agreement, in principle, of Britain and the local Libyan
authorities and the ensuring of means for its financing, on the
one hand, and the advance planning and organisation, on the
other. Diplomatic activity at high levels in London ... and
negotiation with UN institutions on the permanent resettlement
of the refugees (in order to finance the resettlement of those
[refugees] who would emigrate from [neighbouring] Arab countries
[to Libya] – would ensure one side of the coin, and the JNF [Jewish
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National Fund] (which agrees to be in charge of the exchange of
properties between Israeli Arabs and Libyan Jews) would ensure
the other side of the coin. The JNF is prepared to undertake the
carrying out of this task only after the Foreign Ministry empowers
it solely to talk to elements concerned in Israel in order to begin
implementation.67
Sasson believed that ‘the political and propagandistic reward that
would stem from the emigration of Arabs from Israel, after they had
been living there and the lesson for the refugees, who are still
demanding to return, is great.’ Sasson suggested that if
the proposal as a whole, or in part, were to be approved, we [the
Foreign Ministry Middle East Department] would be able to work
out a detailed plan which would be implemented in stages. It is
worth emphasising here that the first stage would be directed
towards the emigration of three to four Arabs from Israel and a
similar number of refugees from [neighbouring] Arab countries
[to Libya].
Sasson concluded his letter to Foreign Minister Sharett by pointing
out that Prime Minister Ben-Gurion’s Advisor for Arab Affairs,
Yehoshu‘a Palmon, ‘approves of the plan and would be prepared to
assist in its implementation’.
Although Sharett’s formal response to this specific proposal from
one of his senior officials in the Foreign Ministry is not known, it is
most likely that he approved of it. Sharett, who stood at the centre
of Israel’s foreign diplomacy, had always advocated an active
approach towards resettling the refugees in the Arab states. He also
provided strong encouragement for his senior officials to pursue the
Libyan scheme, both during his short premiership (1954–November
1955), as well as during his last six months in office as Foreign
Minister until his resignation in June 1956.
Finance Minister Levi Eshkol – like Prime Minister Sharett – was
heavily involved in the Libyan plan and other Israeli resettlement
schemes of the 1950s. Eshkol had become head of the Land
Settlement Department of the Jewish Agency and in this capacity
had coordinated the settlement of the masses of new immigrants
arriving from Arab countries in Israel, mostly resettled on land and
property belonging to Palestinian refugees. Eshkol also planned the
construction of hundreds of new Jewish agricultural settlements
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throughout the country. From 1950 to 1952 he served as treasurer of
the Jewish Agency. In 1951 he became Minister of Agriculture and
Development, and in June of that year he became Finance Minister,
a post in which he was responsible for the implementation of the
1952 reparations agreement with West Germany. This agreement
obliged Germany to pay to the State of Israel, over a period of 12 to
14 years and in kind, the counter-value of $845,000,000. Of this
amount, $110,000,000 was to be turned over by Israel to the
Conference on Jewish Material Claims against Germany, representing
23 Jewish organisations.68 Eshkol directed reparations funds mainly
to the development of Israeli industry.
The Libyan plan was formally approved in a meeting held on 13
May 1954 with the participation of Prime Minister Sharett, Finance
Minister Levi Eshkol, Agriculture Minister Peretz Naftali, Director
General of the Finance Ministry Pinhas Sapir, Shmuel Divon, the
Prime Minister’s advisor on Arab affairs, and Yosef Weitz of the Jewish
National Fund. ‘As to the question of exchanging properties of the
Arabs here [in Israel] with the properties of Jews in other countries,
to which [Arab[ farmers would emigrate – a positive answer was
given’, by the participants, who concluded that ‘this way is
desirable.’69 According to Weitz, Sharett, who did not ask many
questions, said that ‘the matter is respectable and serious and must
be carried out.’ The participants also approved Weitz’s proposal that
Yoav Tzuckerman, of the JNF, and Weitz should travel to ‘North Africa
to investigate the possibility of the exchange of properties of Jews in
Tunisia, Algeria, etc.’,70 presumably with those of Palestinian refugees
and Israeli Palestinian citizens who would be offered financial
incentives for departing to North Africa. A second meeting for
detailed discussions of these proposals, with the participation of ‘Ezra
Danin, of the Foreign Ministry, was set for the Monday of the
following week. Either at this second meeting of mid-May 1954 or
shortly afterwards Sharett entrusted Danin with the task of
coordinating the Libyan scheme.71
Weitz, like Danin, was a key player in the Israeli schemes for
refugee resettlement in North Africa, which was largely under French
and British domination. On 25 October 1954 Weitz was granted an
audience with Prime Minister Sharett, and both discussed the
‘question of the Arab refugees outside Israel’. Weitz told Sharett:
We have not been assisted by the means proven by us since the
new return to Zion [the beginning of the Zionist movement], i.e.

Israeli Resettlement Schemes since 1948

85

recruiting envoys among the Arabs themselves who would carry
out work at our instruction. It is possible ... that we missed the
hour and that the conditions created in recent years in the political
world surrounding us have blocked that way for us. However we
are not absolved from checking it again. The investigation must be
carried out by the men of the veteran group [Danin, Tzuckerman,
Palmon etc.], who are well-versed in the customs of negotiation
with the Arabs. The purpose is to find out whether there is still
now a possibility for that. Should it become clear that this exists
– a detailed plan of action would be worked out.72
Six days later, on the afternoon of 1 November, a meeting was held
at the Prime Minister’s home in Jerusalem, which was attended by
Sharett, Weitz, Danin, Teddy Kollek, the Director General of the Prime
Minister’s Office, Shmuel Divon, advisor to the Prime Minister on
Arab affairs and Gide‘on Raphael, advisor on Middle Eastern affairs
in the Foreign Ministry. The meeting was called by the Prime Minister
to discuss a proposal by Weitz and Danin to set up a ‘special
committee for dealing with the Arab refugee affair’. During the
discussion Weitz and Danin emphasised that ‘only when the subject
is exhausted [investigated thoroughly] would it be possible to know
whether there is a place for the desired solution.’73 Weitz recorded
in his diary: ‘It was also pointed out that the special committee would
carry out its work in the underground also towards internal [Israel
people]’, a matter which echoed the strictly confidential activities
which had surrounded similar Israeli projects in the early 1950s. At
the meeting it was agreed that Weitz and Danin would present
Sharett with one page of general outlines regarding the special
committee and that the Prime Minister would consult other
colleagues and inform Weitz of his reply.74
Two weeks later, on 13 November, Weitz consulted Yoav
Tzuckerman on the matter of the ‘special committee for the question
of the refugees and the company for the purchase of urban properties
from Arabs’ in Israel, who presumably would also be encouraged to
emigrate to North Africa. The two men also thought that a need
would arise for them to travel to France to meet Yehoshu‘a Palmon,
who at the time was carrying out investigations regarding the scheme
of resettling refugees in Libya.75
In fact, it took Prime Minister Sharett several months to decide on
the appointment of the ‘special committee’ or the ‘refugee
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committee’. On the morning of 5 May 1955 Weitz met Sharett.
Weitz recorded:
As for my travel [to France and North Africa] it was agreed that
Tzuckerman, Palmon and I constitute a committee which would
discuss the possibility of finding a solution to the problem of Arab
refugees outside the country. The decision to take action must be
the responsibility of the three of us, and he [Sharett] should be
informed about it. We have to collect material in connection with
the exchange of properties of Jews in North Africa with Arab
properties here [in Israel], and perhaps there is a possibility of
combining these properties with the resettlement of refugees [in
North Africa]. He [Sharett] promised to inform Palmon and
[Eliyahu] Sasson [then Israel’s ambassador to Italy].76
Six days later, on 11 May, Weitz talked to Finance Minister Eshkol,
who agreed to put at Weitz’s disposal 10,000 Israeli lira, as the latter
had suggested, for the purpose of carrying out initial investigations
on the North African–Libyan resettlement scheme.77
On the evening of 25 May 1955 Yehoshu‘a Palmon arrived in Paris
from London to meet Weitz and Tzuckerman, who were already in
France. The three men talked into the late hours about the refugee
problem. They continued their discussion the next morning and
discussed the ‘means of resettling part of the refugees in the Jordan
valley and Sinai and the exchange of [Arab] properties in Israel with
properties of Jews in North Africa’. It was also decided that Weitz
and Tzuckerman should meet Israel’s ambassador to Rome, Eliyahu
Sasson, before their departure for North Africa.78
Weitz and Tzuckerman flew from France to Tunisia on 2 June 1955.
On the same day, after their arrival in Tunis, they talked to a few
local Zionist functionaries and the Jewish Agency envoy on their aim
to meet Tunisian Jews who were planning to immigrate to Israel and
were ‘prepared to exchange their mainly agricultural properties with
[Arab] properties in Israel’.79 In early June Weitz toured the environs
of the Tunisian capital, accompanied by two Zionist functionaries,
visiting farming estates belonging to Jews. Most of the farming was
dry, and some of the owners of these properties were prepared to
transfer them to the control of the Jewish Agency.80 Weitz arrived
back in Israel on 28 June 1955,81 after spending nearly five weeks in
France, Tunisia and Algeria investigating the feasibility of the
combined scheme for resettling Palestinian refugees and Israeli-
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Palestinians in Libya and North Africa, while encouraging North
African Jews to immigrate to Israel.
The special ‘refugee committee’, in charge of the secret activities
aimed at promoting the North African resettlement schemes, held a
meeting in Jerusalem on the afternoon of 6 November 1955. Its
member Yehoshu‘a Palmon said that Sharett, then back as Foreign
Minister, had recently told US Secretary of State John Foster Dulles
about Israeli intentions to deal directly with the Palestinian refugees
and arrange for them compensation and resettlement, provided the
United States would make the necessary funds available to the Israeli
government. According to Palmon, it sounded as if Dulles agreed to
Sharett’s proposal, which would be further discussed between the
two men during Sharett’s visit to the United States due to take place
in the next few days. Sharett requested data from the ‘refugee
committee’ on the subject in preparation for his forthcoming
meeting with Dulles.82 Once again the ‘refugee committee’ member
Weitz met Sharett on 18 January 1956 in Jerusalem to discuss the
project of resettling ‘tens of thousands’ of refugees in Libya. One of
the possibilities, Weitz explained to Sharett, was ‘the resettlement of
refugees in Libya. In order to carry out this possibility one million
Israeli lira is required as a first step and therefore the government
should [firmly] decided: yes or no’, on the question of financial
allocation. Sharett replied that he ‘agrees with this with his heart
and soul’, but Finance Minister Levi Eshkol’s financial reservations
should first be overcome. Sharett also told Weitz that he intended
to arrange a meeting for discussing the financial issue, in which Prime
Minister Ben-Gurion, Eshkol and some members of the ‘refugee
committee’ would take part.83 Sharett’s ‘promised meeting’ was held
on the morning of 27 February 1956 in Jerusalem and was attended
by Ben-Gurion, Eshkol, Sharett, Weitz, and Palmon. Weitz explained
that ‘it was necessary to set up a fund of five million Israeli lira (£1
million sterling) to be used for the purpose of resettling refugees
permanently. Eshkol suggested that Israel should ask the US
government to increase its foreign aid grant to Israel by US$5 million,
and this extra sum would be allocated exclusively for refugee
resettlement schemes. In the end the leading members of the Israeli
Cabinet agreed to approve in principle the resettlement projects of
the ‘refugee committee’ and to meet again and consult when the
detailed finances were worked out and requested.84
Two days later the special ‘refugee committee’ met with the participation of Palmon, Tzuckerman, Danin, and Weitz. Palmon said
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that Teddy Kollek had told him about the possibility of receiving
US$5 million from a US government grant or even from Jews abroad
to begin practical work on the refugee resettlement project. At this
meeting the committee decided to bring to Foreign Minister Sharett
the following summary:
• ‘It is necessary to secure a fund of at least one million pounds
sterling for the initial action’;
• ‘the action must be carried out by a non-governmental
committee, which would be appointed by the Foreign Minister.
We propose the four of us [as members], in addition to Teddy
Kollek’;
• ‘the committee would be authorised to implement actions, after
bringing them for the approval of the Foreign Minister only’;
• ‘we are recommending that the committee be subordinate to
the JNF and it should appear as such to the Arabs and others’;
• ‘the first amount [required] for starting the negotiation should
be immediately fixed at 50,000 Israeli lira. This amount would
be made available by the JNF at the expense of the
[government] treasury’;
• ‘the action would be in three directions: a) the rehabilitation
of one of the villages of the Hebron mountain [in the West
Bank]. We are talking about ‘Ajur [village]; b) the purchase of
lands from owners who live in villages situated in the Jordanian
border region [the West Bank], and whose lands are located in
Israel; c) the resettlement of one village in Libya.’85
The resettlement of one village in Libya was supposed to be the
beginning of an operation to transfer and resettle tens of thousands
of Palestinian refugees in that country.
More discussions on the refugee resettlement scheme followed.
On the morning of 21 May 1956 a meeting was held in the Foreign
Ministry’s office in Jerusalem, which was attended by Sharett, Eshkol,
Weitz, Danin, Palmon, Kollek, Tzuckerman, Divon, and Reuven
Shiloah, Israeli Minister Plenipotentiary in Washington. Sharett
opened the discussion by saying that they had already been
discussing the subject for two years without getting into action:
Now since the action has been approved by the Prime Minister
[Ben-Gurion] and there is money, it is necessary to begin work –
which is investigating the possibilities of working with those who
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have political and organisational capability among Arab refugees
to solve the refugee problem [through resettlement schemes].86
Eshkol, on the other hand, described the financial situation of the
state of Israel as ‘catastrophic’ – a situation which made it very
difficult to allocate funds for such resettlement projects. Teddy Kollek
suggested putting pressure on the Americans to increase their grant
aid by US$5 million, which would be devoted to refugee resettlement.
Sharett thought that Israel should aim at getting half of the amount
suggested by Kollek from the Americans. However, when Weitz asked
for US$1 million to be immediately allocated by the Israeli
government to begin work on the project, Eshkol accepted this and
it was decided to bring the matter before the government for formal
approval. Following this, the discussion moved on to the methods
by which the ‘new committee’ in charge of the refugee resettlement
scheme would work, after being officially appointed by the Foreign
Minister.87 The new ‘refugee committee’, which was officially
appointed by Sharett on 30 May 1956, was headed by Weitz and
included Palmon, Tzuckerman, Danin, and Kollek. Divon was also
asked by Sharett to participate in the committee’s meetings. In his
letter of appointment, Sharett wrote to Weitz that the role of the
committee was:
• to investigate practical possibilities regarding liquidating the
claims of Arab refugees from Israel, individually and
collectively, whether by payment of compensation for their
lands, or by arrangement of their resettlement in other
countries, or by both means;
• to submit plans for these resettlements;
• to implement the same plans which the government would
approve through the Foreign Ministry.88
Weitz, Danin, Tzuckerman, Palmon, Divon, Eliyahu Sasson,
Israel’s ambassador to Italy (Libya’s former colonial ruler), and (to
some extent) Kollek, worked together for several years until 1958
to bring the Libyan–North African plan to fruition. Their efforts
included numerous hours of secret meetings to raise money for the
purchase of Libyan agricultural land from Italian colonial settlers
who had returned to Italy. This land, situated in the provinces of
Tripoli and Cyrenaica, was to be provided to Palestinian refugees
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who agreed to farm it with the help of Libyan workers. Danin wrote
in his autobiography:
The initial investigation I carried out revealed [the area] in question
was sandy land [occupied by former Italian settlers], and it seemed
to me that it would be possible to grow on it peanuts on a large
scale, and especially at that time since the Chinese had stopped
exporting peanuts to Europe and a big shortage of this commodity
had been created.89
Danin added that he conceived this project before the discovery of
oil in Libya and envisaged the possibility of resettling permanently
thousands of refugees within the scheme. According to Danin, a
secret agreement was reached with ministers in the Libyan
government to the effect that prospective Palestinian settlers in Libya
would be allowed one Palestinian worker with his family for every
five Libyan workers they employed. In the initial stage of this project
Danin and his team envisaged the transfer of 300 Palestinian
agricultural experts and their families from Jordan to Libya. These
candidates would be refugees who had abandoned properties in
Israel. Also according to Danin, a secret tacit agreement was reached
with the Jordanian authorities that these Palestinian candidates
would be allowed to leave the country via Syria, and a similar tacit
agreement was reached with the Lebanese authorities to allow
prospective Palestinian settlers to pass through Lebanon and sail
through its ports to Libya.90 Danin wrote in his autobiography:
This whole operation involved enormous efforts of persuasion of
people in Jordan, Libya and Lebanon and obtaining their consent.
Within the framework of the operation English Jews, who did not
have Jewish names, were persuaded to act for the promotion of
the project in Libya. At an advanced stage of the dealings we
registered a limited company for development and construction,
with the help of a Jewish lawyer from Geneva. The financing was
supposed to come from two sources: from the country [Israel] and
rich Jews in the USA, including those who had oil business in
Libya. We arranged with an insurance company that all the
[Palestinian] settlers in Libya would be given life insurance; we
would pay the premium, while the company would put at our
disposal an advance payment from the amounts to which the
insured would be entitled in the future. The candidates for
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resettlement in Libya undertook to give up their claims for
compensation from the government of Israel in the future.91
It is hard to establish the truth about these claims of secret tacit
agreements with the Jordanian and Lebanese authorities in
connection with the Libyan scheme. What is clear, however, is that
Danin, Palmon, Weitz, and other colleagues exerted a great deal of
effort in promoting this plan. Moreover, from Danin’s explanations
it seems that those Palestinian refugees in Jordan who had agreed to
become candidates for the Libyan scheme did not know that the
whole project was orchestrated by senior Israeli officials with the
assistance of Zionist Jews from England (such as British Zionist author
Jon Kimche92), Switzerland and other Western countries. On Sunday
17 June 1956 the new ‘refugee committee’ met in Jerusalem with the
participation of Danin, Weitz, Kollek, Tzuckerman, and Shmuel
Divon, to discuss the Libyan project. Palmon reported on his dealings
with Arab collaborators in London and gave
details on his conversation with the [Arab?] envoy who will go
out there [to Libya] in order to arrange that permission be given
to a number of [Palestinian] families [in Libya] to bring relatives
and relatives of relatives to settle there, in such a way that they
would join 75–100 [Palestinian] clans [expected to settle in
Libya].93
According to Weitz’s diary, Palmon reported that it was
possible to obtain from the Prime Minister there [in Libya]
permission for four to five Palestinian families, who settled in Libya
and occupy posts in the government, to bring their relatives and
the relatives of their relatives to settle there. In this way
resettlement of former Palestinian Arabs would be established there
... and this is an opening for the development of Palestinian
resettlement in Libya.94
Shortly before Sharett’s resignation as Foreign Minister he met
Finance Minister Eshkol and the head of the ‘refugee committee’,
Weitz, on 21 June 1956. At this meeting Weitz’s proposal to allocate
US$1 million dollars for the Libyan scheme was approved in
principle,95 although a formal approval by the Israeli government
was still required. In early July Golda Meir (a Mapai leader who
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subsequently became Prime Minister) succeeded Sharett as Foreign
Minister and, according to Danin, ‘she encouraged us and even
obtained the consent of David Ben-Gurion for the continuation of
this exceptionally extraordinary and dangerous experiment [the
Libyan project], although he [Ben-Gurion] doubted its feasibility.’96
Ben-Gurion did approve of the Libyan project, although he had a
great deal of scepticism about its practicability. Eminently a realist,
Ben-Gurion believed that there was a limit to what Israel could do in
terms of resettling Palestinian refugees in Arab countries.
Furthermore, when Weitz came to see the Prime Minister on 4
October 1956 and asked him why the government was not doing
enough to implement the proposals submitted by the ‘refugee
committee’, Ben-Gurion replied that the money needed for such a
project was not available because much of the government’s budget
was spent on the purchase of weapons.97 This meeting took place
on the eve of the tripartite Israeli–British–French attack on Egypt and
the remark of Ben-Gurion, who was also Defence Minister, about the
money spent on weapons seems to point to his preoccupation with
the impending 1956 war.
The prospects for the Libyan scheme succeeding were dimmed by
political developments in the Middle East between 1954 and 1958.
However, according to Danin, what really aborted the plan was
sudden and unsuspected publicity. The revelations about the plan
and its source of financing occurred in 1958 while Danin and Palmon
were in Italy seeking to register the transfer of the first 100,000
dunums from the control of former Italian settlers in the Tripoli
region to Zionist control.98 At that time, the operation, which until
then had been kept strictly confidential, was leaked to an Israeli
journalist, who treated it as a journalistic scoop and passed it to the
Sunday Times in London, and to Ma‘ariv and Lamerhav in Israel. The
whole operation collapsed as a result of this leak. Danin wrote: ‘our
men in Libya were immediately persecuted by the men of the Mufti
[Haj Amin al-Husayni], and some of them were detained and
tortured.’ In summing up his efforts Danin wrote that, although the
actual implementation of the project – the transfer of Palestinian
refugees from Jordan and their resettlement in Libya – had not been
tested, there was no certainty that it would have succeeded even had
the whole operation remained confidential and the leakage to the
press not occurred.99 One might also add that, judging by the fact
that those very few Israeli Arab citizens who were enticed to Libya
then insisted on returning to Israel,100 this scheme was doomed to
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failure as far as persuading a substantial number of Israeli-Palestinians
to leave for Libya was concerned.
The collapse of the Libyan project did not bring an end to the
efforts by Israeli Foreign Ministry officials to try to ‘dissolve’ the
refugee problem and disperse the refugees throughout the interior
of the Arab world through economic means, employment projects
and resettlement schemes. Moreover, the Libyan scheme would
resurface ten years later, after the Israeli occupation of the West Bank
and the Gaza Strip, in conversations and correspondence between
Danin, then retired from the Foreign Ministry, and Yitzhak Rabin,
then Israel’s ambassador to Washington. Rabin and Danin appear to
have discussed in 1968 the idea of ‘infiltrating’ skilled Palestinians
– refugees and otherwise – from the West Bank and Gaza to Libya,
who would then attract Palestinian refugee emigration to that
country, resulting in the thinning-out of the teeming refugee camps
in the Gaza Strip and the West Bank.101
DURING THE 1956–7 OCCUPATION OF THE GAZA STRIP AND
SINAI
On 29 October 1956 the Israelis invaded the Gaza Strip and Sinai, as
part of the tripartite attack on Egypt, holding both areas for four
months before strong international, and especially US–Soviet,
pressure eventually forced them to evacuate both areas. Originally,
the Israelis had every intention of staying in what their government
considered to be an integral part of the Land of Israel. Foreign
Minister Golda Meir told a Mapai Party rally on 10 November 1956
that ‘the Gaza Strip is an integral part of Israel.’102 However, when
the Israeli army captured the Gaza Strip in early November 1956,
Prime Minister Ben-Gurion was clearly disappointed about the
demographic outcome of the war: the vast majority of the refugees
and other residents in the Strip stayed put.103 Of the then 300,000
inhabitants of the Gaza Strip, 215,000 were listed as refugees,
occupying eight vast refugee camps. The Strip had nearly one-fourth
of the total of about 900,000 Arab refugees from historic Palestine.
During the short-lived occupation of 1956–7 a secret committee
composed of senior Israeli officials was set up by Ben-Gurion to
consider proposals for resettling elsewhere hundreds of thousands
of refugees from the Gaza Strip. Little is known about the ideas put
forward by this committee, which was headed by ‘Ezra Danin, who,
at the same time, was deeply involved in the Libyan resettlement
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scheme. In a letter dated 10 December 1956 to Eliyahu Sasson, Israel’s
ambassador to Italy (who was at the time involved in the scheme of
purchasing the lands of former Italian settlers in Libya for
resettlement of Palestinian refugees in that country), Danin explained
that the Prime Minister had appointed the committee and that
Finance Minister Levi Eshkol had approved the allocation of financial
resources for the work to be carried out by the committee whose
members would be Haim Gvati (Director-General of the Ministry of
Agriculture and later Minister of Agriculture), Yitzhak Levi (Secretary
General of the Prime Minister’s Office), Yitzhak ‘Elam (DirectorGeneral of the Ministry of Labour), Shmuel Divon (Ben-Gurion’s
advisor on Arab affairs), and Ra‘anan Weitz (Yosef Weitz’s son,
Director-General of the Jewish Agency’s Land Settlement
Department).104 It is not clear whether there was any direct link
between this committee and Danin’s Libyan scheme. Only patchy
information is available about the Israeli intention to relocate and
resettle Palestinian refugees from the Gaza Strip during this short
period. Yosef Nahmani, the Jewish National Fund’s senior executive
in Galilee, wrote to his senior colleague Yosef Weitz (who was also a
member of the Israeli team of senior officials working on the Libyan
resettlement plan), on 22 December 1956:
You certainly know that a committee headed by ‘Ezra Danin is
considering proposals to resettle the refugees of Gaza. If Gaza
remains in Israeli hands together with its refugees this would put
a great burden on the economic development and security of
Israel. ... Your absence denies the Jewish National Fund representation on the committee.105
The official Israeli position had always been that there could be no
return of the Palestinian refugees to Israeli territory, and that the
only solution to the problem lay in their resettlement in the Arab
states or elsewhere. If Israel intended to annex the Gaza Strip late in
1956, the official Israeli reasoning was that a solution had to be found
to the critical refugee problem. Indeed, the idea of relocating the
refugees residing in the Strip to the Sinai Peninsula was raised in
internal debates. For instance, on 23 December 1956 Premier BenGurion cut short a cabinet session in Jerusalem in order to have a
lunch meeting with President Yitzhak Ben-Tzvi and his wife Rahel
Yanait. The latter was a prominent Mapai leader, who subsequently
joined the Whole Land of Israel Movement advocating the
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annexation of the West Bank and the Gaza Strip to Israel. The
conversation at the presidential residence in Jerusalem on 23
December, which focused on the future of the Gaza Strip and the
Sinai Peninsula, contained the following exchange between the Prime
Minister and Rahel Yanait.
Ben-Gurion: ‘We will hold on to Gaza. However we have no need
of the 300 thousand refugees, it would be better for UNRWA to
deal with them.’
Rahel Yanait: ‘You should propose a constructive settlement.’
Ben-Gurion: ‘These things are abstracts. Would you suggest the
resettlement of the refugees of Gaza in Israel?’
Rahel Yanait: ‘We would settle them in El ‘Arish [in Sinai].’
Ben-Gurion: ‘Do you know that in 1920 an expedition went to
investigate whether or not El ‘Arish was suitable for [Jewish]
settlement and the conclusion was negative. How would we settle
them in El ‘Arish if the land is not suitable?’
Rahel Yanait: ‘But things have changed since. Today there are new
and modern methods for discovering water and improving the
soil.’ (see note 106)
Rahel Yanait and the President were also trying to persuade BenGurion not to yield to US President Eisenhower’s pressure and
evacuate the Sinai Peninsula. An implied threat by the United States
of economic sanctions against Israel had already forced Premier BenGurion to agree to withdraw from Sinai when a United Nations force
moved into the Suez Canal zone. Ben-Gurion, on the other hand,
replied to Ben-Tzvi and Rahel Yanait that Israel could not fight two
superpowers – the United States and the Soviet Union – and therefore
would be forced to evacuate Sinai. However, he still regarded Gaza as
part of the Jewish ‘homeland’ and wanted, he said, to hold on to the
Gaza Strip.106 Judging by his past record before and during 1948 and
his previous vigorous advocacy of Palestinian population transfer to
Transjordan and Iraq, it seems that Ben-Gurion’s scepticism towards
Yanait’s argument in favour of relocating the refugees from the Gaza
Strip to Sinai had more to do with political realism and the need to
evacuate Sinai in the face of strong US–Soviet pressure, than with
any fundamental rejection of the idea of resettling Palestinian
refugees in Sinai.
The same idea of resettling the refugees residing in the Gaza Strip
was frequently raised by top officials of the Foreign Ministry, which
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at the time was headed by Golda Meir. In his personal diary entry
for 20 November 1956, former Foreign Minister Moshe Sharett cited
a cable sent to him in India by Walter Eytan, Director General of the
Foreign Ministry. Eytan explained in his cable that ‘the problem of
the refugees [in Gaza] is very pressing ... there is a need now for more
far-reaching actions with the aim of ensuring the future.’ In response
Sharett – who was at the time bitter about having been manoeuvred
out of office by Ben-Gurion and had opposed the occupation of Gaza
largely because of the hundreds of thousands of refugees in it –
recorded in the same entry of his diary his amazement at the content
of Eytan’s cable: ‘What is far-reaching action – the transfer of the
refugees to Iraq or their resettlement in Israel? The two solutions are
impractical’; neither Iraq nor Israel was prepared to accept them.107
Eytan did not explain what he meant by ‘far-reaching actions’, and
it seems that in Jerusalem Ben-Gurion and Golda Meir were
determined to keep Sharett in the dark, mainly because of his known
opposition to the 1956 war. Sharett, on the other hand, felt deceived
and humiliated for not being informed about the impending attack
on Egypt, and this might also explain his amazement at the
suggestion of ‘far-reaching actions’ in connection with the refugees
in Gaza.
About the same time, another senior official of the Foreign
Ministry and Minister plenipotentiary to the Scandinavian countries,
Haim Yahil (later to be Director General of the Foreign Ministry,
1960–64), wrote a secret letter from Stockholm to Walter Eytan in
Jerusalem. He strongly advocated the annexation of the Gaza Strip
to Israel. Yahil at the same time totally rejected a proposal put forward
in Haaretz on 22 November 1956 by Eli‘ezer Livneh, a Mapai
colleague and member of the First and Second Knessets of 1949–55,
calling for the annexation of the Gaza Strip to Israel together with
all its Palestinian residents, including the refugees. Describing
Livneh’s proposal as totally impractical, Yahil instead suggested that
the refugees in the Strip be divided into three groups: the first group
would be resettled in Sinai; the second in Israel, outside the Gaza
Strip; and the third in the Strip itself. No specific figures were
mentioned in Yahil’s proposal as to how many refugees should be
included in each category.108 A month later, Yahil returned to the
same proposal in another secret letter to Eytan, dated 26 December.
After the annexation of the Gaza Strip to Israel, Yahil explained, Israel
would then absorb some of the refugees residing in the Strip ‘and
the rest of them would be resettled in Sinai or some other Arab
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country through the payment of compensation on our part’. No less
important, for Yahil,
a solution to the refugee problem is necessary not only for political
reasons – as our contribution to a resettlement – and humanitarian
reasons, but also for [Jewish] settlement reasons. Here the incorporation of Gaza to Israel would be secure and durable only if
certain Jewish settlement would be also in this area, and how could
we carry out [Jewish] settlement in the area when it is full of
refugee camps.109
In private and internal discussions, senior officials of the Foreign
Ministry and the Prime Minister’s Office, including members of the
committee set up to deal with the Palestinian refugees in the
occupied Gaza Strip, emerged as the strongest advocates of
encouraging the refugees to emigrate from the Gaza Strip to countries
overseas. The same officials also realised that neither Egypt nor Syria
and Iraq had any intention of opening their borders to the masses
of refugees in Gaza. There were three men at the centre of these
discussions: ‘Ezra Danin, a senior advisor on Arab affairs at the
Foreign Ministry and head of the Gaza Strip’s refugee committee;
Shmuel Divon, a member of the same refugee committee and BenGurion’s advisor on Arab affairs; and Ya‘acov Hertzog, the son of the
Chief Rabbi of Israel and a brother of Haim Hertzog, who later
became President of Israel, 1983–93.
During the 1956–7 occupation of Gaza, Ya‘acov Hertzog, in his
official capacity as Israel’s Minister plenipotentiary in Washington,
as well as other officials of the Foreign Ministry in Jerusalem and the
Israeli embassy in Washington, were involved in the efforts to
encourage the emigration of refugees from Gaza to countries overseas,
including the United States and Latin American countries. It is also
inconceivable that Ya‘acov Hertzog’s boss in the Washington
embassy, Abba Eban, Israel’s ambassador to Washington (later to be
Foreign Minister), was not privy to these official efforts, which were
presided over by Walter Eytan and his boss, Foreign Minister Golda
Meir. Gershon Avner, Director of the Foreign Ministry’s US Division,
wrote a secret letter to Hertzog dated 24 January 1957, telling him
about ‘a new attempt to deal with the problem of the refugees’: the
‘rehabilitation’ of Gaza’s refugees through ‘the Intergovernmental
Committee for European Migration (ICEM)’.110 Avner had been the
Director of the Foreign Ministry’s West Europe Division between
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1948 and 1952. (He later became Secretary to the Israeli Cabinet,
1974–7111). In December 1951 the ICEM had been set up on the
initiative of the United States, at a meeting in Brussels in which 16
nations took part, to be ‘responsible for the movement of migrants,
including refugees, for whom arrangements could be made with the
governments of the countries concerned’. In his letter to Hertzog,
Avner explained that ‘Ezra Danin was enthusiastic about this plan
which fits in with Israel’s effort to move a number of refugees to
resettle permanently, in the hope that this example would activate
others [refugees to emigrate].’
Avner added:
As is known, we are prepared to pay compensation to refugees
exploiting this possibility. Assuming that it is possible to reach an
agreement with the ICEM, there will be a need for a gentle
whispering activity initially in order to move a number of families
to take this road, but it is still early [to know whether this would
work].
The key to success, according to Avner, was to secure the support of
the US representative on the ICEM and his government’s influence
on this organisation. Avner also suggested that the Israeli embassy in
Washington should discuss exploiting these ideas to the full.112 At
this stage the Israeli government was still insisting that under no circumstances could it agree to the return of Egypt to the Gaza Strip.
A few weeks later Moshe Bartur, Director of the Economic Division
of the Foreign Ministry (and later to become ambassador to the UN
Europe Bureau), wrote a strictly secret memorandum dated 10
February 1957 (copies were sent to three officials of the Ministry:
Y. Hertzog; Arthur Lourie, Deputy Director General of the Foreign
Ministry and a member of the Israeli delegation to the UN General
Assembly; and Yosef Teko‘ah, later to be ambassador to the UN),
suggesting the following:
Since we are determined to stay in the Strip in one way or
another, we have in fact taken responsibility for the 200,000
refugees. It cannot be assumed that we would be able to cause
their departure except through an orderly process of resettlement
in and outside Israel. For the sake of that we need the assistance
of the UN and USA.
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In order to achieve this aim, Bartur went on, the Israeli administration in the Strip should assume joint responsibility with UNRWA for
the refugees in Gaza (an Israeli–UN ‘condominium’, in his words)
and set up an international committee, the composition of which
would remain private, for working out a final solution to the problem
through resettlement. Bartur did not specify how many refugees
would be resettled in the Gaza Strip after its annexation by Israel or
how many of them would be resettled overseas.113
By March 1957, Israel, under intense international pressure, was
preparing to withdraw from Gaza. Reporting to the Knesset on 7
March, Ben-Gurion stressed that under any administration ‘the Gaza
Strip would be a source of trouble as long as the refugees had not
been resettled elsewhere.’114 By this stage, the United Nations agreed
to station an emergency force (UNEF) between Israel and Egypt in
the Gaza Strip.
On 12 March 1957, shortly before Israel was forced to evacuate
the Strip, the US Division of the Foreign Ministry received an undated
memorandum addressed to Ya‘acov Hertzog from Yehuda Harry
Levine, a counsellor at the Israeli embassy in Washington who was
also in charge of information, suggesting that a unilateral, practical,
and dramatic measure should be undertaken by Israel that would
demonstrate that the Arab leaders were deliberately preventing a
solution to the Palestinian refugee problem. Israeli official claims
had always been that the refugee problem was not created by Israel;
that most Arab countries intentionally left the refugees in the squalor
of miserable refugee camps so they could use them as a political and
propaganda weapon in their struggle with Israel. The Oxfordeducated Levine, who had been Director of the English Propaganda
Department of the Jewish National Fund and subsequently became
Director of the Information Department of the Foreign Ministry and
ambassador to Denmark, explained that he had just met the editor
of Harper’s magazine, John Fisher, who had expressed an opinion in
favour of a similar proposal. According to Levine, Fisher assumed
that for the first time since 1948 the refugees in Gaza were now free
of pressure from Arab leaders, and consequently, as a first step and
gesture of goodwill, Israel should offer compensation to a number
of refugees in Gaza (he mentioned 5,000 people) that would enable
their relocation to and resettlement in other countries, with the UN’s
assistance.115 In May 1949, during the last stage of the Palestinian
refugee exodus, Harper’s magazine had published an article by Eliahu
Ben-Horin, a Zionist Revisionist publicist and advocate of Arab
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population transfer since the early 1940s, entitled ‘From Palestine to
Israel’. The then editor of Harper’s noted that in an earlier article in
the magazine’s December 1944 issue, Ben-Horin had advocated a
plan that at the time ‘looked far-fetched ... that the Arabs of Palestine
be transferred to Iraq and resettled there. Now, with thousands of
Arab refugees from Palestine facing a dismal future, the transfer idea
appears to be a likely bet ... in view of the sound character of Mr.
Ben-Horin’s earlier judgements and prophecies, we feel we can bank
on his word about present-day Israel: “It works.”’116
Two days later, on 14 March 1957, another senior Israeli official,
Hanan Bar-On (later to become Consul General in Ethiopia), wrote
a secret letter to Ya‘acov Hertzog and Shmuel Divon containing the
following:
Following through our conversation, the outlines of the plan for
encouraging emigration of refugees from the [Gaza] Strip are as
follows:
• the setting-up of an organisation in the United States or
Latin America, whose aim is to encourage the emigration
of refugees to countries of the world, including countries of
the American continent, without becoming involved in the
political problems of the Middle East;
• the organisation must be based first of all on the leaders of
Arab migrants in Latin America and the United States;
however, this could also include in it other elements, such
as Christian clergy and perhaps even Jewish factors who are
not publicly known as distinguished sympathisers of Israel
(Lessing Rosenwald?);117
• the organisation should operate on a scale similar to that of
HIAS [the Hebrew Sheltering and Immigrant Aid Society]
and the JOINT [American Jewish Joint Distribution
Committees] in the years before the Second World War; that
is to say, it should not only try to concern itself with the
matter of financing emigration as such, but first of all
conduct negotiations with governments and various bodies
in the world to find absorption places in various countries.
The proposed body should operate as a political body based
on humanitarian principles, without pretending to represent
the refugees or any other Middle Eastern community. In
addition to this the body should work in order to bring about
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the emigration of refugees without religious distinction, in
spite of the fact that most of the activists of the organisation
would, undoubtedly, naturally be Christians;
• Notwithstanding that the financing of the first steps of such
an organisation would, undoubtedly, have to come from
our own sources, it is possible to assume that it would be
possible when the time comes to finance the lion’s share of
the organisational expenditures with the help of various
fund-raising appeals. Clearly this could not include the
actual costs of rehabilitating the refugees in their new
countries of residence, but perhaps it would be possible to
find solutions for this in the framework of UNRWA;
• Despite the fact that the proposed organisation should be
based first of all on Arab elements, the action of organising
and guidance must, undoubtedly, be made by Israeli and
Jewish bodies and personalities jointly, of course with
adequate camouflage and concealment.
In summing up the outlines of his proposed plan, Bar-On wrote:
The above are only a few initial thoughts, and it is possible, no
doubt, to find impractical flaws in them, but it seems to me that
the central idea, that is to say, the setting up of an organisation
which would attempt by various means to persuade governments
to open their borders for emigration, even if limited, is likely to
give us not insignificant advantages in the sphere of our dealing
with the refugee problem in general and the Arab refugees in
particular.118
In the same month in which Israel was forced to evacuate the Gaza
Strip, Danin, the head of the official committee set up to consider the
resettlement of the Gaza refugees, complained in a letter to David
Shaltiel, Israel’s ambassador to Brazil, that ‘it was possible to operate
a great deal in Gaza, but we did not receive permission and money
for it.’119 Perhaps, because the 1956–7 occupation was short-lived
and uncertain, the Israeli goal of dispersing the refugees under their
control through relocation and resettlement schemes was not
prosecuted vigorously. After the withdrawal from Sinai and the Gaza
Strip, Danin and other Foreign Ministry officials were back dealing
with the Libyan scheme. The Israeli goal of dispersing and resettling
the hundreds of thousands of refugees residing in the Strip
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(constituting over three-quarters of the Strip’s population) indeed
would remain constant for many years to come.
It is clear that these official, though secret, Israeli schemes of the
1950s ended in failure. However, they are significant in the sense of
showing how the Israelis wanted to remove the refugee problem from
the centre of the Arab–Israeli conflict and remove the possibility of
Palestinian return in the future. These schemes also constituted a
background against which other Israeli schemes were attempted by
the governments of Eshkol and Golda Meir in the aftermath of the
conquest of the West Bank and Gaza Strip in June 1967. Faced with
what they termed a ‘demographic problem’ and the existence of
hundreds of thousands of refugees in the occupied territories, the
governments of Eshkol and Meir (both were involved in the schemes
of the 1950s) operated a plan (see below) between the summer of
1967 and 1970 that was aimed at the thinning-out of the population
of the refugee camps, particularly in Gaza.
RESETTLEMENT SCHEMES SINCE 1967
Since 1967 official Israeli attitudes towards the Palestinian refugees
have remained tied to the classical position established soon after
1948, with Labour showing only marginally more flexibility on the
issue than the Likud.120 After 1967 Israeli resettlement schemes in
the West Bank and Gaza Strip were viewed by many of their advocates
as a method of facilitating and consolidating Israeli control over the
newly acquired territories. However, these schemes were not
universally backed by all factions within the ruling Labour coalition
and there was a marked hesitancy (for a variety of reasons which will
be explained below) towards refugee resettlement schemes within
the borders of the territories occupied by Israel in 1967, especially
within the biggest faction of Mapai which publicly advocated international cooperation to solve the refugee problem. Moreover, while
influential right-wing factions within the government, such Rafi
(Israel Workers List) and the Mifdal (National Religious Party), called
publicly for the encouragement of emigration of refugees from the
West Bank and Gaza as a solution to the problem,121 the dovish
Mapam party supported resettlement schemes as a genuine attempt
to improve the living conditions of refugees, without, as its leaders
suggested, undermining the refugees’ basic rights to the return of
property in Israel and the obtaining of humanitarian assistance from
the United Nations Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA).122
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After the 1967 war Israel was confronted with a major problem,
finding itself in control of about 600,000 refugees in the West Bank
and Gaza Strip. By 1984 two-thirds of the 650,00 inhabitants of the
Gaza Strip were registered with the UNRWA as refugees. By 1990 37
per cent, or 817,000, of the total registered Palestinian refugee
population were living under Israeli occupation in the West Bank
and Gaza Strip; 41 per cent of the 817,000 (339,000), lived in the
refugee camps of the West Bank and Gaza.123 After 1967 Israeli leaders
realised that the refugee communities in the West Bank and the Gaza
Strip presented in more than one way the most serious problem for
Israel. The refugee camps were (and still are) the most overcrowded
parts of the West Bank and Gaza and were therefore the most difficult
parts to control. Furthermore, because the refugees did not accept
their sojourn in the territories as an indefinite one, Israeli leaders
saw a greater long-term challenge from the refugees than from the
indigenous population. Against this backdrop the Israeli attempts to
encourage the emigration and resettlement elsewhere of Palestinian
refugees living under occupation were inevitable. However, as
emigration of refugees from the West Bank and Gaza Strip did not
meet the expectations of the Israeli authorities, Israeli resettlement
schemes in these areas still reflected a continuity of policy, aimed at
dispersing refugees in an attempt to remove them from the centre of
the Arab–Israeli conflict and weaken their collective identity and
perceived militancy.
During the early years of occupation, a wide-ranging debate on
the future of Palestinian refugees under Israeli control was conducted
openly in the Knesset. Furthermore, Israeli (official and semi-official)
proposals to solve the refugee problem ranged over a wide area:
opposition to any form of resettlement of refugees in the West Bank
and Gaza; the wholesale transfer of refugees from the Gaza Strip
camps and resettlement in West Bank villages and towns and in north
Sinai; improvements to the living and housing conditions in refugee
camps combined with the permanent resettlement of refugees where
they lived, while encouraging their full and permanent integration
into the general life of the West Bank and Gaza; voluntary and partial
resettlement schemes backed by financial inducements; compulsory
resettlement schemes designed and forcibly implemented by the
Israeli army as a counter-insurgency measure.124 In essence, the range
of proposals and plans put forward reflected a continuation of pre1967 policy, although the main thrust of Israel’s resettlement effort
was directed towards the Gaza Strip – a region which (according to
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the original proposals of the Allon Plan) was supposed to be annexed
to Israel.
In the early days of occupation, encouragement of Palestinian
emigration particularly from the densely populated refugee camps
of the Gaza Strip by the Israeli authorities was reported early on in
the foreign press. The New York Times of 26 August 1967 reported
that each day for the last two weeks some 500 residents had left the
Gaza Strip, adding that ‘any reduction in Gaza area’s population is
a benefit to everyone in Israel’s view.’ Several months later, The
Observer (London) reported on 17 December 1967:
The opportunity of reprisals on security grounds has been taken
to hasten the departure of more people from the West Bank and
the Gaza Strip and to prevent the return of those who had fled.
The Israeli authorities believe that whatever the eventual political
status of the Gaza Strip, the refugees there should be moved
elsewhere.125
The Observer of 28 January 1968 also reported: ‘It is estimated that
between 30,00 and 35,000 people have left the [Gaza] Strip as a result
of the measures taken by the Israeli authorities.’ Ironically most of
these people were forced into exile by Israel for the second time.
(i) The Israeli Cabinet Discussions of 15–19 June 1967
Within a fortnight after the seizure of the West Bank and the Gaza
Strip, the Israeli Cabinet headed by Prime Minister Levi Eshkol
convened for a number of secret meetings, held between 15 and 19
June 1967, to discuss, inter alia, what to do with the Palestinian
refugee communities under Israeli control. In the 1950s Eshkol had
been personally involved in several Israeli schemes designed to
resettle Palestinian refugees in Arab countries. The official transcript
of the June 1967 meetings remains secret. However, according to
private diaries kept by Ya‘acov Hertzog, who was at the time Director
General of the Prime Minister’s Office, both Finance Minister Pinhas
Sapir and Foreign Minister Abba Eban called at these meetings for
the relocation and resettlement of the Palestinian refugees residing
in the West Bank and Gaza in neighbouring Arab countries. These
discussions at cabinet level were revealed for the first time in June
1987 by the Israeli researcher Meir Avidan,126 and were also reported
by the Israeli journalists Yossi Melman and Dan Raviv in February
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1988.127 Relying on Avidan’ research, Melman and Raviv pointed
out that at these meetings that
sentiment seemed to favour Deputy Prime Minister Yigal Allon’s
proposal that Palestinian refugees be transported to the Sinai Desert
and that Palestinians should be persuaded to move abroad.
According to Hertzog’s notes, Allon complained at the meeting of
15 June: ‘We do not do enough among the Arabs to encourage
emigration.’128 At the same meeting Menahem Begin, then minister
without portfolio and later Prime Minister (1977–83), recommended
the demolition of the refugee camps and the resettlement of their
residents in El ‘Arish in Sinai, which had been captured from
Egypt.129 Begin’s proposal was also supported by the Labour leader
and Minister of Transport Moshe Carmel at the discussions of 17–19
June 1967.130
Avidan also revealed that the ministerial defence committee
decided on 15 June 1967 to adopt the following policy line regarding
the Palestinian refugees under Israeli control:
Israel will demand from the Arab countries and the superpowers
to start preparing an elementary plan to solve the refugee problem,
which would include the resettlement of refugees in Iraq, Syria,
(Egypt?), Algeria, Morocco, Jordan, and other countries (in the
presentation of this demand emphasis will be made on the fact of
population exchange, i.e., that the resettlement of the Palestinian
refugees in Arab countries will come in exchange for the Jews who
left Arab countries for Israel.131
In fact, about the same time, a special ministerial committee was set
up to look into ways of solving the refugee problem.132 In the same
context Yosef Weitz, former head of the Jewish National Fund’s
Settlement Department, recorded in his diary: ‘instructions were
given by the [Eshkol government] to [a group] of experts to work out
a plan’ for relocating the Gaza refugees to the West Bank and the
East Bank (in Jordan) and resettling them there.133 In July 1967 Prime
Minister Eshkol appointed Ra‘anan Weitz, then director of the Jewish
Agency’s Rural Settlement Department, to head a team of 120
advisors, Arabists and technical experts (including several senior
professors from the Hebrew University of Jerusalem), who were
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entrusted with the task of working out various practical solutions to
the problem of Palestinian refugees in the West Bank and the Gaza
Strip.134 During the short-lived occupation of 1956–7 Ra‘anan Weitz
(himself a Labour Party man), had served on a secret committee
composed of senior Israeli officials, which had been set up by the
Israeli government to consider proposals for resettling elsewhere
hundreds of thousands of refugees from the Gaza Strip. Two years
later, in 1969, Weitz submitted a detailed plan to the Israeli
government for the transfer of 50,000 refugees from the Gaza Strip
and their resettlement in El ‘Arish in north Sinai. However, this plan,
which was designed to contribute to other efforts aimed at the
thinning-out of the teeming refugee camps in Gaza, never reached
the stage of implementation, possibly because of the difficulties the
Israeli authorities had encountered in their previous attempts to
relocate large numbers of Gaza refugees to Sinai.135
Within the ruling Labour coalition members of the right-wing Rafi
faction were among the leading figures opposing refugee resettlement
within the borders of the territories occupied by Israel in 1967;
voluntary emigration of refugees was seen as a solution to the
problem. Rafi argued that a solution to the territories’ refugee
problem should be carried out through an ‘exchange of population’
between Sephardic Jews who had emigrated to Israel from Arab
countries and Palestinian refugees residing in the West Bank and
Gaza.136 Further evidence as to the kind of solution the leaders of
Rafi had in mind during those days was provided by Defence Minister
Moshe Dayan, who, a few weeks after the Cabinet discussions of June
1967, stated publicly that the refugees should be encouraged to move
across the Jordan River to Jordan and resettled there.137 In the
following year Dayan, while reviewing the political situation in the
occupied territories at a meeting of the Secretariat of his party Rafi,
talked about ‘encouraging the transfer of the Gaza Strip refugees to
Jordan’.138 However, this policy line seemed to have been abandoned
several years later, primarily because there was no evidence to suggest
that either Jordan or any other Arab country was prepared to accept
such a course of action. Dayan himself, writing eleven years later in
his book Living with the Bible, explained that ‘all the proposals put
forward by Israel to transfer them [the refugees] to other countries
and rehabilitate them there [in Arab countries], were rejected by their
Arab leaders.’139
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(ii) Resettlement in the Jordan Valley
Yosef Weitz, former head of the Jewish National Fund’s Land
Department and a leading Zionist proponent of ‘transfer’ with
experience in dealing with the ‘Arab problem’ spanning four decades,
realised immediately after the war that the ‘Arab problem’ had
acquired a new quality. On 29 September 1967 he published an article
in Davar in which he quoted his 1940 proposal to transfer all the
Palestinians, and urged the public to consider the notion in the wake
of the new conquests. The article was based on a six-page
memorandum written by Weitz 12 days earlier,140 and possibly
submitted to the Israeli government for consideration.
Amongst ourselves it must be clear that there is no room for both
peoples in this country. ... With Arab transferring the country will
be wide-open for us. And with the Arabs staying the country will
be narrow and restricted ... the only solution is the Land of Israel,
or at least the Western Land of Israel [i.e., the whole of Palestine],
without Arabs. The Zionist work ... must come all simultaneously
in the manner of redemption (here is the meaning of the
Messianic idea); the only way is to transfer the Arabs from here
to neighbouring countries, all of them, except perhaps Bethlehem,
Nazareth, and old Jerusalem. Not a single village or a single tribe
must be left. And the transfer must be done through their
absorption in Iraq and Syria and even in Transjordan. For that
goal money will be found and even a lot of money. And only then
will the country be able to absorb millions of Jews. ... There is no
other solution.141
From this perspective, Weitz explained in his Davar article, a
solution of ‘transfer’ was advocated in the early 1940s and was
supported by Berl Katznelson,142 Yitzhak Volcani143 and Menahem
Ussishkin,144 and ‘investigations were undertaken to put this concept
into effect.’145 Weitz argued that ‘any suggestion for the settlement
of the liberated territories (the West Bank and Gaza Strip) must be
subjected necessarily to a definite policy which addresses and solves
three fundamental problems rendered more acute’ by the June war:
regional security, the demographic problem and the ‘resettlement of
the refugees’.
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[As to] the demographic problem, there are some who assume that
non-Jewish population, even in high percentage, can be more
effectively under our surveillance if it is within our boundaries,
and there are some who assume the contrary. ... The author of this
article tends to support the second assumption and has an
additional argument to support his position: the need to sustain
the character of the state, which will henceforth and obviously in
the near future be Jewish, by the majority of its inhabitants, with
a non-Jewish minority limited to 15%.146
Early on, Israeli leaders realised that the refugee communities in the
West Bank and Gaza147 in more than one way presented the most
serious problem for Israel. The refugee camps were (and still are) the
most overcrowded parts of the territories, and are therefore the most
difficult parts to control. In addition, because the refugees did not
accept their sojourn in the territories as an indefinite one, Israeli
leaders saw a greater long-term challenge from the refugees than
from the indigenous population. In his Davar article, Weitz referred
to a memorandum drawn up by ‘Ezra Danin, Zalman Lifschitz and
himself (all members of the Israeli government Transfer Committee
of 1948) called ‘Memorandum On Settlement of the Arab Refugees’,
and dated October 1948, ‘the composition of which was preceded
by investigations, surveys and research based on data considered
reliable at the time’.148 In 1967 Weitz believed that ‘the logical and
possible way of rehabilitating the refugees in the Arab countries is
blocked by their rulers, and will be blocked for a long time to come;
with no alternative the way leads, at least initially’, to the West Bank
side of the Jordan Valley. In this region the arable lands could be
increased by means of desalination and some of the refugees could
be settled there. However, for Weitz, the solution for too many
residents in the territories’ refugee camps remained transfer. Although
willing to cede some of the heavily populated regions of the territories
to Jordan, Weitz argued that forestalling the Arab ‘demographic
problem ... should consider as an essential action towards the
solution of the refugee problem making financial assistance available
to families who are prepared to emigrate to countries outside the
Arab world. Every financial investment in these [transfer] activities
will be of great blessing to our state today and in the future.’149
It should be pointed out that not everyone in Israel was satisfied
merely with financial incentives and encouragement of the kind
proposed by Weitz. An opinion poll carried out three weeks after the
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1967 victory showed 28 per cent of the Israeli Jewish electorate in
favour of expelling the Palestinian citizens of Israel, and 22 per cent
favouring expulsion of Palestinians from the occupied territories.150
In a way Weitz’s practical and usually discreet approach to Arab
transfer activities characterised the pragmatism of Labour Zionism
and its handling of this very prickly and explosive issue. Although
in 1940 he had advocated ‘total’ Arab removal from the whole of
Palestine, in 1967 he opted for ‘partial’ transfer. It is likely that four
decades of immersion in the attempts to implement secret plans
of Arab transfer taught Weitz to take pragmatic constraints into
consideration, including opposition among the Palestinians
themselves, rejection from Arab states as well as the sensitivity of
Western public opinion. All these factors rendered the transfer task
exceedingly difficult.
RESETTLEMENT IN SOUTH AMERICA
As noted earlier, General Moshe Dayan was against the resettlement
of refugees within the borders of the territories occupied by Israel in
1967; voluntary emigration was seen by him as a solution to the
problem. Dayan was the most typical exponent of Israeli post-1967
expansionism and the de facto integration of the West Bank and the
Gaza Strip into Israel. He was appointed Defence Minister on the eve
of the 1967 war and retained his pivotal post until 1974. During this
period he presided over a policy of ‘creeping annexation’, a process
by which Israeli administration, jurisdiction and law were gradually
imposed on the occupied territories, in ever-expanding areas, yet
without a comprehensive act of legal annexation. That process of de
facto annexation was generally seen in the actual transformation of
the physical and demographic realities in these areas. Dayan also
instituted a secret policy discreetly designed to thin out the refugee
population of the West Bank and the Gaza Strip, beginning with the
inhabitants of the refugee camps.
It seems that one of the products of the Cabinet discussions of
June 1967 was the institution of a voluntary and secret project, which
later became known as the ‘Moshe Dayan plan’, and was revealed
for the first time in June 1985 by Ra‘anan Weitz, who for many years
headed the rural settlement department of the Jewish Agency with
responsibility for settling Jews in certain areas in the West Bank.
According to Ra‘anan Weitz, shortly after the 1967 war Dayan worked
out a secret plan for encouraging Palestinian emigration from the
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West Bank and Gaza to South America. Under this scheme, each Arab
family which agreed to cooperate would receive sums ranging from
US$3,000 to $5,000. However, in the end, according to Weitz, the
project ended in failure: scores of Arab families from the West Bank
which accepted the Israeli proposals and travelled to Latin America
did not succeed in establishing themselves there and after a certain
period returned to their homes on the West Bank.151
The same plan was also referred to in public by the Likud Minister
of Industry and Trade, Ariel Sharon, in November 1987.152 According
to an Israeli newspaper report, the scheme began with the formation
of a highly secret unit composed of representatives of the Prime
Minister’s Office, the Ministry of Defence, the Israeli army and the
Shabak, Israel’s internal secret service. This secret unit was also called
the ‘Eshkol unit’ named after Prime Minister Eshkol, during whose
tenure of office it was set up. The unit was charged with encouraging
the emigration of Palestinians, refugees and non-refugees, from the
occupied territories to South America and other destinations. It
functioned in the utmost secrecy for three years from the office of the
Israeli military governor in Gaza city on ‘Omar al-Mukhtar Street,
one of the main streets in the city. The unit provided the emigrants
with one-way tickets to various south American countries, mainly
Paraguay, through a Tel Aviv-based travel agency, and promised to
give further financial assistance to get them established once they
had arrived.153 Apparently, the military authorities in the Gaza Strip
worked hard to find individual Palestinians, particularly among the
residents of refugee camps, who were disappointed with their lot and
might be candidates for the secret programme. The clandestine
activities of the unit also included the purchase through intermediaries of land in Paraguay, Brazil and even in pre-Qaddafi Libya for
carrying out the emigration and resettlement scheme.154
The secret operation continued for about three years, from 1967
until mid-1970. During this period the semi-official unit managed,
according to an Israeli newspaper report, to arrange for the
emigration of about 1,000 Palestinians.155 However, in May 1970 the
scheme came to an end as a result of a sudden development. In
desperation a refugee from the Jabalya refugee camp in the Gaza
Strip, the 21-year-old Talal Ibn Dimassi, who agreed to emigrate to
Paraguay and was promised financial assistance and received none,
went to the Israeli consulate in Asunción on 4 May 1970 and
demanded to see the Israeli ambassador. When his request was
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denied, he pulled out a pistol and shot the ambassador’s secretary
dead.156 The incident led to the collapse of the Dayan scheme.
RESETTLEMENT AS A COUNTER-INSURGENCY MEASURE
After the 1967 conquests the visible reminder which the eight large
refugee camps in the Gaza Strip provided of the dispossession of 1948
constituted a major and thorny problem for the Israel army. As a
focal point of growing Palestinian nationalism and militant
resistance, the camps, as perceived by the occupation authorities,
required constant army surveillance. Failing to encourage the
emigration of a large number of the Gaza Strip’s refugee population
to Latin America and faced with this hostile and resentful population,
the Israeli army sought to break up their concentration in an attempt
to quell Palestinian resistance in the Strip.157 By 1970, with the
escalation of armed resistance in the Strip, the Israeli government
began to discuss openly the need to ‘thin out’ Gaza’s refugee camps.
In 1969 the Israeli army had already embarked on a new programme
to do this by coercion. The programme, which began with roadwidening operations in the Strip’s refugee camps, ploughing
50m-wide roads through the camps, continued throughout the
1970s. Because the refugees resisted resettlement, the road-widening
operation was presented as a limited security operation to facilitate
army patrols, but later developed into fully-fledged resettlement
projects. The forced resettlement activities of the Israeli army in and
around the Gaza Strip, under Defence Minister Dayan, were initially
closely associated with General Ariel Sharon, the IDF Commander
of the Southern Front (end of 1969–71). The main objective of
Sharon, according to his biographer ‘Uzi Benziman, was to create a
‘security belt’ around the heavily populated Gaza Strip:
Sharon’s plan called for the isolation of the Gaza Strip from the
Sinai peninsula, severing the continuity of the Palestinian
population within Gaza by introducing Jewish settlements in its
midst, and thinning out the population of the refugee camps.158
In the late 1960s and early 1970s the Israeli army’s resettlement
activities in the Gaza Strip took on a combination of military/security
and political dimensions. Like the Malayan ‘New Villages’, the
‘Strategic Hamlets’ in Vietnam, the ‘Aldeamentos’ in Angola and the
‘Douars’ in Algeria, the Israeli army’s policy of forced refugee
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resettlement in the Gaza Strip was carried out within a colonial
framework of counter-insurgency strategy and, more specifically, in
response to the rise of the Palestinian guerrilla (fedayeen) organisations and the escalation of Palestinian armed resistance in the Strip.
Within the context of this counter-insurgency strategy resettlement
schemes were perceived as being a part of ‘civic-action’ projects
designed to improve refugee material conditions as a requirement
for the success of Israeli pacification policies.159 In Armed Struggle in
Palestine (1978), Bard O’Neill remarked on the importance of these
‘civic action’ resettlement projects as another device sought by
colonial regimes or governments to sever the links between
insurgents and population:
Resettlement ... may be necessary if the government is to sever the
links between the insurgents and the populace, particularly when
terror and/or guerrilla attacks persist and are attributed, at least
partially, to support rendered the insurgents by portions of the
population. Civic action and political organization are extremely
important during resettlement; indeed, they are often viewed as
concomitant to that technique. The Briggs plan for moving the
Chinese squatters in Malaya, the Kitchener resettlement scheme
during the Boer War, and the relocation program during the Mau
Mau uprising are examples where transporting segments of the
population was instrumental in denying insurgents support of the
population.160
By July 1971, Israeli army dissatisfaction with the security situation
in the Gaza Strip resulted in a military scheme to relocate and resettle
forcibly a large number of refugees outside the large incident-prone
camps such as Jabalya. Other aspects of the plan included the
construction of new roads inside the camps and the installation of
electric lighting to facilitate policing. Following the second stage,
which involved building new housing outside the camps and
providing electricity and water, the Israeli army hoped that a series
of small camps would be more manageable. It was the resettlement
aspect, however, which caused the greatest furore among the
refugees. Resettlement actually began in July with movement of some
100 families from Jabalya to El ‘Arish in north Sinai. Although the
official reason given by the Israeli army was the need to decrease the
camp’s population and to make way for new patrol roads, the local
refugees remained opposed and a wave of protests and strikes began.
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Israeli promises that choice of new housing or compensation would
be given along with employment opportunities proved unpersuasive.
After weeks of protest by the refugees, which had attracted
widespread coverage in the Israeli press and strong criticism of
General Sharon’s heavy-handed activities in the Strip and north Sinai,
the Jabalya resettlement scheme was halted, pending further deliberations by the Israeli government.161
About the same time a special cabinet committee composed of
Yigal Allon, Yisrael Galili and other senior ministers arrived in the
Gaza Strip for a briefing from General Sharon on his activities in the
Strip and north Sinai. Sharon typically recommended to the
committee members, inter alia, the establishment of Jewish
settlements in the Strip and the total elimination of the refugee
camps there and resettlement of their residents:
I put a third proposal in front of them, essentially the same
proposal I made in person to Levi Eshkol after the Six Day War –
which he had rejected. I told them – Yigal Allon, Israel Galili and
the others – just as I had told Eshkol, that I believed it was time to
solve the Palestinian refugee problem and that I was prepared to
do it. The essence of my plan was to get rid of the Palestinian
refugee camps altogether. Despite the UN subsidies the refugees
received and despite the powerful economic and educational uplift
the camps experienced after 1967, these places still bred the most
serious problems for us and always would. It would be to our great
advantage to eliminate them once and for all, and in my view such
a thing was quite feasible. Specifically, of the approximately
160,000 Palestinians in the camps, I believed we should resettle
70,000 in the established towns of the district, devoting the
necessary resources to build new housing for them and integrate
them into the normal life of these places. Another 70,000 refugees
I believed we should settle in the same way in the cities and towns
of Samaria and Judea. ... I recommended that we take twenty to
thirty thousand Gaza refugees, families that had never had any
contact with the PLO ... and settle them inside the pre-1967
boundaries of Israel. We would settle them in Nazareth, Acre,
Ramle, and other places, according to the local ability to absorb
them. We would have essentially nothing to lose by this gesture
and everything to gain. (I did not, by the way, believe that these
people deserved to come back by right. ... They had remained
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refugees because of the inhumanity of the Arab states in refusing
to resettle and absorb them.162
Sharon was basically repeating the traditional Israeli position
towards the Palestinian refugee problem: the refugees had no right
to return to their villages and towns in Israel, with the exception of
the suggestion he made that Israel should undertake a gesture of
goodwill by resettling up to 30,000 refugees in Israel and this should
be part of a wider plan for total elimination of the Gaza refugee
camps. Some of the camps’ residents would also be encouraged by
financial incentives to emigrate to and settle in Arab countries.
Sharon wrote:
it was the obligation of the Arab world to absorb the Arab refugees.
And since the Jewish as well as the Arab refugees had left all their
property behind, any compensation had to be reciprocal. But
though Israel’s position on this was absolutely fair, I proposed that
we go a step beyond it. ... I believed we could agree to pay the
legitimate claims of Arab refugee families once they had
permanently settled in other countries. I had no doubt whatsoever
that we could establish a long-term fund for that purpose, that
however large a sum we would need for this could be raised from
a variety of sources, including the immensely supportive overseas
Jewish communities ... the elimination of the camps would be
neither easy nor quick; it would take, as I envisioned it, ten years
or so.163
Sharon’s activities in the Gaza Strip and northern Sinai, which had
included the forcible eviction of 6,000 to 20,000 Bedouin farmers
from their lands in the Rafah salient between 1969 and 1971,164 had
already won for him a reputation for brutality and had generated a
great deal of public criticism and adverse coverage in the Israeli press.
Consequently, it was unlikely that the Labour coalition government,
which then included the dovish Mapam Party, would have
sanctioned the implementation of Sharon’s plan for the total, forcible
elimination of the Gaza Strip refugee camps. In fact, Sharon
complained many years later that he had not been able to persuade
the Israeli ministers to approve of his 1971 plan for the total
elimination of the refugee camps. The same members of the special
Cabinet committee, according to Sharon, however, ‘approved wholeheartedly’ his proposals ‘to widen the camps’ streets’ (which in
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practice amounted to thinning out the population of the camps) and
to establish Jewish settlement in the midst of the Palestinian
population in the densely populated Strip.165
In 1971 the Israeli army, in an attempt to fight the escalating
Palestinian resistance in the Strip, planned to relocate one-third of
the refugees to new places in the Strip and in north Sinai. This was
confirmed by General Shlomo Gazit, former army coordinator for
the occupied territories, who stated in an interview in 1971 ‘the
intention to evacuate one-third of the Strip’s refugee population,
about 60–70,000 to new places in the Strip’.166 In the same year the
Israeli army began systematically destroying homes in refugee camps,
and forcibly removing thousands of Gaza residents to El ‘Arish in
north Sinai; other refugees were evacuated to unoccupied refugee
camps in the West Bank or small camps in Gaza. The demolition of
camp shelters by road-widening operations continued through the
1970s at a slow pace. In all, road-widening operations in Gaza
resulted in the demolition of 10,000 shelters between 1967 and
1984.167 During the same period thousands of Gaza refugees were
forcibly relocated to Israeli-established resettlement projects as part
of Israel’s policy of thinning out the crowded refugee camps.168 The
plight of some of these relocated refugees has continued to the
present day. Today there are about 5,000 of these, who were first
made refugees in 1948, and who had been forcibly moved by the
Israeli army and placed on the Egyptian side of the Sinai border with
the Gaza Strip in a resettlement project called the Canada Camp
(named after the Canadian contingent of UNEF who camped there
after the 1956 war). The 5,000 residents of this camp have been left
in limbo since Israel withdrew from Sinai in April 1982. Because they
are not Egyptian citizens, the Egyptian government expected them
to be moved back to the Strip. Although agreement between Israel
and Egypt was already reached in the mid-1980s on the terms of their
relocation back to the Strip, it still awaits implementation.169
RESETTLEMENT THROUGH SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC
INTEGRATION IN THE WEST BANK AND GAZA
(i) Proposals of Mapam and Israeli Academics
Since 1967 moderate and pragmatic Israelis have been calling for the
rehabilitation of the refugees through their integration into the
general life of the West Bank and Gaza Strip. The pragmatists, like
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many other Israelis, believed that the refugee camps in the West Bank
and Gaza were perpetuated, to a large extent, by the existence and
activities of UNRWA. Therefore getting rid of UNRWA, or at least
drastically reducing its size and altering its functions in the West
Bank and Gaza, would be the first step in the direction of ‘solving’
the refugee problem. In December 1969 and August 1972 the ‘peace
proposals’ of Mapam, a left-wing Zionist party and a partner in the
ruling Labour coalition, called for the integration of refugees in the
general life of the occupied territories, through the construction of
housing projects, the adoption of new socio-economic policies
designed to improve living conditions in refugee camps and
provision of employment.170 Mapam’s proposals were inspired by
plans drafted by two teams which consisted of university professors,
engineers, sociologists, economists and technical experts on water
and electricity. The plans involved the evacuation of refugee camps,
beginning with the Rafah camp in the Gaza Strip and the evacuation
of 2,400 of the 6,000 families which lived in the camp. The two teams
suggested offering economic incentives to the camp residents – for
example, housing at a token price in urban regions and the
improvement of public services in the new locations.
In January 1968 and again in March 1969 resettlement projects
had been developed by one team consisting of Professor Michael
Bruno (as chairman), Dr Yoram Ben-Porat, Dr Eytan Berglass,
Professor Haim Ben-Shahar, Professor Nadav Halevy, Professor Giora
Hanoch, ‘Ezra Segen, and Vicky Plasger. The second team consisted
of social scientists with close links to the Labour establishment,
headed by Dr Rivka Bar-Yosef, whose members included economist
Dr Yoram Ben-Porat, social anthropologist Professor ‘Emanuel Marx
and historian Professor Shimon Shamir, later to become ambassador
to Egypt and Jordan. During the early 1970s Shamir, Marx and BenPorath conducted extensive research on the Jalazun refugee camp,
near Ramallah, and other refugee camps in the West Bank. They
subsequently recommended to the Israeli government that, because
‘the Palestinian refugee problem was a major obstacle to peace’ in
the Middle East, the Israeli authorities should speed up the processes
causing the refugee camps to become working-class neighbourhoods
‘by taking over responsibility for the refugee from UNRWA, and by
facilitating the full incorporation of the camps into the urban fabric’
of West Bank towns.171 In fact, similar, though not identical,
proposals were made in the Galili Document of the late 1960s,
entitled: ‘Rehabilitation of Refugees and Development in the West
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Bank and the Gaza Strip’. In his document Labour cabinet minister
Yisrael Galili suggested the allocation of funds for a four-year plan for
rehabilitation of refugees, including the setting-up of new housing
projects outside the camps, the renovation of existing camps and
the integration of their residents with neighbouring towns.172
Apparently a secret trust fund was set up by another Labour cabinet
minister, Shimon Peres, in May 1970 for the same purpose of
economic development and refugee resettlement.173 However,
writing two decades later, Professor ‘Emanuel Marx remarked
somewhat critically: ‘The Israeli government discussed and rejected
our recommendations, on the grounds that the refugee problem
should be solved in the framework of peace with the Arab states.’174
The slightly different proposals of Mapam were unveiled by a
leading Knesset Member of the left-wing Zionist party, Dov Zakin
(who was also a member of Kibbutz Lahavot Habashan) in New
Outlook of November–December 1972. Zakin’s outlines included:
• Dissolution of the camps. This dissolution of the camps can be
accomplished gradually by offering economic incentives to the
camp residents, principally (a) housing at a symbolic price in
urban regions and close to new places of employment which
are to be created and (b) improvement of the public services
in the towns (health, education, welfare). The housing which
must be dispersed in urban settlements must not have the characteristics of ‘housing for refugees’. Evacuation of the camp at
the rate of 4,000 to 5,000 families per annum would solve the
problem within about eight years. At the same time it will be
necessary to deal with those groups whose livelihood depends
on the existence of the camps, such as shopkeepers and the
UNRWA staff. It will also be necessary to prevent the settling of
other population groups in the camps.
• Construction. The construction of housing to solve the housing
problem of the camp inhabitants will be a powerful lever to
boost economic activity and employment. Various estimates
show that the very activity of building an apartment for a
family creates jobs for 3–4 wage-earners (heads of families) for
one year. It is assumed that local and Israeli labour and raw
materials will be used in the implementation of the
construction programme.
• Limitation of agriculture. Economic analyses show that in the
development of the occupied territories and in the plans for
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the rehabilitation of the refugees agriculture will play only a
small part in the additional employment.
• Industrialisation. In the long run the development of the
territories and the rehabilitation of the refugees will have to be
achieved through industrialisation.
• Investment and Financing. The most desirable form of
development of industries will be through private initiative,
using local labour as far as possible, with the Israeli factor
providing a helping and guiding hand when needed but not
to achieve economic or political domination. To supplement
private financing funds should be made available in the form
of loans on easy terms to provide entrepreneurs from Israeli
public sources or international funds. The Government should
guarantee financial investments in the territories.175
The cost of one plan which involved the gradual rehabilitation of
the camp inhabitants, including creating employment and providing
housing, was estimated at 50 million Israeli lira per annum in the
first four years and about 80 million per annum in the following four
years. The investment involved in the resettlement of a refugee
family, including housing, was estimated at an average of 20,000 to
25,000 Israeli lira.176 With regard to the provision of incentives, the
team’s programme explained that
The incentives are meant to hasten the process of evacuating the
camps as part of the general change. Caution must be observed to
prevent the impression among the refugees that the evacuation
policy will liquidate their status as refugees or undermine its two
basic principles – the right to the return of property and to draw
food rations and other UNRWA amenities. The supply of housing
or any other assistance was not to be linked to the matter of
compensation for property in Israel or with giving up the refugee
ration cards.
(ii) Likud’s Schemes
In 1975 the election platform of the Likud, then in opposition,
proposed settling the Palestinian refugee problem on the basis of an
‘exchange’ of people and property between Palestinian refugees and
Jewish immigrants from Arab countries.177 In 1982 the Likud
government of Menahem Begin appointed a ministerial committee
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headed by Mordechai Ben-Porat (an Iraqi Jew and minister without
portfolio) to look into the refugee question. In December of the same
year the Israeli authorities issued an order making building or adding
to the camp shelters an offence. Penalties for violators involved
paying heavy fines or imprisonment besides the removal of the
building at the expense of the contravenor.178 A year later, on 20
November 1983, Ben-Porat, who was later to become head of the
World Organisation of Jews from Arab Countries (WOJAC), unveiled
by far the largest and most ambitious resettlement scheme to be put
forward by Israel after 1967. Ben-Porat, reiterating the classical Israeli
position of rejecting refugee repatriation or compensation for lost
property, came up with a detailed plan to integrate the refugees in the
West Bank and Gaza in neighbouring towns through the dismantlement of 28 refugee camps. His resettlement project involving
resettling 30,000 refugee families (about 250,000 people; nearly a
quarter of all refugees in the West Bank and Gaza) over a period of
five years, put the cost of the project at $2 million, to be raised from
the United States and European countries.179 Speaking at a press
conference, Ben-Porat described the Likud government’s intention
to erase the camps as ‘humanitarian and voluntary’ and talked about
foreign aid to finance his scheme, but failed to indicate how the
scheme would be implemented in practice.180 The Ben-Porat
programme involved removing refugee camps in the occupied
territories and the resettlement of their inhabitants, on a ‘voluntary’
basis, in new housing in neighbouring towns and cities in the
occupied territories. Although the full details of the scheme were
never fully disclosed by the Likud government, Israeli sources did
reveal many of its basic elements:
• the plan to be carried out in phases over a five-year period;
• new houses for camp residents to be built in five stages: 5 per
cent of the population would be housed during the first year,
15 per cent during the second year, 25 per cent during the third
year, and 30 per cent during each of the fourth and fifth years;
• land and financial aid to be given under the motto ‘build your
own home’ in accordance with an overall plan;
• an independent municipal status to be given to the new
housing settlement;
• the overall coordination of the project with UNRWA to be
ensured, incorporating UNRWA’s educational and social
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services into existing governmental institutions in the West
Bank and Gaza;181
• proposed locations for resettlement were to be: the Fasayel area
in Jordan Valley as a priority; and two refugee camps near
Jerusalem (Qalandia and Shu‘afat) to be among the first refugee
camps to be cleared.182 Another location for resettlement was
to be the Jericho area, where relocated refugees would occupy
three empty camps whose former residents were driven out
across the river to Jordan during the 1967 war.183
In 1983 Ben-Porat stated that the ambitious Likud resettlement
and ‘rehabilitation’ project in the West Bank and Gaza would be an
example and a model for the resettlement of other Palestinian refugee
communities in the Middle East.184 However, nothing came out of
this project, partly because of Israel’s protracted military involvement
in Lebanon and partly because of the widespread opposition of the
Palestinian refugees themselves.185 When Israeli efforts to secure
American and European funds failed, the plan completely
disappeared from official Israeli policy.186
The eruption of the Palestinian intifada (uprising) in 1987 saw yet
another series of Israeli proposals focusing on refugee resettlement
schemes in the Arab countries. During a visit to the US in 1989 Prime
Minister Yitzhak Shamir called for the convening of an international
conference to solve the refugee issue. Israel, he said, would contribute
expertise and ideas to resettlement projects, and the United States,
the Arab countries, and the international community, could fund
them. Shamir’s ideas echoed similar ideas raised by Yitzhak Rabin,
then Minister of Defence in the National Unity Government, who
proposed dismantling refugee camps because they posed a security
threat to Israel’s control of the West Bank and Gaza. Likud Moshe
Arens, who succeeded Rabin in the Defence Ministry, also called on
the US government to head a campaign to raise $2 billion for
resettling the refugees.187 Although nothing came out of these
proposals, they reflected the well-known and rigid positions that had
been reiterated by Israel consistently since 1948.
EPILOGUE
The Israeli position towards the 1948 refugees has always emphasised
their resettlement and rehabilitation in the Arabs states, rather than
repatriation and/or compensation. Israel has always maintained that
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there can be no return of the refugees to Israeli territories, and that
the only solution to the problem was their resettlement in the Arab
states or elsewhere. Israel has not wanted the refugees back under
any condition. It has not wanted them to return because it has
needed their lands and their villages for Jewish immigrants. Nor has
it wanted the repatriation of a large Palestinian population that
would question the Zionist-Jewish character of the state and
undermine it demographically. Israel did, however, consider in the
1950s some form of restitution of refugee property in lieu of
repatriation, although all attempts to work out policy on
compensation were tied to a settlement of abandoned Jewish
property in Arab states.
In the 1950s the Israeli Foreign Ministry attempted to ‘dissolve’
the refugee problem and disperse the Palestinian refugees through
Western-sponsored employment projects and resettlement schemes
in neighbouring Arab countries. While the desire among Israeli
leaders to resettle the refugees in the Arab states or elsewhere, or,
stated baldly, to be rid of the ‘Palestinian refugee problem’, remained
a constant until the present day, the envisaged modalities of
resettlement changed over the years according to circumstances.
Realistic assessments during the 1950s and after 1967 necessitated
strategies and planning that produced a series of specific resettlement
schemes, generally involving a few Arab states – such as Iraq, Syria,
pre-Qaddafi Libya, El ‘Arish in Sinai, the West Bank and Gaza Strip,
and various Latin American countries. This preoccupation with the
need to thin out the refugee camps and resettle their residents
stemmed from a variety of reasons including the fear of refugee return
and the determination to remove the refugee problem from the
centre of the Arab–Israeli conflict.
During the early 1950s and the short-lived occupation of the Gaza
in 1956–7, and especially in the aftermath of the 1967 conquests of
the West Bank and Gaza, the Israeli authorities drafted a range of
proposals and plans designed to encourage the resettlement of
Palestinian refugees. During this period several Israeli ministers and
senior officials, who realised that neither Egypt nor Syria nor Iraq
had any intention of opening their borders for the masses of refugees
in the West Bank and Gaza, suggested in internal debates and secret
correspondence that Israel should encourage the refugees under its
control to emigrate to countries overseas, particularly Latin America.
Several emigration and resettlement projects were attempted by the
Labour government in the aftermath of the June 1967 war. Although
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the official, though largely secret, resettlement schemes of the 1950s
and 1960s ended in failure, they are significant in the sense of
showing how successive Israeli governments wanted to remove both
the refugee question from the heart of the Arab–Israeli conflict and
the possibility of refugee return in the future. The practical (and
usually discreet) approach to resettlement plans and activities characterised the pragmatism of Labour Zionism.
To sum up, although since 1948 Israel has put forward many plans
for resettling the refugees in the Arab states, the fact that no such
resettlement has taken place is due to several factors including:
• the refugees’ desire for repatriation, their determination to
return to their homes and their traditional rejection of
resettlement in the Arab states;
• the emergence of the refugees’ own powerful diaspora
nationalism, furthermore, precluded accepting resettlement
outside their traditional homeland;188
• the unwillingness of the host Arab states (with the exception
of Jordan) to absorb the refugees; historically the Arab states
held Israel responsible for creating the refugee problem and
demanded publicly that the refugees be repatriated to their
homes and lands;
• the growth in Palestinian nationalism since the mid-1960s and
the emergence of the PLO as a national organisation dedicated
to regaining Palestinian rights;189 the development of a
powerful Palestinian nationalism militated against any idea of
resettling the refugees outside mandatory Palestine.190
Over the years the Israelis became more realistic in their attitudes
towards refugee resettlement schemes. For instance, on 7 December
1976, Deputy Prime Minister Yigal Allon explained at a political
discussion in Jerusalem that the failure to carry out the resettlement
of the Gaza refugees in Sinai had brought him to the conclusion there
was a need to give up most of the Gaza Strip.191 It is also likely that
several decades of immersion in the attempts to implement plans of
refugee resettlement have taught Israeli government officials to take
pragmatic constraints into consideration, including opposition
among the refugees themselves, rejection from Arab states as well as
the sensitivity of Western public opinion. All these constraints
rendered the refugee resettlement task exceedingly difficult.
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Israeli Approaches to
Restitution of Property and
Compensation (1948–56)

INTRODUCTION
The creation of Israel in 1948 led to the eviction and displacement
of over 750,000 Palestinian refugees and the subsequent loss of an
enormous amount of land and other property belonging to the
refugees. In the post-1948 period Israel displayed more flexibility on
the question of compensation for loss of refugee land and other
property than it did on the question of the ‘right of return’. This
flexibility also went hand-in-hand with Israel’s economic approach
to the refugee question: to try to solve the problem mainly through
the integration of the refugees into the economies of various Arab
countries and through the initiation of various organised
resettlement schemes. While Israel’s obligation to compensate
Palestinian refugees for land and other property owned by them was
affirmed in paragraph 11 of United Nations General Assembly
Resolution 194 (III) of December 1948, successive Israeli governments
not only denied the Palestinian refugees their rights over their
property, but also adopted the attitude that they were only prepared
‘to consider a measure of compensation’, and that only if the
necessary funds became available. Although the Israelis took
possession of the refugee lands and other property and exploited
them as if they were their rightful owners, they began to argue that
they, alone, could not be expected to pay for them. This line of
thinking is found in the following statement made by the Israeli representative at the UN before the Ad Hoc Political Committee in 1954:
My Government reaffirms its willingness to consider a measure of
compensation for abandoned Arab lands. ... The first, quite simply,
is money – the ability to pay. It will be understood that such a
financial operation does not depend on us, and – with the best
will in the world – it would be premature to make specific
proposals until we have found means of making the necessary
sums available.
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In a similar vein, the pragmatic Prime Minister Moshe Sharett, in a
speech at the annual Mapai conference on 21 August 1954, reminded
his listeners that Israel had some obligation to compensate Arab
refugees for land and other property ‘formerly’ owned by them. He
stated that it was not necessary to budget immediately for such
compensation, and it was inconceivable that Israel should make
payments while the Arab states maintained their economic boycott
of Israel. He declared, nevertheless, that the obligation still existed.1
After 1948 and throughout the early to mid-1950s Israel
consistently resisted any outside mediation (i.e., with proposals) on
the Palestinian refugees, and was only ever willing to accept limited
third-party mediation under duress.2 Israel also rejected American
mediation and specific Anglo-American proposals for solving the
refugee problem. These proposals were put forward within the
framework of ‘Operation Alpha’, a secret plan launched at the end
of 1954 by senior American and British officials who embarked on a
joint effort to convince Israeli and Egyptian leaders to consider a
‘comprehensive settlement’ (in British Foreign Office terminology)
of the Palestine question through secret negotiations. The joint plan
of the two Western powers sought to promote ideas for the financing
of Palestinian refugee compensation, an issue which was considered
by the Alpha planners as an essential element for the success of their
project. However, in his lengthy letter to Secretary of State John Foster
Dulles of 4 May 1955, Prime Minister Moshe Sharett was most
emphatic: he went on to ‘make it clear beyond any possibility of misunderstanding’ that there could be ‘no question for us of cession of
territory or the return of Arab refugees’. At the same time Israel
announced that it was ready to proceed with payment of
compensation for Arab refugee lands – ‘provided Egypt lifted the
Suez Canal blockade and the Arab States discontinued their threats
and reprisals against foreign firms, aviation companies, etc.
operations in Israel’.3
Israel’s largely instrumental emphasis on compensation was also
designed to de-emphasise the territorial aspect of the 1947 UN
partition resolution with its provision for a two-state solution,
Palestinian Arab and Israeli Jewish. In the 1950s the United Nations
resolutions, especially the 1947 partition resolution and the
December 1948 resolution on the refugees, became central to the
Arab position on any settlement of the Arab–Israeli dispute.
Predictably, however, any reference to the territorial dimension of
the 1947 partition as a factor that had to be taken into account in any
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settlement was found upsetting by Israeli spokespersons. Often with
the aim of seeking to counter the territorial issue involved in the
1947 partition resolution Israeli spokesmen tended to focus on the
question of compensation for Palestinian refugees. This was the case
in November 1955 when Israeli diplomats countered the Guildhall
speech by British Prime Minister Anthony Eden by waging a
campaign in the US and Britain designed also to undermine the
Alpha plan.4 Delivered in public on 9 November, Eden’s speech was
clearly linked to the joint American–British efforts within the
framework of ‘Operation Alpha’. It referred to the ‘tragic problem of
the refugees’ and proposed the bridging of the Arab and Israeli
positions on the basis of an ‘even-handed compromise’ between the
1947 United Nations partition resolution (which was the Arab
position) and the then territorial status quo (which was the Israeli
position). However, the very reference to the 1947 partition
resolution with its territorial implications – a resolution which Israel,
after its 1948 conquests, considered as null and void – in combination
with the Palestinian refugee problem, aroused great anger and fear
in Israel and brought repeated attacks by Israeli spokespersons on
the Guildhall speech and the entire British policy in the Middle East.5
Back in 1948 Israel took over the land and other property of
Palestinian refugees through a variety of mechanisms, legal, technical
and bureaucratic. As early as March the Haganah established the
Committee for Arab Properties in the Villages to control land
abandoned by refugees. According to one estimate, in the aftermath
of the 1948 war the new Israeli state absorbed about 15 million
dunums (one dunum equals 1,000 square metres)6 that it claimed
did not belong to individual refugees. While in 1951 the UN
Conciliation Commission for Palestine – established under UN
Resolution 194 – placed a general estimate of the amount of land left
behind by Palestinian refugees at some 16,324,000 dunums, Yosef
Weitz of the Jewish National Fund (JNF), estimated the refugees’
losses in 1948 at only 3,175,000 dunums.7 Of course, the huge
discrepancy between these two estimates derives from the lands
collectively owned by Palestinian refugees, which are not included
in the Israeli figure.8 In addition to the land collectively owned by
the Palestinian refugees, over 3 million dunums of individually
owned refugee land were taken over under various legal pretexts by
Israel’s Custodian of Enemy Property, an office soon replaced by the
Custodian of Absentees’ Property, under the Absentees’ Property Law
enacted by the Knesset in 1950. This land included the property of
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the internal refugees (‘Present Absentees’ or nifkadim nokhahim’) who
remained inside the borders of the new state of Israel, but were
displaced and not allowed to return to their homes and villages.9
Two years later, in March 1950, with the adoption of the Absentees’
Property Law, the Israeli government transferred the property of the
refugees from Palestinian to Jewish ownership by a legal device and
by virtue of a government payment to the Custodian of Absentees’
Property. The Israeli government could thus claim that the property
had been acquired legally (i.e. by payment) rather than through
confiscation, although no compensation went to the legal owners.
The government also adopted a series of laws and regulations to
validate the transfer of property owned by internal and external
refugees.10 It is not clear whether the appointment of a Custodian of
Absentees’ Property by the Israeli authorities was merely designed to
give the world the impression that the interests of the refugees were
being safeguarded as required by international law. However, all
studies of the Israeli Absentees’ Property Law of 1950 show that the
powers given to the Custodian of Absentees’ Property were not
merely those of administration but of such a nature that the office
should be more properly described as ‘liquidator of Arab property’.
Indeed, subsequently the Custodian of Absentees’ Property was
allowed to transfer the land it held to a new agency called the
Development Authority. In March 1953 the Custodian disposed all
of its refugee property to the Development Authority, to be utilised
as a land reservoir for the development of Israel’s Jewish majority.11
Other refugee land fell under the control of the Jewish National Fund
(JNF): in June 1953 the state and the Development Authority agreed
to sell over 2,300,000 dunums of the land under their control to the
JNF, which by its charter held the land in perpetuity for the Jewish
people and was forbidden to transfer it. Finally, the Israeli Lands law
of July 1960 enabled the state, the Development Authority and the
JNF to transfer their land to a new agency: Israel Lands Authority.
By 1960 all refugees’ land had ended up in the hands of the Israel
Lands Authority. To make sure that these lands remain in Jewish
hands for ever, the Knesset enacted the Basic Law of 1960: The Law
of Israel Lands. Article 1 of this law establishes that the ownership of
Israel’s lands is not transferable through selling, or any other way.12
An illustration of the huge benefits which Israel derived from
Palestinian refugee property was given by Don Peretz in his 1954
Ph.D. ‘Israel and the Arab Refugees’, Volume II, Chapters VIII and IX.
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The source of his information was stated to be Israeli publications
and statements:
Abandoned property was one of the greatest contributions toward
making Israel a viable state. The extent of its area and the fact that
most of the regions along the border were absentee property made
it strategically significant. Of the 370 new Jewish Settlements
established between 1948 and the beginning of 1953, 350 were
on absentee property. In 1954, more than one-third of Israel’s
Jewish population lived on absentee property, and nearly a third
of the new immigrants (250,000 people) settled in urban areas
abandoned by Arabs. They left whole cities like Jaffa, Acre, Lydda,
Ramle, Beisan, Majdal; 388 towns and villages;13 and large parts of
94 other cities and towns, containing nearly a quarter of all the
building in Israel. 10,000 shops, businesses and stores were left in
Jewish hands. At the end of the Mandate, citrus holdings in the
area of Israel totalled about 240,000 dunums of which half were
Arab owned. Most of the Arab groves were taken by the Israeli
Custodian of Absentee Property. But only 34,000 dunums were
cultivated by the end of 1953. In 1951–52, former Arab groves
produced one and a quarter of a million boxes of fruit, of which
400,000 were exported. Arab fruit sent abroad provided nearly 10
per cent of the country’s foreign currency earnings from exports
in 1951. In 1949, the olive produce from abandoned Arab groves
was Israel’s third largest export ranking after citrus and diamonds.
The relative economic importance of Arab property was largest
from 1948 until 1953 during the period of greatest immigration
and need.14
In 1951, abandoned cultivable land included nearly 95 per cent of
all Israel’s olive groves, 40,000 dunums of vineyards, and at least
10,000 dunums of other orchards excluding citrus. 20,000 dunums
of absentee property were leased by the Custodian in 1952 for
individual industrial purposes. A third of Israel’s stone production
was supplied by 52 Arab quarries under his jurisdiction.15
This great Palestinian refugee wealth the Israelis continued to
exploit from year to year under the pretext that it was ‘abandoned
property’. The major wave of Jewish immigration in the early 1950s
saw over 200,000 people obtain housing by moving to abandoned
Palestinian villages and homes. By 1954, nearly one-third of Israel’s
Jewish population was living on ‘absentee property’ and one-third of
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the new immigrants (250,000) had settled in urban areas left by
Palestinian refugees.16 These urban and rural properties would not
have been presumed ‘abandoned’ had the Israelis complied with
Resolution 194 of the UN General Assembly and allowed the refugees
to return to their homes.
ISRAELI COMPENSATION PROPOSALS, OCTOBER 1948–56
The idea of restitution of Jewish property in Germany was central to
the Reparations Agreement between Israel and the Federal Republic
of Germany of September 1952.17 In theory, that agreement could
have serve as a model for settlement between Israel and the
Palestinians. In reality, however, the Israeli government rejected the
principle of ‘restitution’ of Palestinian refugee property, accepting
only some measure of responsibility for compensating the refugees
for their individually owned properties. It ruled out explicitly:
• restitution of properties – i.e., returning the properties to their
rightful owners;18
• compensating the refugees for their collectively owned
properties.
Moreover Israel’s view was that compensation should be paid on a
collective, rather than an individual, basis – the Arab states’ preference
– to the United Nations Relief and Works Agency’s (UNRWA’s) refugee
integration fund, and that payment should be used specifically for the
purpose of resettling the refugees in host Arab countries.
As early as October 1948 the official Transfer Committee had
recommended that the ‘resettlement [costs should come out of] the
value of the immovable goods [that is, lands, houses abandoned] in
the country (after reparations [for war damages to the Zionist Yishuv]
are deducted), the Arab states will give land, the rest [will come from]
the UN and international institutions.’19 The committee had also
attempted to work out the financial value of abandoned Arab
property, but was unable to reach any conclusions without further
study.20 The same ideas were echoed by Foreign Minister Moshe
Sharett at a press conference in March 1949, one month before the
opening of the Lausanne peace conference. Sharett pointed out that
Israel would expect to be compensated for its own losses during the
1948 war and that compensation to Palestinian refugees would only
be part of a general settlement of the Arab–Israeli conflict:
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To help finance resettlement projects in neighbouring countries
Israel is prepared to pay compensation for land abandoned in Israel
by Arabs who have fled. This again can only be arranged as part
of a general peace settlement. For when peace is negotiated the
payment of compensation by Israel for land abandoned by Arabs
will not be the only financial item discussed. Israel will claim
damages from the aggressor States for losses sustained as a result
of their aggression and the crushing burden of war expenditures
inflicted upon its population.21
While accepting the principle of compensation for refugee land, the
head of the Israeli delegation to the UN, Walter Eytan, made it clear
that Israel did not accept restitution of the lands and properties
involved.22
Several months later, in October 1949, the Israeli cabinet Transfer
Committee was reconstituted as the Compensation Committee with
the addition of a number of technical advisors and submitted its recommendations six months later. It recommended that in the context
of an overall settlement of the Arab–Israeli conflict Israel should make
a single, global payment of compensation for rural refugee property,
for undamaged urban property, and for bank accounts. At the same
time the Compensation Committee advised against the payment of
compensation for the Arab share of state land and against making
individual restitution payments for individual refugees, for two main
reasons (according to the committee): first, this would take years to
arbitrate, and second, and perhaps more important, this would
require that refugee owners of property be allowed to return to Israel
to take part in the evaluation of their assets. This prospect was
considered entirely undesirable.23 Prime Minister Ben-Gurion, in
particular, ruled out the idea of personally compensating each refugee;
Israel would not enter into individual claims of compensation.24
The Israeli cabinet meeting of 4 November 1951 discussed refugee
compensation against the background of a forthcoming report by
the UN Conciliation Commission for Palestine. At the meeting in
November Foreign Minister Moshe Sharett revealed that the estimate
of the value of immovable ‘abandoned refugee property’ by the
Conciliation Commission for Palestine was $1 billion ($6 billion at
1997 prices, although without adding interest on these), according
to articles published in Haaretz in April 1997 by Israeli journalist
Yossi Melman, based on unpublished Israeli state archival sources.25
Apparently the proposals of the Conciliation Commission for
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Palestine were rejected by the Israeli cabinet – with the exception of
one recommendation: the release of £1 million in bank accounts
belonging to refugees, mostly held in Barclays Bank. In return Israel
received five times that amount of money from Britain (£5 million)
– the amount of money deposited by Jews in bank accounts during
the mandatory period.26 In 1953 the Israeli government made
another attempt to work out a policy on compensation by appointing
in June a new committee that also included senior government
officials. The committee’s recommendations were submitted in
December 1953 suggesting that Israel should contribute $100 million,
on account of the overall compensation bill, to an international fund
which would be created in order to initiate collective resettlement
projects in Arab countries.
This willingness on the part of Israel to contribute a share towards
the financial cost of compensation was encouraged by the anticipated
increase in foreign currency liquidity as a result of the Reparations
Agreement with the Federal Republic of Germany, signed earlier in
September 1952.27 It would seem, however, that the Agreement
precluded the possibility of diverting German reparations to the
Palestinian refugees in host Arab countries as a means of Israel’s
meeting its compensation requirements. The preamble of the
Agreement indicates that the purpose of the Agreement was to assist
Israel in resettling Jewish immigrants. Article V, Paragraph E laid
down the requirement that German goods sent to Israel may not be
re-exported to a third party unless they have been subject to further
fabrication in Israel. Paragraph F of that same article provides a
penalty against Israel for any goods re-exported to a third country.
These provisions appeared mutually advantageous from the point of
view of Israel and Germany. However, the existence of the
Reparations Agreement would not appear to prevent Israel, by
agreement, from setting up a procedure whereby once funds were
received from Germany into the general treasury they could
immediately be earmarked for, or turned over to, an international
body settling compensation claims of Palestinian refugees.
Interestingly, however, in February 1955 a US State Department paper
on Palestinian refugee compensation suggested that the Reparations
Agreement might well serve as a model for agreement between Israel
and one or more of the host Arab states whereby Israeli goods could
be turned over to the host Arab state concerned in part-payment of
refugee compensation. If such a procedure were used, it would have
to be based on the host Arab governments agreeing to compensate
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individual Palestinian refugees directly or in kind. Such an agreement
might advantageously be used in the case of Jordan where Jordan
might receive goods in return for making land available to the Arab
refugee instead of cash, the State Department paper stated.28
About the time when the Reparations Agreement was signed,
various Israeli estimates of the global value of total movable and
immovable Palestinian refugee property were close to US$350
million.29 Although this figure was close to the United Nations
Refugee Office estimate of £120 million, it was only about 16 per
cent of the global valuation of Palestinian property losses arrived at
in two detailed Palestinian studies.30 During the early 1950s the
Israeli government signalled its willingness to contribute to any international fund established to resettle Palestinian refugees in Arab
countries or elsewhere collectively. However, at the same time, Israel
was prepared to shoulder only a share of the total financial costs of
resettling the refugees.
Moreover, gradually all Israeli attempts to work out proposals on
compensation for Palestinian refugee property were tied to a
settlement of abandoned Jewish property in Iraq, and later in other
Arab countries.31 Also, although the question of compensation for
Palestinian refugee property in Israel did figure in the
Israeli–Palestinian permanent status negotiations in 2000–January
2001, especially at Taba, when Labour Yossi Beilin, in his private
‘Non-Paper’, suggested that, in lieu of repatriation and restitution of
property, a fund for compensating refugees should be established to
which both the international community and Israel would be
required to contribute (see Chapter 6), in reality, since the mid-1950s
all Israeli governments have refused to admit any major responsibility for monetary compensation to the Palestinian refugees.32
NOTES
1. For further discussion of Sharett’s views on compensation, see Gabriel
Sheffer, Moshe Sharett: Biography of a Political Moderate (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1996), p.811.
2. Neil Caplan, Futile Diplomacy, Vol. 4: Operation Alpha and the Failure of
Anglo-American Coercive Diplomacy in the Arab-Israeli Conflict, 1954–1956
(London: Frank Cass, 1997), p.117.
3. Cited in ibid, p.117; Sharett to Dulles, 4 May 1955, in Lawson to USSD,
5 May 1955, FRUS 1955–1957, XIV, pp.170–74 (D87).
4. Caplan, Futile Diplomacy, Vol. 4, p.188.
5. Ibid., pp.179–83, 188.

140

The Politics of Denial

6. Sabri Jiryis, ‘The Legal Structure for the Expropriation and Absorption
of Arab Lands in Israel’, Journal of Palestine Studies 2, no.4 (Summer 1973),
p.83.
7. Joseph Weitz, ‘Land Ownership’, in Israel Pocket Library: Immigration and
Settlement (Jerusalem: Keter Books, 1973), p.108.
8. Jiryis, ‘The Legal Structure for the Expropriation and Absorption of Arab
Lands in Israel’, p.89; Michael R. Fischbach, ‘Settling Historical Land
Claims in the Wake of Arab–Israeli Peace’, Journal of Palestine Studies 27,
no.1 (Autumn 1997), p.40.
9. Simha Flapan, The Birth of Israel: Myths and Realities (New York: Pantheon
Books, 1987), p.106. For further discussion on the ‘Present Absentees’, see
Chapter 5.
10. Terry Rempel, ‘The Ottowa Process: Workshop on Compensation and
Palestinian Refugees’, Journal of Palestine Studies 29, no.1 (Autumn 1991),
p.38.
11. Flapan, The Birth of Israel, pp.106–7.
12. Usama Halabi, ‘The Impact of the Jewishness of the State of Israel on the
Status and Rights of the Arab Citizens in Israel’, in Nur Masalha (ed.),
The Palestinians in Israel: Is Israel the State of all its Citizens and ‘Absentees’?
(Nazareth: Galilee Centre for Social Research, 1993), p.21.
13. A more accurate figure of the depopulated Palestinian villages was given
in All That Remains: Depopulated and Destroyed Arab Villages (Washington
DC: Institute for Palestine Studies, 1992), which documents in detail the
destruction of 418 villages..
14. Don Peretz, Israel and the Arab Refugees, Ph.D. Thesis, Vol.II, Chapter
VIII, pp.231–3.
15. Ibid.
16. Ian Lustick, Arabs in the Jewish State: Israel’s Control of a National Minority
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 1980), p.5; Donna Arzt, Refugees into
Citizens: Palestinians and the End of the Arab–Israeli Conflict (New York:
Council on Foreign Relations Inc, 1997), p.17; Flapan, The Birth of Israel,
p.107.
17. Ronald W. Zweig, ‘Restitution of Property and Refugee Rehabilitation:
Two Case Studies’, Journal of Refugee Studies 6, no.1 (1993), p.61.
18. Flapan, The Birth of Israel, pp.106–7.
19. Benny Morris, ‘Yosef Weitz and the Transfer Committees, 1984–1949’,
Middle Eastern Studies, 22, no.4 (October 1986), p.550.
20. Zweig, ‘Restitution of Property and Refugee Rehabilitation’, p.61; Benny
Morris, The Birth of the Palestinian Refugee Problem 1947–1949 (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press), p.259.
21. UN General Assembly, Report by the Special Political Committee, 23
November 1967, A/6115, p.13.
22. Ibid.
23. Zweig, ‘Restitution of Property and Refugee Rehabilitation’, p.61.
24. Shlomo Gazit, The Palestinian Refugee Problem, Final Status Issues-IsraelPalestinians, Study no.2 (Tel Aviv: Tel Aviv University, The Jaffee Centre
for Strategic Studies, 1995), p.11.

Israeli Approaches to Restitution of Property and Compensation

141

25. Yossi Melman, ‘The 1948 Refugees Abandoned Property in the Country
Worth Six Billion Dollars’, Haaretz, 18 April 1997, p.1; Yossi Melman,
‘Dunum Plus Dunum Worth a Billion’, Haaretz, 20 April 1997, p.36.
26. Ibid.
27. Zweig, ‘Restitution of Property and Refugee Rehabilitation’, pp.59 and
62.
28. Alpha: Compensation, US State Department, (possible date) 18 February
1955, in PRO FO371/115866, VR1076/35.
29. Zweig, ‘Restitution of Property and Refugee Rehabilitation’, pp.61–2.
30. The estimate produced by Sami Hadawi and Atef Kubursi is £743 million,
while Yusif Sayigh’s estimate is £756.7 million. For further discussion,
see Sami Hadawi, Palestinian Rights and Losses in 1948: A Comprehensive
Study (London: Saqi Books, 1988), pp.186–9; Yusif A. Sayigh, The Israeli
Economy (Beirut: PLO Research Centre, 1966), pp.92–133 (Arabic).
31. Zweig, ‘Restitution of Property and Refugee Rehabilitation’, p.62.
32. Gazit, The Palestinian Refugee Problem, p.10.

5

The ‘Present Absentees’
and their Legal Struggle:
Evolving Israeli Policies
Towards the Internally
Displaced (1948–2003)

According to ‘Adalah (the Legal Centre for Arab Minority Rights in
Israel), nearly one-quarter of the Palestinian residents remaining in
Israel had been displaced from their homes and villages during the
1948 war and had become ‘internal refugees’ in Israel or internally
displaced persons.1 Israeli Jewish authors, on the other hand, have
suggested much more conservative estimates of the internal
refugees.2 Clearly, therefore, there are no precise statistics on the
internal refugees. Moreover although official Israeli, Palestinian and
international organisations have devoted considerable attention to
the question of how many Palestinian refugees were outside Israel
after 1948, there was very little public concern regarding the number
of those Palestinians who became refugees in Israel. The Israeli
population censuses which were carried out in 1948 and in 1961 did
not include questions designed to distinguish between Israeli Arabs
who had become internally displaced and those who had not. This
lack of attention to the internal refugees was deliberate. Its is also
consistent with the general neglect suffered by the Palestinian
citizens of Israel. Another reason for the lack of official Israeli statistics
was the unwillingness on the part of official quarters to draw
attention to the existence of the internal refugees and their difficult
situation by providing a means of identifying them. The identification of their problem would have served as a reminder that the
Palestinian refugee problem created in 1948 also existed within Israel,
although its scope, in comparison with the wider Palestinian refugee
problem (those 750,000 Palestinian refugees who in 1948 were driven
out from the would-be Jewish state and their descendants), was
limited, and its nature was unique.3 In 1988 Israeli-Palestinian
sociologist Majid al-Haj, of Haifa University, put the figure at
200,000;4 however most estimates today are between 220,000 and
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250,000,5 originating from some 60 displaced communities inside
Israel, who were dispossessed by the Israeli army in 1948–9 and were
not allowed to return to their homes.
In 1950 the internally displaced Palestinians in Israel were
considered as ‘Present Absentees’ (nifkadim nokhahim 6) under the
Absentees’ Property Law (which will be discussed below). Acquiring
the paradoxical title of ‘present absentees’, the internally displaced
had their property and homes taken by the state, making them
refugees within their own country. Most of them were forced to leave
their villages under military orders during the 1948–9 war, locking
their doors, taking their keys and land deeds, and planning to return
as soon as the Israeli army allowed. Internal movements of the
Palestinian population during 1948–9 continued for many months
and in 1950 Palestinians were still being expelled by Israeli forces
from localities where they had managed to hang on for two years.7
Other evictions carried out in the post-1948–9 period were designed
to break up areas of Arab concentration under the pretext of security
needs.8 The internal refugees are ‘present absentees’ because most of
them have never left the country, remaining through the 1948–9
war and the years following.9 Subject to unjust laws which were
passed to gain Arab land for the state (especially the Absentees’
Property Law of 1950), they are considered ‘absentees’ because they
left their original villages, regardless of the reason. Although the
internally displaced Palestinians were eventually accorded Israeli
citizenship under the 1952 Israeli Nationality Law, as ‘present
absentees’ they have been systematically prevented from returning
to their homes and lands or regaining their property. Successive
policies adopted by the Jewish state – military and diplomatic, legal
and political – were aimed at consolidating the power and
domination of Israel’s Jewish majority. A key element in this effort
was to prevent the return of Palestinian refugees – residing inside
and outside the borders of the state of Israel – to their ancestral homes
and properties. This objective has served until today as a guiding
premise underlying Israeli policy concerning the internal refugees.
The internally displaced have found themselves in a unique
situation. Despite their historic, geographic, cultural and national
ties with the Palestinian people, they are internal refugees in their
own homeland and their special situation is shared with the
Palestinian national minority in Israel. They hold Israeli citizenship,
a fact which distinguishes them from all other Palestinian refugee
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communities in the region. In addition, the ‘internal refugees’ have
been conspicuous by their long absence from the international
agenda and the denial of international refugee aid to them: UNRWA’s
operations in Israel were discontinued in July 1952. Sharing common
memories of their towns and villages of origins, they have formed a
distinct group among the Israeli-Palestinians: ‘a minority within the
minority’. Forming a separate social category which was very
noticeable in the Arab villages and towns, the Arabic word for
‘refugee’, laji, became common among the Arabs in Israel when
referring to the ‘internally displaced’.10 The vast majority of them
are Muslim (about 90 per cent) and the remainder are Christians; the
Druze are not represented among the internally displaced refugees
since no Druze permanently left their villages.11 The internally
displaced differ from the Palestinian ‘external refugees’ in another
respect: they came exclusively from rural agricultural areas, whereas
the ‘external refugees’ originated from both urban and rural
populations.12
In terms of their geographical distribution, the overwhelming
majority of the internally displaced originated from, and currently
live (like most of the Palestinians in Israel) in the northern part of the
country, in the Palestine mandatory government districts of Safad,
Acre, Haifa, Baysan and Tiberias.13 A study carried out by Charles
Kamen in the mid-1980s found that a substantial number of the
residents of villages in the northern part of the country which had
been completely destroyed, such as al-Mujaydil, al-Damun, al-Birwa,
Iqrit, Kafr Bir‘im, al-Ruways, Haditha, Ma‘lul, al-Muftakhara, alMansura and Qumiya, remained in Israel.14 To this list one should
add other villages such as Hittin, Nimrin, al-Shajara, ‘Arab al-Khisas,
‘Arab al-Baqqara, al-Kabri, al-Zib, al-Bassa, ‘Amqa, al-Shaykh Dawud,
al-Ghabisiya, al-Farradiya, al-Manshiya, Mi‘ar, al-Nahr, Suhmata,
Tarbikha, Umm al-Faraj, and Saffuriya. The latter’s former residents,
for instance, currently occupy a whole quarter in Nazareth.
Apparently, the internally displaced are currently residing in around
80 villages and towns and their movements caused the Arab
populations of various localities in Israel to increase or decrease. Most
of them had found temporary places of asylum in, and were
eventually absorbed into, the remaining nearby Arab localities,
situated on average between 3 and 16 kilometres from their original
place of residence.15 In his study Charles Kamem found that half of
the inhabitants of Judyada are refugees: one-third of the population
of Majd al-Kurum; almost one-third of that of Rama and Jish; one-
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fourth of the population of Nazareth,16 Kafr Yassif and Yafa (near
Nazareth) are refugees.17 Also a few of the internally displaced today
live in the most impoverished and overcrowded neighbourhoods of
what are now ‘mixed towns’ – the previously Arab towns of Jaffa,
Acre, Lydda and Ramle.18 It should be pointed out that the desire
among many of the internally displaced to return to their ‘original’
homes and ‘personal territory’ is not just based on nostalgia for the
past or yearning for the ‘lost paradise’, but rather on existential and
day-to-day problems, including the pressing need for housing among
the internal refugees and their descendants and the ever shrinking
surface areas available to Arab villages and towns in Israel.19
UNDER THE MILITARY ADMINISTRATION, 1948–66
The internally displaced were subjected to a repressive military
administration for some 18 years (1948–66), but many observers do
not realise that the state of emergency declared in Israel in 1948 is
still in effect. Although direct military government, which had
applied to the Arab areas of Israel, was abolished in 1966, the Defence
(Emergency) Regulations, originally enacted by the British Mandatory
authorities in 1945, were retained by the Knesset in a special law and
the state of emergency has never been lifted completely. These
regulations, subject to certain amendments, have remained in force
until the present day. Moreover, since the termination of the military
administration, Israeli governments have continued legislative and
administrative procedures aimed at confiscating lands of the
destroyed villages in order to prevent the return of the internally
displaced. The Defence (Emergency) Regulations had provided the
legal basis for the system of direct military rule imposed on Arab (and
only Arab) citizens of Israel from 1948 to 1966; in fact the Military
Government existed only in the areas in which the majority of Israel’s
Arab population resided. Under the Defence (Emergency) Regulations
the authorities can still declare closed military areas, confiscate land,
close down newspapers, detain people without trial and even expel
them.20 Another Emergency Article for the Exploitation of
Uncultivated Land (1948) permitted Israel’s Minister of Agriculture
to seize Arab property that was uncultivated. Seizures were effected
by enclosing an area under the Defence (Emergency) Regulations,
thus preventing its cultivation and enabling its expropriation. Lands
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falling under this category were leased by the Custodian of Absentees’
Property to Jewish settlers and farmers, old and new.21
The imposition of martial law and Military Government in the
period between 1948 and 1966 had an enormous impact on the
internally displaced and the remaining Palestinian population in
Israel. In 1948 the Israeli Provisional State Council (the forerunner
of the Knesset), in search of international recognition for the newly
proclaimed state, included in the ‘Independence Charter’ a promise
that the Jewish state would ‘uphold the full social and political
equality of all its citizens, without distinction of religion, race, and
sex’. In fact, what took place was exactly the opposite. After its establishment, Israel treated the Palestinians still remaining within its
frontiers almost as foreigners. It swiftly imposed a military administration in the areas inhabited by the Palestinian minority,
expropriated over half of the lands of this ‘non-Jewish’ population,
and pursued various policies of demographic containment, political
control and systematic discrimination in all spheres of life. Officially
the purpose of imposing martial law and military administration on
Israel’s Palestinian minority was security. However, its establishment
was intended to serve a number of both stated and concealed
objectives, the second and third of which were specifically aimed at
the internally displaced refugees:
1. To prevent the return of the Palestinian refugees [‘external
refugees’] to their homes, villages and towns in Israel. ‘In the
process other Arabs who had not infiltrated the country were
sometimes driven out as well.’22
2. ‘To evacuate semi-abandoned [Arab] neighbourhoods and villages
as well as some which had not been abandoned – and to transfer
their inhabitants to other parts of the country. Some were
evacuated from a “security cordon” along the borders, and others
were removed in order to make room for Jews.’23
3. To reduce the overall number of the internal refugees in the state
of Israel.
4. To maintain control and supervision over the Israeli Palestinian
citizens, who were separated and isolated from the Jewish
population.24
To reduce the overall number of the internally displaced persons
in the state of Israel in the post-1948 period the military administration carried out many incidents of expulsion, especially from
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Galilee and the Little Triangle after the latter’s annexation to Israel
in May 1949 and following the Rhodes agreement signed with Jordan
on 3 April 1949. For instance, in late May or early June 1949, 4,000
‘internal refugees’ were expelled by the military administration from
the Little Triangle across the border into the West Bank. The Military
Governor of the central area, Lieutenant-Colonel ‘Emmanuel
Markovsky, reported to the head of the Military Government, General
Elimelech Avner, on 30 June 1949:
Upon our entry into the area [the Little Triangle] and the
proclamation of [Israel’s] rule in it, we announced that we will not
recognize the [‘internal’] refugees as being entitled to reside in the
area or any aid and benefit. We prohibited their employment in
any work ... we banned organising permanent aid for them. When
we received authorisation to transfer them across the border, the
action was implemented in full within a week.
Markovsky also added that after the military administration put
pressure on ‘representatives’ of the Little Triangle’s villages (possibly
certain mukhtars), the latter had agreed to assist in the process. In
conclusion, Markovsky wrote: ‘In retrospect, this action proved that
a fair and forceful rule in the [Israeli Arab] villages gives the possibility
of implementing tasks in full, and fortifies Israel’s rule.’
In the same year (1949), some 1,000 people from the village of
Baqa al-Gharbiya in the Little Triangle (presumably many of them
‘internal refugees’) were expelled by Israel across the border into the
West Bank. In early February 1951, the residents of 13 small Arab
villages in Wadi ‘Ara were expelled over the border. Later, on 17
November of the same year the inhabitants of the village of Khirbat
al-Buwayshat in the Little Triangle were also expelled and their
houses dynamited by the army. In the same year some 700 people
from Kafr Yassif village in Galilee were trucked to the Jordanian
border and ordered to cross it. These ‘internal refugees’ had never
left Galilee during the 1948 war, but simply had fled their homes in
adjoining villages and moved to Kafr Yassif. In a Knesset debate on
8 March 1949, Communist Knesset Member Tawfiq Tubi strongly
protested against this large single expulsion of internally displaced
persons. He stated:
The forced evacuation of Arab villages has also been carried out by
the Israeli authorities. Only a few weeks ago 700 people who had
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taken refuge in the village of [Kafr] Yasif [sic] during the [1948] war
were taken to the Iraqi front [on the northern West Bank border
with Israel] in trucks and forced to cross the lines to Abdullah.
In mid-April 1949, the US consul in Jerusalem reported that ‘several
hundred’ Galilee Arabs (some of the ‘internal refugees’) had been
expelled by the Israeli army across the border, together with some
Palestinian refugees who had ‘infiltrated’ back to their villages. Such
expulsions often were carried out with brutality, as one Kibbutz
woman wrote anonymously to the newspaper ‘Al-Hamishmar of
witnessing such ‘infiltrators’, men, women and children blindfolded,
being trucked out:
Those of us standing nearby had witnessed no bad behaviour on
the part of the Arabs, who sat frightened, almost one on top of
the other. But the soldiers were quick to teach us what they meant
by ‘order’. ‘The expert’ jumped up and began to ... hit [the Arabs]
across their blindfolded eyes and when he had finished, he
stamped on all of them and then, in the end, laughed uproariously
and with satisfaction at his heroism. We were shocked by this
despicable act. I ask, does this not remind us exactly of the Nazi
acts towards the Jews?
On 31 May 1950 the Israeli army transported about 120 ‘internal
refugees’ in two crowded trucks to a point near the edge of Wadi
Araba, a hot desert wasteland astride the Israeli–Jordanian frontier
between the Dead Sea and the Gulf of Aqaba. The refugees were
ordered to cross to Jordan, with the soldiers ‘firing bursts over their
heads to urge them forward’. While most of the expellees made it, as
many as 36 ‘may be assumed ... [to have] perished from thirst and
starvation’, the British Minister to Amman, Kirkbride, wrote.25 The
survivors, who were questioned in Jordan, were found to be:
Members of divided families who infiltrated across the line to find
their relatives, or who fled from what is now Israel territory when
the Jews arrived there, abandoning money and valuables in their
homes; ... Refugees caught en route from Gaza to Jordan; ... [and]
Arabs living in their homes in Israel, with whom the Jews have
become displeased for some reason or other.
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The issue of both the internally displaced persons and the ‘external
refugees’ remained a major preoccupation for the military administration, which lasted until 1966. On 24 March 1949 Prime Minister
David Ben-Gurion appointed a committee that was directed to submit
to him recommendations on whether the military administration
should be abolished, or, alternatively, whether any changes in its
policies toward the Arab minority and the internally displaced
refugees ought to be carried out. By determining the composition of
the committee, Ben-Gurion seemed to have ensured the outcome of
its investigations. The committee was headed by General Elimelech
Avner, who was the head of the military administration, and its two
other members were Major Michael Hanegbi, the Military Governor
of the Negev, and Yehoshu‘a Palmon of the Foreign Ministry. In its
report, submitted to the Prime Minister on 3 May 1949, the
committee stressed that the continuation of a forceful military
administration was essential for security, demographic, and land
settlement reasons and for dealing with the question of refugees
within Israel. The committee maintained, inter alia, that a comprehensive and effective supervision over the Arab population was
needed in order:
• to find ‘a solution to the problem of the Arab refugees who are
present within the boundaries of the state [because the problem
of internal refugees] requires the transfer [of Arab communities]
from one place to another, the concentration of land for their
resettlement, the transfer of [Arab] workers to employment
centres, [and] directed [Jewish] settlement policies. ... The
implementation of all these requires a regime with military
character, which is not subject to the rules of normal
procedures’;
• ‘[to facilitate] greatly the implementation of the desired
demographic and land policies, and the process of populating
[with Jews] the abandoned Arab villages and towns’;
• to prevent ‘infiltration’ of Palestinian [external] refugees back
to their homes and villages;
• to prevent the Palestinian minority from becoming a fifth
column.26
In October 1952, Ben-Gurion asked then Minister-withoutportfolio Pinhas Lavon (later Defence Minister) to look into the
functioning of the military administration. Lavon’s report, which
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was presented a few weeks later, criticised the military administration as inefficient and as harbouring much corruption. Lavon also
attempted to deal with claims he heard from army General Staff representatives, who had asserted that the reason for the difficulties and
inefficiency of the military administration was the lack of a consistent policy toward the Arab minority and the internally displaced
refugees. This inconsistency, according to the army, was the result of
the activities of civilian ministries among the Arab population, in
parallel with army activities. The army, Lavon wrote, wanted an exclusive and total authority in dealing with the Arab minority. However,
he recommended not accepting the army’s demand although he
opposed abolition of the Military Government and the Defence
(Emergency) Regulations. Lavon’s report of 1952 was most telling:
The claim about the ‘lack of a consistent policy’ [made by representatives of the General Staff] is based on the demand to [adopt]
a policy which would lead to the emigration of the Arab residents
from the territory of the State of Israel. ... Such emigration is
undoubtedly desirable, but it is doubtful whether it would be
possible to achieve that – the emigration of tens of thousands of
Arabs – with the means available to a Military Government in time
of peace, in a democratic state, which is open to criticism,
supervision, and is in need of the world’s sympathy. The harm
[resulting] from half measures is clear, and their benefit is doubtful.
Absolutely effective means [which would bring about the total
departure of the Arab minority] cannot be pursued by the state of
Israel, without the shaking of its international position.
While describing the idea of a wholesale mass exodus of the Arab
minority as ‘desirable’ but not practicable for international as well as
domestic reasons, Lavon, like most Israeli ministers and senior
officials, was still in favour of an active policy of encouraging
‘voluntary’ transfer:
The above explanation does not come [however] to weaken or
belittle the efforts being made in order to obtain the consent of
Arab residents [Israeli citizens] to emigrate to foreign countries.
Such plans deserve encouragement and full support from the
[official] institutions concerned. The required financial investment
is certainly worthwhile, and it is desirable that the treasury [Finance
Ministry] ought actively to enter into details [of these plans].27
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The institution of the military administration, together with the
imposition of the Defence (Emergency) Regulations, empowered the
Military Governors to close off the Arab localities and to restrict entry
or exit to those who had been issued permits by the military
authorities. These regulations also enabled the Israeli authorities to
evict and deport people from their villages and towns; to place
individuals under administrative detention for indefinite periods
without trial; and to impose fines and penalties without due
process.28 Although the regulations themselves made no distinction
between Jew and Arab, there is no doubt that the primary use of most
of the powers in these regulations was to impose restrictions on the
Arabs in Israel.29 Regulation 125 in effect legalises the expropriation
of Arab land, giving the local military commanders the right to
declare any region under their jurisdiction a ‘closed area’. (See, for
example, the case of Kafr Bir‘im below.) As Professor David Kretzmer
of the Hebrew University pointed out, ‘in the discussion of institutional discrimination [against the Arabs in Israel], during the time
of the military government many of the rules applying to closed
areas were only applied to Arabs while Jews were allowed to move in
and out of the areas freely.’30 The Military Governors, in particular,
were authorised to close Arab areas in order to prevent ‘internal
refugees’ from returning to their homes and lands that had been
confiscated by the state and taken over by new and old Jewish
settlements.31 Yehoshu‘a Palmon of the Foreign Ministry suggested
in a letter to the Custodian of Absentees’ Property, Zalman Lifschitz
of the Prime Minister’s Office, and the attorney-general that ‘in the
cases in which [internal] refugees want to sell their property in their
former place of residence and leave the country, we should encourage
them to do that.’32 Copies of the letter were sent to the foreign
minister, the military administration, and Yosef Weitz. A year later,
Palmon, then advisor on Arab affairs in the Prime Minister’s Office,
wrote a letter to Foreign Minister Moshe Sharett in which he
expounded his views on the prickly issue of the property of the
‘present absentees’:
Arab residents of Israel, who, from a social, religious, or cultural
viewpoint, are not inclined to remain in Israel, after they would
receive all or a respectable part of the compensation for their
property, and their hope for what they had not received [their
actual property] was lost, they would look for and find a way to
leave the country.33
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LAND CONFISCATION: THE ABSENTEES’ PROPERTY LAW OF 1950
The issue of continuing land expropriation is possibly the most
explosive in the relationship between the Palestinian national
minority in Israel and the Jewish state. It is an issue that has caused
tremendous resentment and bitterness among Israeli Palestinians
and has galvanised them into action. This action reached a peak in
the ‘Land Day’ of March 30th, 1976, a day which began as a peaceful
general strike and culminated in the confrontation with the Israeli
Border Police in the course of which six Palestinians were shot dead.34
Since 1976, March 30th has become a ‘national day’ of protest and
commemoration of the Palestinian community protests which are
mainly directly against the state’s policies of land expropriation and
land use. A memorandum presented by the late Hanna Nakkara, an
Israeli-Palestinian attorney and a leading expert on land matters, to
the Arab Popular Congress in Nazareth, held on 17 February 1979,
severely criticised Israeli land policies and their impact on the
internally displaced:
Tens of thousands of [Israeli?] Arabs are still far away from their
destroyed villages and stolen lands. There is an army of local
refugees from Saffuriya, al-Mujaydil, Ma‘lul, Hittin, Nimrin, alShajara, ‘Arab al-Khisas, ‘Arab al-Baqqara, al-Kabri, al-Mansura,
al-Zib, al-Bassa, ‘Amqa, al-Shaykh Dawud, al-Birwa, al-Damun, alRuways, al-Ghabisiyya, Iqrit, Kafr Bir‘im, ‘Anan, al-Farradiya,
al-Manshiya, Mi‘ar, Sha‘b, al-Nahr, al-Sai‘ra, Suhmata, Tarbikha,
Umm al-Faraj, and others. This army of local refugees was created
by the policies of consecutive ethnic governments, existing and
working for the eviction of native people and the planting of a
new people.35
The most recent impact of these land policies was the crisis in Umm
al-Fahm, an Arab town in the Wadi ‘Ara region, which began in May
1998, when the Israeli government announced that it was expanding
a nearby military facility, in the process expropriating 4,500 acres of
local Arab agricultural land (one acre equals four dunums). In the
three days of rioting that followed the local demonstration of 27
September 1998, over 400 Arab residents were injured in clashes with
the Border Police.36
Historically, a combination of military-strategic, demographic-land
settlement, and Zionist ideological considerations governed Israel’s
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land policies towards the Arab citizens, including the ‘internal
refugees’. Land and settlement expansion, in particular, have always
been at the heart of the conflict between the Zionist
immigrants/settlers and the native Palestinians. Until the 1948 nakba
the Palestinians had been the overwhelming majority in the country
and had owned much of the land, while the Jewish community in
Palestine (the Yishuv) had been about a third of the total population
and had owned about 6 per cent of the land. Hence, the quest for
land had underpinned the Zionist project in the pre-1948 period. In
a sense, in the post-1948 period the Israeli state’s long-lasting battle
against the Arab minority was a battle for ‘more land’. This battle
essentially was dictated by the Jewish state’s premises and
fundamentals:
• the ‘ingathering’ of the world’s Jews in Israel (‘kibbutz galoyut’);
• the acquisition, takeover and conquest of land (‘kibbush
haadama’);
• the consolidation of Jewish demography in a state created
exclusively for the Jews – who mostly had yet to arrive in Israel
– at the expense of the displaced, ‘transferred’ and internally
relocated Palestinians;
• Jewish ‘population dispersion’ throughout the country (pezur
ochlosiya);
• Judaisation of Galilee (yehud hagalil).
The establishment of Israel in 1948 did not alter Zionism’s premises
and fundamentals with regard to the Palestinian minority remaining
under Israeli control. Indeed, the principal objectives of the Israeli
state, as defined in terms of its Zionist ideology, has been the
fulfilment of the Jewish majority’s aspirations, and those of wouldbe Jewish immigrants, frequently at the expense of the aspirations of
the Palestinian minority (including the internal Arab refugees).
For the remaining Palestinian citizens of Israel, their attachment
to the land of their ancestors hardly can be overemphasised. Farming
the land was the backbone of the Palestinian economy before 1948.
As natives of Palestine, the land for them was a means of livelihood,
a symbol of identity, survival and security in the face of the 1948
exodus and dispersal of their compatriots. The question of land use
and development has always been crucially important for the survival
of the Palestinian Arab minority in Israel. Land expropriation is
probably the most significant aspect of the policy of deprivation
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pursued by Israel against this minority. Predicated on the Zionist
premise of more land for the would-be Jewish newcomers and
settlers, Israel’s policy of land confiscation destroyed the livelihood
of many Israeli Arabs, severely curtailed the development of Arab
localities and threatened to undermine the very survival of a territorially based Arab national minority in Israel.
The 1948–9 war brought enormous disruption to the economy of
the internally displaced and the remaining Palestinian population
in Israel. The outcome of the 1948–9 war and the ceasefire
agreements between Israel and the Arab countries of 1949 left Israel
in control of over 5 million acres of Palestinian land, mostly
belonging to the external refugees; the property of the internally
displaced Palestinians consisted of about 300,000 dunums of land,
which the Israeli state declared to be ‘absentee property’.37 Soon after
the 1948 war, the Israeli authorities confiscated nearly 1 million acres
of Palestinian refugee land.38 First the Israeli state took over the land
of the ‘external refugees’, who were barred from returning, while the
remaining Palestinian Arab minority (including internally displaced
persons) was subsequently subjected to laws and regulations that
effectively deprived it of most of its land. The history of expropriation began immediately after 1948. The massive drive to take over
Arab land, belonging to ‘internal and external refugees’, has been
conducted according to strict legality. The land was expropriated by
the authority of laws passed by the Israeli parliament, and transferred
to Jewish control and ownership. Since 1948 Israel has enacted some
30 statutes that transferred land from private Arab to state
ownership.39 In 1955 the then Arab affairs editor for the daily
Haaretz, Moshe Keren, described this process as ‘wholesale robbery
in legal guise. Hundreds of thousands of dunams [sic] were taken
away from the Arab minority.’40
While Israel has used several laws to expropriate land from the
Arab citizens or to place restrictions on its use, there is little doubt
that major expropriations of lands belonging to Palestinians (internal
and external refugees) were carried out under the Absentees’ Property
Law, 1950. This statute was used to transfer Palestinian properties to
Jewish hands via the Custodian of Absentees’ Property, who
subsequently transferred them to the Israeli Development Authority.
The law was proceeded by Defence (Emergency) Regulations dealing
with ‘absentees’ property’. On the face of it, the declared objective
of this statute was to ‘protect’ the property of absentee owners, and
to facilitate use of this property for the development of the Israeli

The ‘Present Absentees’ and their Legal Struggle (1948–2003)

155

economy and the state.41 The law directs the Finance Minister to
appoint a Custodian of Absentees’ Property and Section 4(a)(1)
provides that
all absentees’ property is hereby vested in the Custodian as from
the day of publication of this appointment or the day on which
it became absentee’s property, whichever is the later date.42
The law gives far-reaching powers to the Custodian of Absentees’
Property, with severe consequences for the Palestinian landowner
whose property was deemed ‘absentee property’; it empowers the
Custodian to take care of the absentee’s property, manage it, and
expel occupants who, in the Custodian’s opinion, have no right to
occupy it. The law does not give the ‘absentee’ (internal or external
refugee) the right to return to his property. Instead it gives the
Custodian the power, at his sole discretion, and on the recommendation of a special committee, to release/sell vested property. Where
the vested property has been sold ‘the property sold becomes released
property and passes into the ownership of the purchaser and the
consideration which the Custodian has received becomes held
property’ (Section 28 (c).43
The most important provision in the law is the definition of the
term ‘absentees’ property’. Section 1 defines the term ‘absentee’ as
follows:
(a) ‘absentee’ means:
(1) a person who, at any time during the period between the 16th
Kislev, 5708 (29 November, 1947) and the day on which a
declaration is published, under section 9(d) of the Law and
Administration Ordinance, (5708–1948), that the state of
emergency declared by the Provisional Council of the State on
the 10th of Iyar, 5708 (19th May, 1948) has ceased to exist,
was the legal owner of any property situated in the area of
Israel or enjoyed or held it, whether by himself or through
another, and who at any time during the said period
(i)

was a national or citizen of the Lebanon, Egypt, Syria,
Saudi-Arabia, Trans-Jordan, Iraq or the Yemen, or
(ii) was in one of these countries or in any part of Palestine
outside the area of Israel or
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(iii) was a Palestinian citizen and left his ordinary place of
residence in Palestine
(a)

for a place outside Palestine before the 27th Av, 5708
(1st September, 1948); or
(b) for a place in Palestine held at the time by forces
which sought to prevent the establishment of the
State of Israel or which fought against it after its
establishment;
(2) a body of persons which, at any time during the period
specified in paragraph (1), was a legal owner of any property
situated in the area of Israel or enjoyed or held such property,
whether by itself or through another, and all the members,
partners, shareholders, directors or managers of which are
absentees within the meaning of paragraph (1), or the
management of the business of which is otherwise decisively
controlled by such absentees, or all the capital of which is in
the hands of such absentees.44
Critical examination of the definition reveals that a person may be
an ‘absentee’ under the law, even though he was present in Israel
when his property was deemed to have become ‘absentees’ property’.
In other words, if a person was an ‘absentee’ at any time between 29
November and 1 September 1948, his property becomes ‘absentees’
property’, whether he is still an absentee or not.45 While that applied
in absentia to those Palestinian refugees outside Jewish-occupied
Palestine, it also provided for the legal dispossession of those
Palestinian citizens of Israel who had never left the newly created
state or those Palestinians who were reabsorbed into Israel as a result
of the armistice agreements of 1949. Consequently, most of the
internally displaced have become ‘present absentees’ by virtue of the
fact that they had properties confiscated; very few of them have ever
recovered any property.
In 1948, each Arab village had on average approximately 2,280
acres of arable land; by 1974 this was reduced to 500 acres.46
Between 1948 and 1990 the Israeli Palestinians (including the
‘internal refugees’) lost close to 1 million acres of land;47 during the
first four decades of the state 80 per cent of the lands owned by
Palestinians living in Israel were confiscated and put at the exclusive
disposal of Jewish citizens.48 Through a series of legal measures,
expropriations continue even today, with minimal financial
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compensation based on undervalued assessments (decided
unilaterally and with no relation to market value), which, in any
case, many internal refugees refuse.49 As a result of this massive land
seizure and the state’s land-use policies within the Green Line, 93 per
cent of the land is owned by the state and the Jewish National Fund
(JNF);50 according to a series of laws passed in the early 1960s
(especially the Basic Law: Israel Lands and the Israel Lands Authority
Law), almost all the land in Israel came to be owned by the state
(93 per cent). Yet, when the state assumed control (in the form of
the Israel Lands Authority), it agreed to continue to abide by the
JNF’s mandate for those lands which were once administered by the
JNF, whose primary purpose has always been to facilitate the control
of land as the ‘perpetual property of the Jewish people’.51 In effect,
those lands, originally belonging to Palestinian (external) refugees
and ‘present absentees’, are currently held ‘in perpetuity by the
Jewish people’, not the citizens of Israel, excluding the Arab citizens
from ownership and land use.
Furthermore, the Israel Lands Authority continues to transfer lands
internally to the JNF – 12,500 acres in 1991, and 10,000 acres in 1998
are but recent examples.52 In reality, the line between the Israel Lands
Authority (ILA) and the JNF is a thin one, as the JNF nominates 6 of
the 13 members of the ILA’s Board (the rest are government officials).
Professor Amnon Rubinstein, writing in Haaretz 13 October 1991,
critically remarked: ‘These transfers present a grave problem, because
lands that were intended for use by all Israeli citizens were handed
over to an agency that sells and leases land only to Jews.’ By selfdefinition, these lands, whether controlled by the ILA or the JNF, are
utilised almost exclusively for the fulfilment of the Zionist goals of
Jewish settlement and population dispersion. Inevitably, this landuse policy has resulted in the massive dispossession of the Arab
minority, including the ‘internal refugees’.53 According to Right
Reverend Riah Abu al-‘Assal of Nazareth (enthroned in 1998 as the
Anglican Bishop of Jerusalem):
In 1948, 16.5 dunams were allowed per capita for the Arab
minority. Today about 0.5 dunam is allowed. We have no more
space to bury our dead. ... I am not exaggerating. I live in a town
called Nazareth which has become the most crowded town in the
country. ... In the Greek Orthodox Cemetery in Nazareth – and
the Greek Orthodox community numbers over 11,000 people –
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they dig up the graves of those who died ten years ago to bury
the newly dead.54
LEGAL STRUGGLE AND DIRECT ACTION
i. Kafr Bir‘im and Iqrit
The most famous case of the internally displaced involved the
inhabitants of the two villages Kafr Bir‘im and Iqrit, who were forcibly
evicted by the Israeli army in November 1948 and never allowed to
return. This case also illustrates the strong desire among many of the
internally displaced persons to return to their ‘original’ homes and
‘personal’ territory. Termed the ‘uprooted’ (ha‘akurim) in the Israeli
press, the Christian inhabitants of Iqrit and Kafr Bir‘im in northern
Galilee and their descendants are part of the approximately 250,000
internally displaced Palestinians who were dispossessed by the Israeli
army in 1948 and were not allowed to go back to their homes. The
villagers of Iqrit and Kafr Bir‘im, who did not take up arms in 1948,
were ‘evicted’ by the Israeli army on 6 November 1948 and
transferred to various Arab villages in Galilee, including Jish and
Ramah. The history of these evicted villagers is one of ‘broken
promises’;55 initially the Israeli army requested the residents of Iqrit
and Kafr Bir‘im to leave their villages due to ‘security concerns’ along
the Israeli–Lebanese border (Kafr Biri‘m was located about two miles
from the Israeli–Lebanese border and nine miles east of Iqrit). In 1948
Iqrit and Kafr Bir‘im were considered ‘friendly’ villages: their
inhabitants did not take up arms against Israel. Apparently, their
residents complied with the order after receiving explicit assurances
from both Galilee District military commander, Elisha‘ Shultz, and
the then Minister for Minorities, Bechor Shitrit, that they would be
permitted to return within two weeks.56 However, this promise,
which ran counter to Israel’s general policy at the time of creating
Arab-free ‘security zones’ along the borders of the state, was not kept.
In Israel’s Border Wars, 1949–1956 (1997), Israeli historian Benny
Morris discusses the issue of ‘Expelling Border Communities [Israeli
Arabs] and Nudging Back the Borders’:
At the end of 1948. ... Israel decided to clear its border areas of
Arab villages, to a depth of five or ten kilometres. The motive of
the policy – initially implemented at the beginning of November
along the Lebanese border – was military: Arab villages along the
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border, just behind IDF positions and patrol roads, constituted a
threat. They could receive and assist Arab troops and irregulars
should the Arabs renew the war; harbour saboteurs and spies; and
serve as way stations for infiltrating returnees [Palestinian refugees],
thieves, and smugglers. Partly depopulated villages, such as
Tarshiha in Galilee, beckoned infiltrators [returning refugees] bent
on resettlement. And some semi-abandoned border villages, such
as Zakariya, in the Jerusalem Corridor, were a socio-economic
burden on the state since the young adult males were mostly dead,
incarcerated, or had fled to Jordan, while the old, the women, and
the children of the village lived off government hand-outs. Lastly,
the authorities wanted as small an Arab minority as possible in
the new Jewish state.
In part, these border-area transfers were designed to hamper
infiltration [of Palestinian refugees] into Israel.57
On 21 June 1949 the leaders of Kafr Bir‘im met with Shitrit, who
asked them to be ‘patient’. But nothing happened for two years.
Having lost faith in the Israeli government, the villagers on 30 August
1951 filed a claim in the High Court of Justice, demanding the
government return of their land. The High Court issued a conditional
order on 8 October, ordering the government to explain why the
villagers had not been allowed to return.58 In response, in November
the army, using the Defence (Emergency) Regulations, declared Kafr
Bir‘im ‘a closed area’ for security reasons, requiring a special permit
to enter. A month later, in December, while the case of Iqrit was still
before the High Court, the army issued retroactive expulsion orders
and its sappers systematically blew up every house in the village. The
High Court issued its final ruling on the Kafr Bir‘im case on 18
January 1952, declaring that in the light of the military actions, the
villagers of Kafr Bir‘im need to obtain special permits in order to
return home – permits which the army refused to issue. On 4 August
1953 the Finance Ministry stepped in, officially confiscating the lands
of Kafr Bir‘im for the purpose of ‘development’, using a legal pretext
that the lands were ‘abandoned and uncultivated by the owners’.
Finally on 16 and 17 September the army destroyed the remaining
houses of Kafr Bir‘im.59 The lands of the two villages were
confiscated, declared ‘state lands’, and leased to Jewish agricultural
and urban settlements. A similar process took place in several Arab
villages in Israel.
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The villagers of Iqrit and Kafr Bir‘im were not permitted to return
because, according to Prime Minister Golda Meir in 1972, allowing
them to do so might set a precedent for other, similarly uprooted
‘internal refugees’.60 Apparently, monetary compensation was
subsequently offered by the Israeli government to the inhabitants of
Kafr Bir‘im and Iqrit, only to be turned down by the majority of
them.61 When their hopes of return were frustrated, they took action
through the Israeli courts, through lobbying and through peaceful
demonstrations; their legal and political struggle, and the struggle
of their descendants, to return to their homes and original lands
have stretched out to more than half a century. There are four main
reasons why the case of Iqrit and Kafr Bir‘im became a cause célèbre:
1. the tenacity of the villagers, their perseverance and direct action,
their effective lobbying activities and legal struggle, stretching
over half a century; they never gave up hope or ceased their
efforts;
2. the mobilisation of Christian churches in the Holy Land and the
effective use of their international connections;
3. the formation of grassroots local organisations from an early stage
designed to campaign specifically for the rights of the villagers,
such as the Committee for the Uprooted of Kafr Bir‘im and the
Public Committee of Iqrit and Kafr Bir‘im;
4. the perception among liberal Zionist-Israelis, who have expressed
sympathy for the villagers, that their case was ‘unique’, and as
such would not be taken as a ‘precedent’ to allow other ‘internal
refugees’ to return to their homes and original lands.
The affair of Kafr Bir‘im and Iqrit often burst into the open and
provoked controversy inside Israel and soul-searching among Jews
and non-Jews in the West. On 23 July 1972, after a long cabinet
session discussing whether or not to allow the ‘uprooted’ of the two
villages to return, the Israeli ministers voted against – the government
of Golda Meir giving no official reason for its decision.62 This decision
attracted the interest of the Western press, with many articles and
editorials sympathetic to the dispossessed villagers and highly critical
of the Israeli government appearing in the New York Times Magazine
(22 October), the Guardian (16 August), Christian Science Monitor (12
and 26 August), the New York Times (4 September). An indication of
the impact of the demands of the inhabitants of the two villages on
American Jewish opinion was suggested by an article in the American
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Jewish Congress journal, the Congress Bi-weekly, by Chaim Waxman.
Acknowledging that the case of the villagers received some coverage
in the United States, and critical of the handling of the case by the
Israeli government, Waxman expressed the fear that the
government’s refusal to allow the villagers to return could become a
major weapon in the arsenals of critics of Zionism and Israel.63 Israeli
journalist ‘Amos Elon wrote in October 1972: ‘The question of the
repatriation of a few hundred Israeli Arabs to the now ruined villages
[of Kafr Bir‘im and Iqrit] has revealed a deep soul-searching ... the
passion and occasional viciousness of this last debate surpasses any
within recent memory.’64 Later in the year the Labour government
announced the abolition of all closed, security areas laws within the
Green Line; a decision which was officially put into effect on 31
December 1972. The next day Defence Minister Moshe Dayan
reimposed Defence (Emergency) Regulations on Iqrit and Kafr Bir‘im,
making them ‘closed areas’ with the villagers still requiring a permit
in order to enter them.65 Four months later, on 1 April 1973, near
Hadera in Israel, some 7,000 Arabs and Jews in Israel took part in an
open air meeting of solidarity with the inhabitants of the two
villages.66
In 1993 (under the pragmatic coalition of Labour-Meretz) a
Ministerial Committee under Minister of Justice David Libai was
formed to deal with the issue of Kafr Bir‘im and Iqrit. Two years later,
in December 1995, it announced its recommendations, proposing
to settle the case with the residents of the villages on the following
conditions:
• partial return: about 600 families to be allowed back; eligibility
would be restricted to heads of households who lived in one of
the villages and owned a house there on 6 November 1948, as
well as two adult descendants per household;
• the land would still be under the control of the Finance
Ministry;
• only a small parcel of land would be leased to returning
households: only 600 dunums were to be set aside for each
village (less than 10 per cent of the two villages’ original land);
• they should forgo land and property restitution;
• they should not engage in agriculture.
The Committee declared that solution as representative of the
‘generous good-will of the Israeli government’.67
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These recommendations were never implemented. Although they
saw the Committee’s recommendations as a step in the right
direction, the villagers from Iqrit and Kafr Bir‘im, who by then
numbered 8,000 persons with claims to thousands of dunums of
land, rejected the decision. In 1948 Kafr Bir‘im had a population of
about 950, while Iqrit had about 500 inhabitants. According to the
Village Statistics, 1945 of the British mandatory government, Kafr
Bir‘im lands had consisted of 12,244 dunums, while Iqrit had 711
dunums.68 According to Kamel Ya‘aqub, of the Committee for the
Uprooted of Kafr Bir‘im, there were three problems with the
government’s decision:
• it limited the number of the villagers who could return;
• the land stayed under state control;
• it did not return all the land which the villagers farmed, land
in use by neighbouring Jewish settlements.
As one villager from Bir‘im explained: ‘How do they expect me to
decide which two sons will return with me? What should I say to
the other six members of my family?’69
The villagers demanded more land (having lost more land through
expropriation after 1948) and insisted that all their descendants be
allowed back, while Jewish settlements in the area urged that less
land be handed back to the Arab villagers.
Another committee of senior Israeli officials, formed in early 1996
in response to the villagers’ ongoing campaign, amended the recommendations of December 1995 by removing the ‘two descendants’
restriction; it also suggested that the government consider expansion
of the two villages’ boundaries if necessary. No action was taken. A
petition filed by the Iqrit villagers in late 1996 was still pending in
1999–2000 before the High Court of Justice: the villagers wanted the
Court at least to order that the Ministerial Committee recommendations be implemented. On 2 December 1998, the Knesset defeated
a private members’ bill, submitted by liberal MK Dedi Tzucker
(Meretz), to allow the villagers to return. However, even those liberal
Israelis who have supported the villagers’ struggle to return to Iqrit
and Kafr Bir‘im, believe that the case is unique and should not be
taken as a precedent to allow other ‘internal refugees’ to return to
their villages and homes. The issue remained unresolved under the
governments of Binyamin Netanyahu and Ehud Barak.
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On 10 October 2001 the deliberations of the coalition government
of Ariel Sharon about whether to respect the 1951 High Court ruling
and allow the villagers of Iqrit and Kafr Bir‘im to return to their
homes and properties finally came to an end, when the ‘security
cabinet’ of Ariel Sharon decided against their return because of
‘security concern’ and because it ‘would set a precedent for other
displaced Palestinians who all demand to return to their homes and
lands’. The cabinet decision showed that little had changed in Israel’s
land policies since 1971, when the then Prime Minister Golda Meir
issued a similar decision. The official response of the Israeli cabinet
to the 1996 petition was to be considered by the High Court in a
hearing scheduled for early November 2001, although the prospects
of a successful outcome for the residents of Iqrit and Kafr Bir‘im in
the Israeli legal system appeared to be slim.70
ii. The National Committee for the Defence of the Rights of the
Internally Displaced and Direct Action
Although the issue of the internal refugees is still conspicuous by
its absence from both the international agenda and the
Israeli–Palestinian peace negotiations, the early and mid-1990s
witnessed a turning point in the struggle of the internally displaced
to regain their lands and properties. The 1990s introduced two major
factors into the debate over the fate of the internal refugees: (a) the
impact of the Madrid and Oslo peace processes on the internal
refugees,71 both positive and negative; (b) the formation, for the
first time since 1948, of a nationwide organisation: the National
Committee for the Defence of the Rights of the Internally Displaced
in Israel (al-Lajna al-Qutriyya Li-Difai’ ‘an Huquq al-Muhajjarin fi
Israeel), which has emerged gradually since the early 1990s also
under the impact of the Israeli–Palestinian peace process. The
National Committee is an umbrella organisation whose three
principal aims are:
1. to promote the right of return of the internal refugees to their
original villages and to reject compensation as an alternative to
return;
2. to unite the efforts and activities of the various local and village
committees of the internally displaced within the framework of
the National Committee;
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3. to conduct public relations campaigns on behalf of the internally
displaced directed at Israeli (Jewish and Arab) and international
audiences.72
The committee was founded in 1992, shortly after the Madrid
Peace Conference of October 1991, as according to one of its founders
(Ahmad Ashkar), ‘the convening of the Madrid Conference
convinced us beyond the shadow of a doubt that the PLO and Arab
countries had abandoned the Arabs of [19]48 [i.e., IsraeliPalestinians]. Therefore, we decided to take matters into our hands.’73
The committee is led by a Galilee-based lawyer, Wakim Wakim,
who himself comes from a family of internal refugees originating
from the (destroyed) village of al-Bassa in upper-western Galilee.
Wakim had this to say in an interview in December 2002:
We began just after the Madrid Conference. Needless to say, we
were very upset with the Palestinian delegation for not raising the
issue of the internally displaced, and our fear of exclusion from the
PLO’s strategy led us to take action by forming a committee to
prepare for the peace conference announced by Madrid. Before our
initiative, there were already a number of local committees that
had been working on their own, representing the inhabitants of
specific destroyed villages, such as Iqrit and [Kafr] Biri‘m. There
was also a committee for Saffuriya (the Committee to Preserve the
Heritage of Saffuriya),74 the Hittin Committee, and a few others.75
The beginnings of the National Committee for the Defence of the
Rights of the Internally Displaced in Israel were the early 1990s, when
a very small number of activists from several local village committees
held their first joint meeting at the end of which they announced the
establishment of a standing committee for the defence of the rights
of the internally displaced. The committee, aiming to unify local
efforts and to make its issue a common cause rather than a separate
issue of each village, for the next three years organised lectures and
panel discussions in various Arab schools and localities around Israel.
Then, on 11 March 1995 they held their first nationwide convention
(at Qasr al-Salam: near Tamra) in western Galilee with the participation of some 280 delegates representing 39 destroyed villages and
various groups of the internally displaced. The conference, which
became a major turning point, crucially transformed the standing
committee into a nationwide organisation and issued a public
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statement which rejected ‘all alternatives to the right of return’.
Significantly, however, it was only in May 2000 that the National
Committee was registered as an NGO under the name ‘Association
for the Defence of the Rights of the Displaced in Israel’.76 Since then,
however, the Association has continued to operate under two slightly
different names: one highlighting its delicate legal position in Israel
and the other (the National Committee for the Defence of the Rights
of the Internally Displaced in Israel), emphasising its national
Palestinian character. Interestingly, however, because the
overwhelming majority of the internally displaced originated from,
and currently live in, the northern part of the country, the activities
of the National Committee for the Defence of the Rights of the
Internally Displaced are largely concentrated in the north of the
country.
iii. Nakba, Memory and Commemoration
Since 1948 Israel’s refugee strategy towards the internal refugees has
consisted of a series of practical measures, including the suppressing
of nakba memory, the denial of restitution of property and
involuntary resettlement. The victims – in this case internally
displaced Israeli–Arab citizens – became ‘victimisers’, a threat to
Israel’s demographic security and ethnic domination. The struggle
of the Palestinian citizens of Israel (including the ‘present absentees’)
for a multicultural, democratic and inclusive state – a state of all its
citizens – became a threat to the very central Zionist ethnic project
of ‘Judaising’ Palestine/Israel.
Israel’s refugee strategy of turning history on its head has, however,
clearly failed. In fact, the more the state policies are focused on
suppressing nakba memory and dissolving the internal refugee
problem, the stronger the indigenous resistance to that policy
becomes and the more open nakba commemoration and direct action
become. Indeed, nakba memory and active participation in commemoration, driven by a very real sense of historical injustice, is far
stronger among the third generation of ‘present absentees’ than the
first and second. In recent years there has been an awakening of all
sorts including the participation of Palestinian communities in Israel
in the commemoration of the nakba to an extent that was not
commemorated in years past. This was largely due to activities of the
National Committee for the Defence of the Rights of the Internally
Displaced which, since its foundation in the 1990s, has had a number
of major successes. It was the first Arab organisation in Israel to
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articulate successfully the nationwide demands of the internal
refugees. To that end it has conducted a widely publicised campaign
of direct action. This included commemorative and mass rallies,
regular marches to, and cultural activities on the lands of, destroyed
villages (such as Saffuriya, Suhmata, al-Ghabisiya, al-Birwa, Ma‘lul,
Lubya, Hittin) as well as the restoration of holy sites (mosques,
churches and cemeteries) in these villages. Moreover, a great number
of the activities of the National Committee on the ground are carried
out through a non-governmental organisation (NGO) for the
protection of holy sites, called ‘al-Aqsa’. This body looks after old
cemeteries and mosques and campaigns for the release and
restoration of mosques existing in abandoned (almost completely
destroyed) villages.77
Another significant success has been in uniting a large number of
Arab mayors, Arab members of the Knesset and practically all Arab
political parties and national institutions in Israel (operating under
the umbrella of the Higher Arab Monitoring Committee: Lajnat alMutaba‘a al-‘Ulya), in support of the demands of the internally
displaced.78 One of the largest and most successful mass rallies to be
organised by the National Committee was held on 11 March 2000 in
the sports hall of the municipality of Nazareth, the largest Arab town
in Israel. It was attended by some 850 participants, including the
mayor of Nazareth Ramiz Jarayseh, Muhammad Zaydan, the head
of the Higher Arab Monitoring Committee, ‘Abdul-Karim al-Zraykhi
of the PLO Refugee Department, activists from displaced
communities, representatives of Arab political parties and institutions
in Israel, as well as solidarity delegations from the occupied Golan
Heights and refugee camps in the West Bank. The speakers
emphasised two common themes: (1) the determination of
Palestinian refugees in general and the internally displaced in
particular to continue the struggle for the ‘right of return’; (2) the
need for united political action towards a solution of the Palestinian
refugee problem, based on the implementation of international law
and UN resolutions, especially Resolution 194.
Speaking on behalf of the National Committee, Wakim Wakim
presented its manifesto with these specific points:
• the National Committee calls for the return of the internally
displaced to their homes and property, in accordance with UN
Resolution 194. It also calls for the abolition of the Law of
Absentees’ Property and other laws providing for ethnic discrimination against the Arab citizens of Israel;
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• while the National Committee is the representative of the
internally displaced in Israel, the PLO is the sole (overall) representative of the Palestinian people, including external and
internal refugees;
• The National Committee calls for the maintenance of the
sacred sites (mosques, churches and cemeteries) in all destroyed
villages and the protection of other Arab sites of historical
significance;
• any future political agreement signed by the PLO with Israel
that excludes the ‘right of return’ would be considered null and
void by the Palestinian refugees and internally displaced;
• Israel continues to violate the basic rights of its Palestinian
citizens: their right to property is denied; some Israeli leaders
even question their right to vote to the Knesset and be
represented in parliament;
• the National Committee demands broad support for the
internally displaced from all Palestinian social and political
institutions, for the immediate adoption of the cause of the
internally displaced persons in Israel by the Palestinian
leadership;
• the National Committee calls for a joint and intensive effort
at documentation of Palestinian eviction and displacement
during the 1948 nakba.79
The manifesto of the National Committee and its political activities
underline the fact that one of its paramount objectives has been to
try to create a linkage between the desire among many of the
internally displaced to return to their original villages and regain
their land – a desire partly derived from existential and day-to-day
problems, including the pressing need for housing among the
internal refugees and their descendants – and the wider Palestinian
national struggle for the right to return under international law and
UN resolutions.80 A 1986 study of three refugee communities living
in Galilee (Shafa‘amr, Tarshiha and Kabul) by Majid al-Haj had found
that many of the internally displaced had begun to lose hope that
their eviction from their homes was temporary.81 However, many of
them continued to demand that their case be resolved in any final
settlement reached between Israel and the Palestinians. Since the
mid-1990s, however, the internally displaced, as a result of the
effective nationwide activities of the National Committee for the
Defence of the Rights of the Internally Displaced, have been receiving
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considerable media attention both inside and outside Israel. Despite
constant harassment from, and various restrictions imposed by, the
Israeli authorities and police, visits to destroyed villages, public rallies
for the commemoration of the Palestinian nakba, and protest
marches, coordinated by the National Committee, have become a
regular event.82 On 12 May 1997, the 49th anniversary of the
creation of the state of Israel, thousands of Arab citizens, including
many internal refugees, responded to calls by the National
Committee and took part in protest action, processions and commemorations, conducted under the slogan: ‘Give the Internal
Refugees Back their Lands.’83 On the 28 March 1998, while Israel was
preparing to celebrate its 50th anniversary, thousands of internal
refugees held a protest procession from the village of Shaykh Dannun
in the foothills of the western Galilee mountains to the ruins of the
al-Ghabisiya – a neighbouring abandoned village whose land
ownership and use (together with two smaller neighbouring villages)
in the mid-1940s was 11,786 dunums.84 The protesters carried
placards with the names of Palestinian villages destroyed in 1948
and called on the Israeli government to let them go back to their
villages and lands. These protests turned out to be the start of many
events undertaken by the Palestinian citizens of Israel to mark the
50th anniversary of the nakba.85
Calls to boycott all celebrations of the independence of Israel and
replace them by public rallies for the commemoration of the 1948
Palestinian nakba have become a regular feature of the tactics of the
National Committee in recent years. Success for this tactic came in
May 2000 when the Palestinian community in Israel issued, for the
first time, a united call for a public boycott of the celebrations of
Israel’s ‘Independence Day’ (14 May) – a boycott led by the National
Committee in coordination with the Higher Arab Monitoring
Committee. When an ‘independence celebration’ was staged by the
Israeli authorities in the Arab town of Shafa‘amr on 7 May, it was
met by a Palestinian counter-demonstration which led to violent
clashes with the Israeli police and resulted in 20 Arab injuries and
30 arrests.86 A May 2000 statement issued by the National
Committee, under the title: ‘Their Independence Day – The Day of
Our Nakba’, read:
We the internally displaced Palestinians suffer a double pain. We
have remained near our destroyed villages and towns. With pain
we listen to the silent prayers of our mosques and the silent call
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of our church bells – silenced since our eviction and transformed
into stables for the settlers’ cattle and sites of prostitution and drug
abuse. They desecrate the cemeteries of our ancestors who, for 52
years, have not stopped appealing to our conscience and the
conscience of humanity.87
Direct action and activities organised inside the destroyed villages
by the internally displaced were also supported by other Arab NGOs
and human rights organisations in Israel. In late October 2001 the
Public Committee of Iqrit and Kafr Bir‘im organised a mass protest
at the church of Iqrit followed by a public rally in the village in which
the Catholic Bishop Butrus Mu‘alem, the head of the Higher Arab
Monitoring Committee, and hundreds of people from Arab towns
and villages in Galilee participated.88 Bishop Mu‘alem said that he
would present the case of the two villages to the Pope at their meeting
in Rome in early November, although he hoped that the Israeli
government would begin to tackle the problem, helping the villagers
to return to their original land, before the problem becomes an international issue.89 There are several reasons why the villagers to Kafr
Bir‘im and Iqrit have been more successful in attracting support and
sympathy for their cause, including strong attachment to their
personal territory, never giving up hope of returning or ceasing their
efforts. It was also the mobilisation of many Christian churches in
the Holy Land and abroad in support of their case which made it a
cause célèbre. Another important factor is that the refugee
communities of Kafr Bir‘im and Iqrit have become a model for other
internally displaced communities to imitate, with their cohesive and
distinct village organisations.90
EPILOGUE
The data on the internal refugees in Israel and their social and
economic conditions have serious shortcomings. Although their
situation has remained off the agenda of Israeli–Palestinian
negotiations, it is, however, generally viewed as an integral part of the
overall Palestine refugee question. Moreover, although they are an
integral part of both the Palestinian national minority in Israel and
the Palestinian people, their continued existence as a separate social
category, and as refugees in their own homeland, make them
potential candidates for special concern. Raising awareness of their
plight on both local and international levels, therefore, has remained
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central to the struggle of the internal refugees to bring about the
implementation of international resolutions and the fulfilment of
their right to return to their destroyed villages. As Israel remains
unwilling to concede these rights, support from human rights organisations and the international community will be crucial in the years
ahead. Moreover, until the internally displaced are allowed to return
to their homes and original lands, it would be difficult to see how the
state of Israel can begin to address fundamental issues such as
democracy and equality for all citizens irrespective of religious, ethnic
or racial affiliation.
The emergence of local Arab organisations, at both village and
nationwide levels, have proved to be vitally important; since the
early 1990s, the internally displaced have become better organised
and more effective politically, mainly through the formation of civil
society organisations and NGOs, including the National Committee
for the Defence of the Rights of the Internally Displaced in Israel.91
The emergence of these organisations since the early 1990s, their
mass protests and activities inside the destroyed villages, together
with the direct action of older, well-established Arab organisations in
Israel (such as the Committee for the Uprooted of Kafr Bir‘im, the
Committee for the Defence of Arab Lands and the Higher Arab
Monitoring Committee) have had some impact, attracting attention
in the Hebrew press in Israel and, more importantly, support from
international human rights organisations. Both the UN Human
Rights Committee and the UN Committee on Economic, Social and
Cultural Rights severely criticised Israel in 1998 for its land policies
and for its treatment of the Arab citizens and ‘present absentees’.
Israel’s policies were described by the Committee on Economic, Social
and Cultural Rights as an institutionalised form of discrimination
and a serious breach of Israel’s obligations under international law,
and, more specifically, the International Covenant on Economic,
Social and Cultural Rights of 1966. Addressing the issue under articles
16 and 17 of the Covenant, the UN Committee on Economic, Social
and Cultural Rights, in its report of December 1998, expressed
its concern over the plight of an estimated 200,000 uprooted
‘present absentees’, Palestinian Arab citizens of Israel most of
whom were forced to leave their villages during the 1948 war on
the understanding that they would be allowed by the Government
of Israel to return after the war. Although a few have been given
back their property, the vast majority continue to be displaced and
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dispossessed by the State because their lands were confiscated and
not returned to them.
On the issue of land use and land policies pursued by semi-official
Zionist agencies in Israel
The Committee expresses concern that excessive emphasis upon
the State as a ‘Jewish State’ encourages discrimination and accords
a second-class status to its non-Jewish citizens. The Committee
notes with concern that the Government of Israel does not accord
equal rights to its Arab citizens, although they comprise over 19
per cent of the total population. ... The Committee notes with
grave concern that the Status Law of 1952 authorizes the World
Zionist Organization/Jewish Agency and its subsidiaries, including
the Jewish National Fund, to control most of the land in Israel,
since these institutions are chartered to benefit Jews exclusively.
Despite the fact that the institutions are chartered under private
law, the State of Israel nevertheless has a decisive influence on
their policies and thus remains responsible for their activities. A
State party cannot divest itself of its obligations under the
Covenant by privatizing governmental functions. The Committee
takes the view that property to these agencies constitutes an institutionalized form of discrimination because these agencies by
definition would deny the use of these properties to non-Jews.
Thus, these practices constitute a breach of Israel’s obligations
under the Covenant.92
The Hebrew daily Haaretz of 8 January 2001 published an article
entitled: ‘Also the Refugees in Israel Want to Return Home’:
Representatives of the ‘internal refugees’ (the ‘displaced’) have
recently renewed their appeal to the Palestinian leadership. They
called on senior [representatives] of the [Palestinian] Authority
not to conduct negotiations in their name with regard to their
demand to return home.
The Secretary of the National Committee for the Defence of the
Rights of the Internally Displaced in Israel, Wakim Wakim, according
to Haaretz, stated that he and his colleagues were concerned that PA
President Yasser ‘Arafat would be willing to make far-reaching
concessions to Israel with regard to the right of return. Instead of
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being represented in the final status talks by the PA, the internal
refugees were seeking to conduct legal, public and political struggles
within the Israeli system. The ‘internally displaced’, Wakim
explained, felt they had a better chance of realising the dream of
return than the 1948 external refugees, because, being Israeli citizens,
they were better placed to utilise the Israeli legal tools available.
Wakim added:
The government of Israel must remember that, even if it were to
succeed in imposing a semblance of settlement on the Palestinian
Authority that would dissolve the question of the right of return,
it [the government] would have to continue facing our demands
– to fulfil our rights as citizens.93
Since the early 1990s the struggle against the denial of the nakba
in Israel has become a major struggle for the Palestinian minority in
general and the ‘present absentees’ in particular. The Palestinian
community in Israel has associated, in a way that it did not previously,
its collective and individual memories of the 1948 catastrophe with
the general Palestinian plight and with its own predicament. This
association has been manifested in an array of symbolic events such
as memorial services during nakba commemoration day, organising
tours and marches to abandoned and destroyed Palestinian villages
in Israel, regular seminars on the past and extensive interviews with
nakba survivors in the Arabic press in Israel.94
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The 1967 Refugee Exodus

In his study of the 1967 exodus, William Harris found that the
exodus from the West Bank involved up to 250,000 people and was
by far the largest out-movement of Palestinians caused by the 1967
hostilities. Harris also estimated the population loss of the Gaza Strip
between June and December 1967 at 70,000.1 In total some 320,000
Palestinians fled or were expelled from the West Bank and Gaza in
the course of the 1967 hostilities or shortly after.2 Furthermore,
sociologist George Kossaifi pointed to a continuing exodus from the
West Bank and Gaza Strip since September 1967, arguing that as
many as 655,000 Palestinians were forced from the West Bank and
Gaza between June 1967 and December 1986, with an annual average
of 33,000 persons. In the category of forced migration he includes
those who were deported by Israel, those who left voluntarily but
were unable to return because they did not possess a family reunification permit, and those who actually had a valid family
reunification permit.3 In contrast to the large number of books
written on the Palestinian refugee exodus of 1948, only meagre
historical research has been carried out on the 1967 exodus. In fact,
Peter Dodd’s and Halim Barakat’s River Without Bridges (1969)4 and
William Harris’s Taking Root: Israeli Settlement in the West Bank, the
Golan and Gaza-Sinai, 1967–1980 (1980) are the only serious scholarly
investigations of the 1967 exodus. No comparative work on the two
phenomena had ever been attempted. The paucity of published
works on the 1967 exodus may be explained by the following: the
1967 exodus was much smaller than the 1948 one and with
manifestly different demographic and political consequences for
Palestinian society in the West Bank and Gaza Strip; the relevant
Israeli state archival sources are still classified; the 1967 exodus is
perceived by Israelis and Palestinians alike to be somewhat less controversial than the 1948 one; and the widespread (mis)perception
that the 1967 exodus was largely ‘voluntary’, as opposed to the
‘forcible’ nature of the 1948 exodus.
An important body of new evidence has been unearthed in recent
years, much of it appearing in the form of investigative articles in
the Hebrew press, which sheds new light on the events surrounding
the 1967 exodus. This chapter is an attempt to examine the causes
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of the 1967 exodus in the light of this new historical evidence, and
more specifically against the background of actual evictions and
‘transfer’ operations carried out by the Israeli army during and after
the 1967 war and their overall impact on the exodus. The Hebrew
press has been an important source for the 1967 events. This was
supplemented by secondary sources in Hebrew, Arabic and English.
However, any definitive conclusions on the 1967 exodus will have
to wait until Palestinians produce some good oral history on the
1967 events and Israel declassifies its relevant official documents.
REVIVAL OF ‘TRANSFER’
The June war of 1967 marks a decisive turn in the history of Zionism,
the Israeli state and the Palestinians, particularly those living in the
occupied West Bank and Gaza Strip. Zionism at last had achieved its
aim of controlling the whole of Palestine. Moreover, the
overwhelming Israeli victory in the war, the seizure of the remainder
of Palestine with its large Arab population, the resultant outburst,
and later upsurge, of messianic Zionism and the growing Israeli
confidence all contributed to the prompt and inevitable revival of
the ‘transfer’ concept. In the wake of the 1967 conquests, the
perception of ‘Eretz Yisrael’ (the ‘Land of Israel’) as a whole was found
not only in the maximalist Revisionist camp of Herut (later Likud),
but increasingly gained ground in all mainstream Zionist parties,
particularly the traditionally pragmatic ruling Labour Party. Given
the fact that ideological/historical and security claims to the occupied
areas were to be put forward, action had to be taken to ‘redeem the
land’ – through Jewish settlement without which the ‘redemption’
process was impossible. At the same time, official and public concern
at being faced with what is called ‘the demographic problem’, that
is, the problem of absorbing too many non-Jews within the Jewish
state, became manifestly stronger. Although some 320,000
Palestinians fled or were expelled in the course of hostilities or shortly
after, the Palestinian inhabitants of the territories – contrary to the
1948 exodus – remained in situ.
The number of Palestinians living within the new ceasefire lines
– including those who were citizens of Israel – was over 1.3 million
in 1967,5 and given the high Arab birthrate, the prospect of the
Palestinians becoming at least 50 per cent of the population – a
Zionist/Israeli nightmare – was perceived as a feasible reality. The
‘conquest of the land’ (kibbush haadamah) had always been Zionism’s
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central task. The Zionists needed, as in 1948, to hold the land they
had conquered, to people it and ‘develop’ it, and to ‘transfer’, or
otherwise to keep down, the natives who might oppose them.
Indeed, for the Israeli leaders one of the key questions from June
1967 onwards was not whether Israel should maintain a presence in
the newly acquired territories, but how it could be maintained
without adding over 1 million Palestinians to the Arab minority of
Israel. The old Zionist dilemma of non-Jews in a Jewish state had to
be resolved. Against this background of Zionist expansionism,
transfer ideas were revived in public debates, in popular songs, in
articles in the Hebrew press and, most important, in cabinet
discussions and government schemes.
A few weeks after the June 1967 war Israel’s leading novelist, ‘Amos
‘Oz, wrote an article in the Hebrew daily Davar in which he drew
attention to the revival of transfer thoughts in Israel: ‘One often
hears talk about pushing the Palestinian masses back to rich Kuwait
or fertile Iraq.’6
‘Oz also drew attention to Na‘omi Shemer’s song ‘Jerusalem of
Gold’, which encapsulated this deep-seated inclination among Israeli
Jews to see Palestine as a country without its Arab inhabitants. The
song ‘Jerusalem of Gold’, which came to be defined as a kind of
‘national anthem of the Six Day War’,7 was commissioned by the
municipality of Jewish Jerusalem, was written for a music festival
held on the eve of the war,8 and became a national hit after the Israeli
seizure of Arab East Jerusalem, the West Bank, and Gaza Strip. It is the
most popular song ever produced in Israel and in 1967 it swept the
country like lightning, genuinely expressing Israeli national
aspirations following the new conquests. Na‘omi Shemer herself
received the Israel Prize for her unique contribution to the Israeli
song. The song contains the following passages:
Jerusalem of Gold ...
How did the water cisterns dry out, the market-place is empty,
And no-one visits the Holy Mount [al-Haram al-Sharif] in the Old
City.
And through the cave within the rock winds are whining,
And no-one descends down to the Dead Sea en route for Jericho.
.....
Jerusalem of Gold ...
We have returned to the water cisterns, to the market-place and the
square.
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A shofar9 sounds on the Holy Mount in the Old City.
And in the caves within the rock a thousand suns do glow,
We shall again descend to the Dead Sea en route for
Jericho.10
In his Davar article, ‘Oz offers a liberal Zionist explanation of the
connection between the ‘land without a people’ formula, the
popularity of Shemer’s song ‘Jerusalem of Gold’, and the emergence
of the transfer ‘talk’ after the war:
It seems that the enchantment of ‘renewing the days of old’ is
what gave Zionism its deep-seated inclination to see a country
without inhabitants before it ... How fitting would it have been
for the Return to Zion to have taken the land from the Roman
legions or the nations of Canaan and Philistia. And to come to a
completely empty country would have been even better. From
there, it is only a short step to the kind of self-induced blindness
that consists in disregarding the existence of the country’s Arab
population, or in discounting it and its importance on the dubious
grounds that it ‘has created no valuable cultural assets here’, as if
that would permit us to take no notice of its very existence. (In
time, Naomi Shemer would express this state of mind in her song
‘Jerusalem of Gold’: ‘... the marketplace is empty/And no-one
descends down to the Dead Sea/By way of Jericho.’ Meaning, of
course, that the marketplace is empty of Jews and that no Jew goes
down to the Dead Sea by way of Jericho. A remarkable revelation
of a remarkably characteristic way of thinking.)11
This ‘characteristic way of thinking’ echoes strongly the deepseated formula of ‘land without a people’ and naturally leads to the
revival of the transfer concept, a fact illustrated by the attitude of
Na‘omi Shemer, the poet laureate of Greater Israel’s supporters,
toward the indigenous inhabitants of Palestine. In January 1979 one
of the famous heroes of the Israeli army, Meir Har-Tzion,12 who owns
a large cattle ranch situated on the lands of the destroyed Arab village
of Kawkab al-Hawa in the Baysan valley (the inhabitants of which
became refugees in 1948), stated: ‘I do not say that we should put
them [the Arabs] on trucks and kill them ... We must create a situation
in which for them it would not be worth living here, but [to leave]
to Jordan or Saudi Arabia or any other Arab state.’13 Har-Tzion was
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promptly applauded by Shemer in an article in the Histadrut (Labourcontrolled) daily Davar: ‘Arab emigration from Israel, if it is done
with mutual respect and positive will ... is likely to be the right
solution ... it is possible that it will be recognised as a most human
possibility after much suffering and only after hard and bitter civil
war – but talking about it is permitted and must be now’; ‘why is the
exodus of one million French from Algeria a progressive and human
solution and the exodus of one million Arabs from Israel’ not?14
Shemer and Har-Tzion are not marginal figures in Israel. Shemer is
Israel’s most famous and popular songwriter and Har-Tzion, who was
brought up and educated in Kibbutz ‘Ein Harod and fought in the
Ariel Sharon-commanded ‘Unit 101’, set up by the army in the 1950s
to carry out ‘retaliatory’ attacks against Arab targets, was described
by the late Moshe Dayan as ‘the brightest soldier in Jewish history
since Bar-Kohkva’.15
The argument that the support for the ‘transfer’ concept does not
come only from a fringe group also is illustrated by the fact that other
veterans of ‘Unit 101’ and the paratroops corps, the elite force of the
Israeli army which carried out most of the ‘retaliatory’ operations
against Arab targets in the 1950s and the 1960s, have emerged in the
1970s and the 1980s among the most persistent public exponents
of Arab ‘transfer’. The most important veteran commanders of the
paratroopers were Ariel Sharon – Defense Minister 1981–2; Raphael
Eitan – Chief of Staff 1978–83; and Colonel Aharon Davidi – a former
head of the Paratroops Corps, who became a senior lecturer in
Geography at Tel Aviv University. Davidi replied in an interview in
the mass-circulation daily Ma‘ariv how he would solve the Palestinian
problem: ‘In the simplest and most human manner: the transfer of
all the Palestinians from their present locations to the Arab countries’.
When interviewer Dov Goldstein remarked that the Arabs would not
accept such a solution, Davidi responded:
They will. The transfer is very important for both the Jews and
the Arabs. They will accept it, if they have no choice. The Arab
states are spread out over a territory of more than ten million
square kilometres. The density of the Arabs is the lowest in the
world. Would it be a problem to absorb one million there, and to
arrange housing and employment for them, with the help of the
great wealth?16
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Davidi’s assertions echoed classical mainstream Zionist argumentation in justification of Arab removal. The argument that the support
for the ‘transfer’ concept does not come only from a fringe minority
is also illustrated by the fact that some of the nation’s leading authors,
novelists, and poets, such as Natan Alterman, Haim Hazaz, Yigal
Mossenson, and Moshe Shamir (all of whom supported Israel’s
retention of all the territories seized in 1967), publicly supported the
idea of transfer in the post-1967 era.17 These leading literary figures
also were closely associated with mainstream Labour or left-wing
Zionism in the pre-1948 period and the first two decades of the State
of Israel.
Natan Alterman (1910–70), whose poetry had a powerful impact
on Jewish society during the Yishuv period and the first three decades
of the State of Israel, wrote in an article in the mass-circulation daily
Ma‘ariv shortly after the 1967 war, that the transfer ‘solution is only
possible in an ideal peace situation between us and Arab states, which
will agree to cooperate with us in a great project of population
transfer’. Alterman had served on the editorial board of the liberal
daily Haaretz from 1934 to 1943, when he joined the Histadrut daily
Davar, virtually the mouthpiece of the ruling Mapai Party, and he
had been closely associated with the two most important leaders of
Mapai, David Ben-Gurion and Berl Katznelson, the founder of Davar
and the hero of Labour Zionism in the mandatory period.
In justification for his views of the morality of Arab removal in
the post-1967 period, Alterman cited statements made by Berl
Katznelson in 1943 (the year Alterman joined Davar):
Our contemporary history has known a number of transfers ... [for
instance] the U.S.S.R. arranged the transfer of one million Germans
living in the Volga region and transferred them to very distant
places ... one could assume that this transfer was done against the
will of the transferees ... there could be possible situations that
would make [Arab] population transfer desirable for both sides ...
who is the socialist who is interested in rejecting the very idea
before hand and stigmatising it as something unfair? Has
Merhavya not been built on transfer? Were it not for many of these
transfers Hashomer Hatza‘ir [which later in 1948 founded the
Mapam Party] would not be residing today in Merhavya, or
Mishmar Ha‘emek or other places ... and if what has been done
for a settlement of Hashomer Hatza‘ir is a fair deed, why would it
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not be fair when it would be done on a much larger and greater
scale, not just of Hashomer Hatza‘ir but for the whole of Israel?18
Haim Hazaz (1898–1973) was another example of a leading
author who supported the ‘transfer’ concept in the post-1967 era.
As a prolific Hebrew novelist, his works have won him numerous
awards, including the Bialik Prize and the Israel Prize, the top prize
awarded by the State of Israel. Hazaz, in an article published in
Davar on 10 November 1967, echoed the Labour Zionist apologia of
the pre-1948 period:
There is the question of Judea and Ephraim [the West Bank], with
a large Arab population which must be evacuated to neighbouring
Arab states. This is not an exile like the exile of the Jews among the
Gentiles. ... They will be coming to their brothers to large and wide
and little populated countries. One culture, one language and
religion. This is ‘transfer’ such as that which took place between
Turkey and Greece, between India and Pakistan ... putting the
world aright in one place through exchanging [the Arab
population] to its designated place. We will assume responsibility
for this task and assist in planning, organising and financing.19
Hazaz repeated his transfer proposal in a simplistic way in an
interview in 1968: ‘the [1967] war cost us 3 billion [Israeli] pounds
– let’s take three billion more pounds and give them to the Arabs
and tell them to get out.’20 Hazaz was willing to allow a small Arab
minority to remain in Israel provided it ‘would not disrupt or change
the Jewish character of the Land of Israel’.21
The argument that support for the transfer idea does not come
only from a fringe also is illustrated by the fact that some of the
ideologists, public figures, and veterans of the ruling Mapai party,
men such as Eli‘ezer Livneh, Dr Haim Yahil, and Tzvi Shiloah, publicly
supported the transfer concept in the immediate post-1967 period.22
Eli‘ezer Livneh (1902–75) had an impressive Labour Zionist record.
After emigrating to Palestine in 1920 and joining Kibbutz Ein-Harod,
he soon rose from day labourer to labour leader. He held many public
offices, including a political job for the Zionist movement in pre-war
Nazi Germany. Between 1940 and 1947 he headed the political
section of the Haganah, the paramilitary organisation of the Yishuv’s
leadership. A prominent member of Mapai, Israel’s ruling party (later
to become the Labour party), he served in the Knesset from 1949 to
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1955 and was an editor of Hador, an influential Mapai newspaper.
In the 1960s and 1970s Livneh was a distinguished columnist for
Israel’s most respected and influential newspapers and magazines.23
In the summer of 1967 Livneh co-founded the Whole Land of Israel
Movement, an influential movement of territorial maximalism, and
put forward a plan for the transfer of 600,000 Palestinian refugees
from the West Bank and Gaza Strip. In an article in the masscirculation daily Ma‘ariv of 22 June 1967 (less than two weeks after
the June war conquests), Livneh wrote: ‘They [the refugees] will
choose, willingly, resettlement in whatever Arab country, or
emigration to countries overseas. The Prime Minister of Australia has
already suggested cooperation.’ A few weeks later Livneh reiterated
the proposal:
The refugees are now within our boundaries. We could rehabilitate
some of them in our country [in Sinai], and transfer others for
productive life overseas or resettle them in neighbouring countries
with which we will come to an arrangement ... Jordan ... is likely
to be the chief beneficiary [to be able] to populate its wide
territories.24
Livneh developed his proposal further into a fully-fledged plan in
an article in the liberal daily Haaretz on 28 August 1967 (p. 2). Livneh
wrote that in the last 19 years
tens of thousands of refugees have crossed ... to Saudi Arabia,
Kuwait, Bahrain, Qatar, Abu Dhabi, Dubai and the [other] oil principalities. Tens of thousands of their families, who have remained
in the camps [in the West Bank and Gaza] have lived off money
remitted by their distant relatives. ... Just as half a million Jews
immigrated to the Land of Israel from Arab countries ... hundreds
of thousands of ‘Palestinian’ Arabs were crossing to Arab countries.
The parallel is amazing. ... What is happening in the refugee camps
in a sporadic and limited way without the support of a
governmental body [in Arab states] should be widened and
developed by us from the side of dimensions and means. This
means: a) constructive emigration should be directed to all the
countries in need of a workforce including the United States,
Canada, Australia and Latin America; b) the emigrants should be
entitled to financial support from Israel ...; c) the implementation
must be planned for a prolonged time, let us say 18 years; d) the
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number of countries designated for migration and resettlement
should be as large as possible.
‘If these Arabs [would-be transferees] would want to maintain their
Arabness in the United States, Canada, Brazil and Australia’, it is up
to them, Livneh wrote. Livneh made another little ‘concession’:
To the extent that there might be a number of refugees who want,
in spite of everything, to experience striking agricultural roots in
a landscape close to their spirit and tradition, it is worth offering
them settlement in north Sinai ... in the opinion of cautious
experts there are there water, land and other conditions for the
settlement of tens of thousands (approximately 60,000 persons).
Livneh argued that the ‘carrying out of the [transfer] task’ depended
mainly on Israel and on the conditions it could create:
a) the allocation of large sums; b) patience. If we spend 5,000
dollars on the emigration of a family of 6–7 persons on average
(1500 dollars on the journey, and the rest of the exclusive control
of the emigrating family) we would be able to finance every year
the emigration of tens of thousands of families, or 60–70,000
persons by 50 million dollars (or 150 million Israeli Lira, 3% of
our state budget). There would be no lack of candidates and they
would increase when encouraging information from abroad on
the settlement of the first ones arrived ... if we placed such
encouraging sums ... within 8–9 years about 600,000 persons
would be likely to emigrate at this pace, meaning all the refugees
from the [Gaza] Strip, the Hebron mountain, the mountains of
Ephraim [in the West Bank] and the Jordan valley.
Although in his earlier proposal Livneh had suggested that the
world powers should finance the transfer and resettlement, in the
August 1967 plan he proposed that Israel and world Jewry should
shoulder ‘financing the project’:
There is no need to explain its importance from the national,
security and propaganda point of view. It should be placed at the
top of our national priorities. Insofar as we need for it [financial]
means greater than the estimate given here, we are entitled to
appeal to the world Jewry. This is more justified and blessed than
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the use of fund-raising to raise the standard of living [of Israelis].
... The Jews of the diaspora will respond to this in understanding,
and even in enthusiasm.
For Livneh, the success of the ‘project’ would depend on its
planning in a long breath. In the beginning there will certainly
be various difficulties of running it. ... Our reckoning should not
be for one month or one season. We will develop the project on
our responsibility, without making it conditional upon the participation of other elements. To the extent that we carry it out we
will gain the cooperation of others. The United Nations action in
the refugee camps (UNRWA) would then assume constructive and
purposeful meaning ... the training in the schools of UNRWA
would be adjusted to the needs of emigration and resettlement.
From other references it is obvious that Livneh was not content
with the removal of 600,000 Palestinian refugees from the West Bank
and Gaza, as he put forward his euphemistically termed ‘emigration
project’, but he sought to transform the demographic and political
reality of the occupied territories by clearing out other residents as
well.25 What also is noticeable is the absence of any discussion in
his plan of the resistance the Palestinians would be likely to put up
to foil such a mass removal. Such a deliberate attempt to ignore
Palestinian resistance to transfer is – as will be seen again – common
to other transfer proposals put forward publicly in the euphoric
period following the spectacular conquests of the 1967 war.
Mainstream Zionism rejected the views of a liberal minority – to
which ‘Amos ‘Oz belongs – which argued that Palestine is also the
homeland of the Palestinian people. Therefore, one needs to go
beyond ‘Oz’s explanation for understanding the background against
which ‘transfer’ thoughts and debates promptly resurfaced after 1967.
This background consists of the standard mainstream Zionist
‘solution for the Palestinian problem’, which was predicated on the
claim for monopolised Zionist/Jewish ownership and Israeli/Jewish
domination of Eretz Yisrael/Palestine. This being the case, Zionism
was bound to base its conception of Jerusalem upon a non-existent
entity, Jerusalem of Gold, and to involve abstract historical and
ideological rights in the newly acquired territories, as well as resting
its claim on territorial expansion and domination and the actual
‘redemption of land’ through settlement. One implication of the
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claim for monopolised ownership of a country shared by another
people is the ‘transfer’ solution. Against this background transfer
proposals and plans were inevitably put forward by mainstream
labour leaders – including ministers – immediately after the 1967
victory.
MOSHE DAYAN’S POLICIES
General Moshe Dayan was appointed Defence Minister on the eve of
the 1967 war and retained this powerful post until 1974. He was an
exponent of Israeli post-1967 expansionism and the de facto
integration of the occupied territories into Israel. Dayan instituted a
policy of ‘creeping annexation’, a process by which Israeli administration, jurisdiction, and law were gradually and incrementally
imposed on the West Bank and the Gaza Strip. The Dayan-headed
Defence Ministry and the Mossad (the Israeli external secret service)
resorted, by and large, to discreet ‘transfer’ activities in the aftermath
of the June war. This method of secret transfer activities, as well as
transfer discussions at cabinet level, had gradually been revealed by
Israeli journalists and researchers as well as politicians. Examples of
these revelations are the research of Meir Avidan, published in Davar
on 2, 5, and 19 June 1987, and the articles published by two Israeli
journalists, Yossi Melman and Dan Raviv, who published an article
in the Washington Post on 7 February 1988 entitled ‘Expelling
Palestinians’. The same article appeared in the Guardian Weekly
(London) two weeks later under the title ‘A Final Solution of the
Palestinian Problem?’ and was similar to an article in the Hebrew
daily Davar by the authors, which appeared around the same time
and was entitled ‘This is the History of Transfer’.26
The product of the June discussions was not a total relocation of
the refugee camps’ residents to the Sinai desert but rather a
‘voluntary’ transfer plan, designed to ‘thin out’ the population of
the Old City of Jerusalem, the West Bank and Gaza, which later
became known as the Moshe Dayan plan. Immediately after the June
1967 war Dayan consolidated a plan for encouraging Arab emigration
from the occupied territories to South America.27 The scheme began
with the formation of a secret unit charged with ‘encouraging’ the
departure of the Palestinians for foreign shores. The secret unit was
composed of representatives of the Prime Minister’s office, the
Defence Ministry and the Israel Defence Forces. Some patchy
revelations about the same secret scheme also were made by General
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‘Uzi Narkiss, Commanding General of the Central Command until
1968 – with responsibility for the West Bank – who told an
interviewer in October 1988 that after the June 1967 war
some of the Mossad men came to me ... and then they offered some
[Arab] individuals sums [of money] in exchange for them leaving
their property [in the Old City of Jerusalem and the West Bank]. ...
These sums were part of the government allocations for this matter.
Some agreed, but the experiment failed; it succeeded only with
several scores, until one of our daughters was killed – as a revenge
– in our embassy in Paraguay, then the operation was stopped.28
According to reports in the Israeli press, a total of about 1,000
Palestinians were ‘transferred’ to South America during the three
years the plan continued.29
THE DESTRUCTION OF THE AL-MAGHARBEH QUARTER
The June 1967 war began suddenly and ended quickly. In his recent
book Intimate Enemies (1995), Meron Benvenisti, former deputy
mayor of Jerusalem, writes:
At the end of the 1967 war, there were attempts to implement a
forced population transfer. Residents of cities and villages in areas
near the cease-fire line were expelled from their homes and their
communities destroyed; the Israeli authorities offered financial
‘incentives’ and free transportation to Palestinians willing to leave.30
In fact in the course of hostilities and in the immediate aftermath of
the war, with its rapidly changing circumstances, and particularly
given the fact that most Western governments applauded the
overwhelming Israeli victory, Defence Minister Dayan and other
army generals (including ‘Uzi Narkiss, Haim Hertzog, and Shlomo
Lahat) found an ideal opportunity to drive out tens of thousands of
Arabs from their villages, towns and refugee camps in the West Bank
and Gaza Strip. In their article in Davar of 19 February 1988 entitled
‘This is the History of Transfer’, the Israeli journalists Yossi Melman
and Dan Raviv pointed out that the Israeli conception of ‘exploiting
opportunities to transfer Arab populations, which was first employed
in 1948, resurfaced shortly after the 1967 War: commanders in
various ranks of the army believed that the wind blowing from the
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political echelon was calling for the exploiting of opportunity to thin
out the Palestinian population.’
Among the first evictees were the residents of the ancient alMagharbeh quarter in the Old City of Jerusalem. They were turned
out of their homes on 11 June, two days after the capture of East
Jerusalem by the Israeli military, with three hours’ notice.31
Apparently, the quarter was completely demolished because it was
located immediately adjacent to the southern part of the Wailing
Wall, the Western Wall of al-Haram al-Sharif (the Noble Sanctuary).
Its inhabitants, about 135 families (or some 650–1,000 persons), were
the beneficiaries of an ancient and important Islamic Waqf
foundation originally established in 1193 by al-Malik al-Afdal, the
son of Salah al-Din. Its obliteration in June 1967 resulted also in the
destruction of several historic religious sites (including two mosques,
two zawiyas and a great number of endowed residences) which the
quarter contained.32
The Old City of Jerusalem was captured by the Israeli army on 7
June 1967. In his book Jerusalem: A City Without a Wall, ‘Uzi
Benziman, a prominent journalist of the daily Haaretz, described in
detail the circumstances surrounding the destruction of this Muslim
quarter.33 The story began on 7 June. While Israeli paratroopers were
advancing through the alleys of the Old City, an engineering corps
officer in the Central Command, Eytan Ben-Moshe, approached
Shlomo Lahat, a senior military officer in the Central Command and
the designated military governor of Jerusalem (and subsequently
mayor of Tel Aviv) and proposed the demolition of a building used
as a ‘public toilet’, which was part of the al-Magharbeh quarter and
was adjacent to the Wailing Wall. In fact, Dayan had already
requested Lahat, before the latter had arrived in Jerusalem, ‘to clear
pathways’ to the Wailing Wall so that 200,000 Jews would be able
to visit the Wailing Wall during the forthcoming feast of Shavuoth
(Pentecost).34 This seemed to suggest that the original idea to level
at least part of the quarter came from Dayan. Furthermore, according
to Benziman’s account, several senior Israeli commanders in the
Jerusalem district (including ‘Uzi Narkiss, the Commanding General
of the Central Command, Shlomo Lahat and Haim Hetrzog) as well
as Dayan, the mayor of West Jerusalem Teddy Kollek and former
Prime Minister David Ben-Gurion were all involved, one way or
another, either in the initial decision or in the actual implementation of the systematic operation to destroy the Arab quarter.
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To begin with, Lahat approved of Ben-Moshe’s idea and sent the
demolition plan to ‘Uzi Narkiss (who also gave the orders to bulldoze
the three Arab villages: Bayt Nuba, ‘Imwas and Yalu, see below).
Moreover, on 8 June former premier Ben-Gurion, accompanied by
Teddy Kollek and Reserve Colonel Ya‘acov Yannai, Director of the
National Parks Authority,35 visited the Wailing Wall. Both BenGurion and Kollek were strongly in favour of the removal of Arab
buildings adjacent to the Wailing Wall.36 Kollek, who had long been
closely associated with Ben-Gurion and who had been elected mayor
of West Jerusalem in 1965, appeared to have played a central role in
the formulation and implementation of the decision to demolish
the al-Magharbeh quarter in June 1967. Apparently, he also informed
the then Minister of Justice, Ya‘acov Shimshon Shapira. The latter
replied: ‘I am not certain of the legal position, but what should be
done – do it quickly, and let the God of Israel be with you.’37 In
addition to Dayan, who represented the civil authority as well as
approving and controlling the conduct of the field commanders,
and, as we shall see, oversaw the progress of the demolition, Shapira’s
answer suggests at least some indirect and tacit ministerial approval
of the action.
However, the actual order to evict the quarter and destroy its
houses was given by Shlomo Lahat, then the Commander of
Jerusalem, with the express approval of ‘Uzi Narkiss, Commanding
General of the Central Command, given at a meeting with Lahat on
9 June.38 On the following day, Saturday 10 June, Mayor Kollek
assembled a group of ‘experts’ at his apartment to discuss basic
information about the Wailing Wall and the al-Magharbeh quarter.
The group included Dan ‘Max’ Tanai, the engineer of the National
Parks Authority, the historian and archaeologist professor Michael
Avi-Yonah, Ya‘acov Yannai, Aryeh Sharon, Chairman of the National
Parks Authority, Ya‘acov Salman, deputy military governor of East
Jerusalem and Lahat’s assistant. Kollek explained to the participants
the reasons for this urgent meeting:
The al-Magharbeh quarter adjacent to the Wailing Wall must be
demolished. The responsibility for executing the plan will be in
the hands of the National Parks Authority in order to give the
matter as far as possible an unofficial character. The department
of antiquities in the ministry of education and the Israel Defence
Forces are not interested in involvement, publicly, in the execution
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of the plan, although they both bless it and will accord it the
practical assistance.39
Kollek put Tanai in charge of executing the operation, possibly
seeking to bestow upon it a civilian legitimacy. Central to the
planning and mode of procedure by Kollek and his technical ‘experts’
was the need to act speedily in order to stave off internal criticism and
potential obstruction and avoid attracting too much attention from
the foreign media. At noon (10 June) Kollek and his colleagues
proceeded to the area of the Wailing Wall and decided on the spot
to bulldoze the entire Arab quarter with the aim of creating a vast
plaza for the Wailing Wall.40 Kollek also got in touch with several
Jerusalem construction companies and asked them to make earthmoving equipment available and undertake the demolition task as
‘a donation to the city’.41
While the actual demolition job was partly assigned to a civilian
body called the ‘guild of builders and contractors’, the Israeli army,
particularly its Central Command’s engineering corps, rendered
necessary assistance. At some time during the afternoon or the
evening of the same day (10 June) an army officer went from one
house to another ordering the residents of the quarter to move out.
When many families refused to leave their homes, an army unit
moved in and evicted the bulk of the inhabitants by force. Meanwhile
two bulldozers and other heavy tools were assembled by the
engineering corps and those in charge of the operation sought to
complete the whole work on the night of 10–11 June. Commenting
on this driven urgency by those responsible for the deed, Benziman
explained:
Those who were presiding over the destruction of the [Arab] neighbourhood assumed that their action was motivated neither by
security [considerations] nor by mere town planning. They were
driven that night [10–11 June] by an almost mystical feeling: that,
in their eyes, they were the representatives of the Jewish people,
who came to assert [Jewish] sovereignty over its most sacred site
... the fate of 135 Arab families, who were the victims of these
desires, was of no concern to them.42
The speed with which the Israeli authorities sought to carry out the
levelling of the Arab residential houses was also evident in the fact
that in the same evening one demolished wall of a house revealed an
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unconscious, badly injured, middle-aged Arab women. By midnight
she was dead.
The OC Central Command, ‘Uzi Narkiss, came to the site in the
early morning of Sunday, 11 June and ordered that the levelling be
completed speedily. More men and heavy tools were brought in. In
the afternoon of the same day Defence Minister Dayan appeared on
the site. He also ordered Lahat to complete the levelling as quickly
as possible,43 perhaps in order not to let foreign journalists see the
remains of the destroyed Arab quarter. In fact, only muted internal
questioning was offered by the minister of religious affairs as well as
Prime Minister Levi Eshkol himself, who asked ‘Uzi Narkiss on the
telephone: ‘Why are residential houses being demolished?’ The
ministry of religious affairs, in particular, appeared to be concerned
that the action could tarnish Israel’s image abroad.44 However, backed
by a powerful defence minister – who had conducted the June 1967
war almost independently – Narkiss and Lahat managed easily to
ignore the criticism and pursued the policy of levelling and forcible
evacuation with or without the approval of the civilian authorities.
In the case of the al-Magharbeh quarter there was active cooperation
with Kollek and other civil authorities. Benziman believed that:
The policy of evacuation and demolition continued only for
several days after the [Israeli army] entrance into the city within
the walls. It was executed at the initiative of middle military
echelons and with the tacit approval of senior level command.
There was lack of communication between the civil authorities
and the military government; in practice the latter exercised
civilian functions. The military echelons, on its own responsibility, encouraged the Arab residents to get out of Jerusalem and other
cities in the West Bank and to go to the East Bank [of Jordan].45
The evicted residents of the al-Magharbeh quarter were dispersed
in West Bank villages close to Jerusalem (such as Shu‘fat, Bayt Hanina,
and Silwan) as well as in the Muslim Quarter of the Old City of
Jerusalem. None of the Israeli government ministries was prepared
to accept responsibility for the demolition of the quarter, and no
attempt was made to offer the evictees alternative accommodation.46
Like the eviction of the large three villages in the Latrun area (see
below), this removal should be treated as an internal expulsion rather
than a transfer out of the occupied territories. However, it is extremely
important to remember that these cases of internal expulsions had
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a psychological effect on the 1967 exodus from the West Bank to
Jordan, helping (almost certainly) to precipitate and encourage
further exodus out of the country, especially in the first few weeks
following the war.
The evictions and levelling of the al-Magharbeh quarter were only
the beginning of the sweeping changes carried out by the Israeli
authorities in the Old City of Jerusalem. On 17 June 1967 at 4 a.m.
the Israeli army ordered the inhabitants of the former Jewish quarter
and the surrounding houses to leave the premises within 24 hours.
Apparently this measure affected several hundred Palestinian families
who, according to the 1967 Jerusalem Diary of Sister Marie-Therese,
could be observed all day carrying their belongings through the alleys
of Jerusalem. Some of them were able to find refuge with relatives
and friends. But the majority had to leave the town.47 In the Old
City’s Jewish quarter and its surrounding districts, some 4,000
Palestinians were evicted to make possible the reconstruction of a
vastly enlarged and completely ‘Jewish’ quarter, excluding its former
Arab residents.48
The destruction of the al-Magharbeh quarter should be seen as
part of a wider internal debate that took place during and after the
1967 war about the future of the Muslim shrines in the Old City of
Jerusalem, particularly the third holiest site for Islam: al-Aqsa Mosque
and the Dome of the Rock. In this connection a recent revelation
made in the Hebrew daily Haaretz of 31 December 1997, revealed
the details of an extraordinary conversation that took place between
General Narkiss and the Israeli army’s Chief Rabbi, Shlomo Goren
(later to become Ashkenazi Chief Rabbi of Israel from 1973 to 1983),
in June 1967. In an interview given to Haaretz shortly before his
death in late 1997, Narkiss recalled that only a few hours after the Old
City was captured by the Israeli army he was urged by Rabbi Goren
to blow up the third holiest shrines for Islam. Narkiss had this to say:
The paratroopers wandered around the plaza [on the Temple
Mount] as if in a dream. ... Rabbi Shlomo Goren was among them.
I was alone for a moment, lost in thought, when Rabbi Goren
approached me. ‘’Uzi,’ Rabbi Goren said. ‘Now is the time to put
100kg of explosives into the Mosque of Omar [the Dome of the
Rock] so we may rid ourselves of it once and for all.’ ... I said to
him, ‘Rabbi, enough.’ He said, ‘Uzi, you will go down in history if
you do this. ... This is an opportunity that can be taken advantage
of now, at this moment. Tomorrow it will be too late.’ ... I said,
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‘Rabbi, if you don’t stop, I’ll take you to jail.’ ... He simply walked
away silently. He was completely serious.49
Also on 31 December 1997 Israel’s army radio played a recording
of a speech Rabbi Goren made in 1967 to a military convention, in
which the army’s Chief Rabbi said the following about Dome of the
Rock and the al-Aqsa Mosque: ‘Certainly we should have blown it
up. It is a tragedy that we did not do so.’50 Whether or not the third
holiest shrines for Islam came close to being blown up by Israeli
paratroopers immediately after they were captured in June 1967
remains an open question. However, in the 1980s members of a
militant Jewish group (Hamahteret Hayehudit) were arrested and put
on trial for plotting to blow up the shrines. Clearly, the destruction
of these shrines remains a most vivid fear for Palestinians and
Muslims and an ambition for most extremist Jewish fundamentalists
in Israel.
’IMWAS, YALU AND BAYT NUBA
Also among the first to go were the inhabitants of the three ancient
villages of ‘Imwas (Emmaus of the New Testament), Yalu and Bayt
Nuba, situated near the Green Line in the Latrun area north-west of
Jerusalem. In 1987 these evicted villagers and their descendants
numbered about 11,000 in Amman, Jordan, and 2,000 who lived on
the West Bank, near Ramallah.51 Latrun was on a West Bank salient,
20 miles from Tel Aviv and some 15 from West Jerusalem. It had been
the gateway to Jerusalem in 1948, which the Israelis failed repeatedly
to capture, and they had had to realign the roadway to bypass it. For
many years before 1967 the Israeli army had had plans for taking
over the Latrun enclave and straightening the border. According to
Israeli military historian Meir Pa‘il, there had been a ‘minimum plan’
which included occupation of the Latrun enclave and the destruction
of its Arab villages without moving on beyond the enclave.52 June
1967 created the opportunity to realise these plans. The Latrun salient
was captured by the Israeli army on the morning of 6 June 1967. On
orders (not in writing, of course) from Commanding General of the
Central Command ‘Uzi Narkiss, the army bulldozers moved in and
wiped out the three large villages, by reason of their ‘strategic
location’ and in order to ‘straighten the [Green Line] border’,
according to the Israeli officer in charge of the operation.53 Narkiss
(a Labour Party man who later became Director General of the Jewish
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Agency’s (JA) Department of Immigration and Absorption and was
in 1995 chairman of the JA’s Department of Information) also
commanded the troops who captured Jerusalem and clearly approved
of the order to empty the al-Magharbeh quarter.54
The demolition of the Latrun villages was carried out by an
engineering unit using explosives and bulldozers, and this involved
the destruction of 539 houses in Yalu, 375 in ‘Imwas and 550 in Bayt
Nuba.55 Some 2,000 families (over 6,000 persons) from the three
villages found themselves on 6 June on the road to Ramallah.56 Those
who could, rushed to the East Bank. The rest wandered from village
to village in the Ramallah area. ‘Amos Kenan, a well-known Israeli
journalist, who, as a reservist soldier, took part in the fighting in the
Latrun area, revealed, in graphic detail, the story of Bayt Nuba:
We were ordered to block the entrances of the villages and prevent
inhabitants returning to the village from their hideouts after they
had heard Israeli broadcasts urging them to go back to their homes.
The order was to shoot over their heads and tell them not to enter
the village. Beit Nuba [sic] is built of fine quarry stones; some of
the houses are magnificent. Every house is surrounded by an
orchard, olive trees, apricots, vines and presses. They are well kept.
Among the trees there are carefully tended vegetable beds. ... At
noon the first bulldozer arrived and pulled down the first house
at the edge of the village. Within ten minutes the house was turned
into rubble, including its entire contents; the olive trees, cypresses
were all uprooted. ... After the destruction of three houses the first
column arrived from the direction of Ramallah ... some Arabicspeaking soldiers went over to notify them of the warning. There
were old people who could hardly walk, murmuring old women,
mothers carrying babies, small children. The children wept and
asked for water. They all carried white flags.
We told them to go to Beit Sura. They told us that they were
driven out everywhere, forbidden to enter any village, that they
were wandering like this for four days, without food, without
water, some dying on the road. They asked to return to the village,
and said we had better kill them. ... We did not allow them to enter
the village, and take anything. ... More and more columns of
refugees arrived, until there were hundreds of them. ... The platoon
commander decided to go to headquarters and find out if there
were any orders about what to do with them, where to send them,
and whether it was possible to arrange transport for the women
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and food for the children. He returned saying that there were no
orders in writing, simply that they were to be driven out.
We drove them out. They go on wandering in the south like
lost cattle. The weak die. In the evening we found that they had
not been taken in, for in Beit Sura too bulldozers had begun to
destroy the place and they were not allowed to enter. We found out
that not only in our sector was the border [the Green Line]
straightened out for security reasons but in all other sectors too.57
In her 1967 Jerusalem Diary, Sister Marie-Therese wrote:
And now we see what the Israelis do not want to see: three villages
[‘Imwas, Yalu and Bayt Nuba] systematically destroyed by
dynamite and bulldozers. Alone, in dead silence, donkeys wander
among the ruins. Here and there, smashed furniture, a torn
cushion protrude from the rubble of stones and cement. A kitchen
pot and a blanket abandoned in the middle of the road. They had
no time to carry anything away.58
According to General Narkiss, the evictees of the ‘four [sic] villages
of the Latrun area’ were evacuated to Ramallah and some of them
crossed the river to Jordan.59 In his book The Liberation of Jerusalem,
Narkiss wrote: ‘I was determined that the Latrun enclave, that yearsold thorn in our flesh, would never be returned [to Arab
sovereignty].’60
Canada Park was created with the help of the Canadian Jewish
National Fund on the site of the three bulldozed villages and their
20,000 dunums of agricultural lands.61 Professor Benjamin BeitHallahmi, of Haifa University, commented:
During most Saturdays every year, hundreds of Israeli families
enjoy picnics in the beautiful Canada Park, midway between Tel
Aviv and Jerusalem. The park is a popular place even during the
week, and offers visitors olive trees, water springs, Roman
antiquities, Byzantine churches and sports facilities. ... Canada
Park ... has been developed on the site where three Palestinian
villages – Bet Nuba, Yalu and Emmaus [sic] stood before June 1967.
Immediately after the June War, these villages were bulldozed and
their 5000 inhabitants turned into refugees. The Jewish National
Fund got to work; millions were spent turning the land into a
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huge park, erasing every trace of the villages but lovingly
preserving the antiquities.62
More recently plans were announced to plant another section of the
same site with trees and name it ‘Scharansky Hope Forest’ after
Nathan Scharansky, the well-known Zionist activist and former Soviet
prisoner,63 who is Minister of Trade and Industry in the current Likud
cabinet of Binyamin Netanyahu.
In the same year several other West Bank villages, Bayt Marsam,
Bayt ‘Awa, Habla, Jiftlik and al-Burj, were cleared and razed to the
ground,64 and only the intervention of a group of liberal Israeli intellectuals and academics saved the West Bank town of Qalqilyah from
a similar fate when an order by the army Central Command for the
expulsion of the inhabitants and the total destruction of the whole
town was cancelled by Dayan.65 Apparently Zeev Shaham,
commander of a force that operated in the area of Qalqilyah-Jenin,
had received an order to destroy Qalqilyah from ‘Uzi Narkiss, head
of the Central Command.66 Indeed, between 9 June and 18 July 1967
(before the cancellation of the order by Dayan ) at least 850 out of
2,000 dwellings in Qalqilyah had been blown up by the Israeli army67
and dozens of residents were forcibly transported from the town to
the Jordan River.68 At one point Dayan ordered the destruction to
stop because the whole operation had become widely known and
there was a public outcry.69 In her Jerusalem Diary, Sister MarieTherese wrote:
At Nablus we saw hundreds of families under olive trees; they slept
in the open. They told us they were from Qalkilya [sic] and were
not allowed to go back. We went to Qalkilya to see what was
happening; we received a sinister impression. The city was being
blown up by dynamite.70
Moreover, on 16 June the Israeli military totally destroyed the two
villages of Bayt ‘Awa (in the Hebron district) and Bayt Marsam; most
of Habla met a similar fate on 27 June 1967; al-Burj was destroyed on
28 June 1967; Jiftlik on 26 November 1967 and the following days.71
A letter from a resident of Habla, Jamal ‘Abdul Hadi al-Qassem, to
Defence Minister Moshe Dayan, which was published in the Israeli
Arabic-language newspaper al-Ittihad of 29 September 1967, read:
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Habla is an Arab village that lies south-east of Qalqilyah [in the
West Bank]. Most of its land lies in Israel; it has about 1,000
inhabitants. On Wednesday 27 June 1967 the Israeli army occupied
this village. The army turned all the inhabitants, both male and
female, out of the village, and drove them to the village of Rafidiya,
near Nablus; some of them were sent to the nearby village of Ras
‘Atiyya. Hearing that permission had been given for them to return
to the village, some of them did so, on Friday 9 July 1967, but the
defense army [IDF] confined them in a house and returned them
to Nablus on Sunday ,11 July 1967. On Tuesday, 13 July 1967, the
Israeli army blew up some of the houses in the village, including
the mosque, and a large house of ours, without giving any reason.
Meanwhile the said houses were being robbed, plundered and
burnt. I own an orchard in the western part of the village, in which
there is a dwelling house. All the furniture in this house was looted,
as were even water pipes and electric wires. This looting was carried
out by the inhabitants of the Samkha colony, over several days,
with the full knowledge of the army. I wrote to Your Excellency a
letter on this subject on 6 July 1967. This letter explained the matter
to you fully, but I have so far received no reply to it. I am therefore
writing to you a second time, requesting that you will accord the
matter you attention and look into it thoroughly.
Reporting simultaneously in the New York Times and L’Orient on 3
December 1967, Terence Smith wrote:
The village of Jiftlik on the Occupied West Bank of Jordan, with
about 6,000 refugee inhabitants, has been completely destroyed
by the Israeli army. During the last two weeks, army bulldozers
have razed about 800 buildings there. ... According to certain
information, the Israeli army has also destroyed other villages near
Latroun [sic] and Hebron. Since these villages had already been
severely damaged during the war, some Israelis are saying that it
might have been more sensible to have left half-destroyed the
standing houses.
In mid-July 1967 John Reddaway, Deputy Commissioner General of
UNRWA, estimated that some 16,000 persons had been left homeless
after the Israeli army demolished buildings in West Bank villages.72
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Attempts to ‘thin out’ the teeming population of Gaza also were
made in the summer of 1967, as a resident of the Strip, Abu Hassan,
recalled:
A few weeks after the Strip had been occupied, the Israelis
embarked on a programme of forced deportation. On one occasion,
the Israeli army rounded up all the men from my quarter and
herded us into Jaffa school. The Israelis had two local mukhtars
with them who told the officer in charge each man’s profession –
‘he’s a labourer, that one’s a teacher’ and so on. The Israelis picked
out the ones they wanted, put them on trucks and sent them to
Jordan. I remember another time the army arrived in trucks early
in the morning and grabbed all the young men they could find.
Those of us who were around began protesting, but the Israelis
told us not to worry because they were only taking the youths for
a few hours to help in the disposal of those killed in the Sinai
during the war. We never saw those young men again. As soon as
the work had been done, their identity papers were confiscated
and they were forced to cross the canal into Egypt.73
‘TRANSFER OF 100,00 WITHOUT ANYBODY SAYING A SINGLE
WORD’ (JUNE 1967)
Haim Hertzog was the army’s first Military Governor of the West
Bank after the June 1967 war. He had been a political and military
broadcaster during the war and published Israel’s Finest Hour (1967).
He was also a regular radio and television commentator in Israel and
abroad and managed to amass honorary doctorates from several
universities in Israel and other countries.74 At a public debate on the
Palestinian issue held in Jerusalem on 3 April 1970 this first Military
Governor of the West Bank and influential figure in the Labour establishment did not refrain from revealing openly his heart’s wishes: ‘if
we had the possibility of taking one million Arabs [from the
territories] and clearing them out, this would be the best.’75 However, it was only 21 years later in early November 1991, a few days after
the Madrid Peace Conference, that President Hertzog revealed
publicly and proudly one of Israel’s little-known secrets: that he, as
the first Military Governor of the West Bank, efficiently organised
and carried out, in cooperation with Shlomo Lahat, the commander
of Jerusalem, the operation of transferring 200,000 Palestinians from
the West Bank in the immediate aftermath of the war. According to
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a statement confirming that this operation was indeed carried out,
the President’s office said:
his [Hertzog’s] considerations were that in the departing wave
many of the PLO men would leave, and this would make it easier
for the military administration. For days and weeks lines of buses
ran from the Damascus Gate [in East Jerusalem] to the Allenby
Bridge [on the River Jordan]. Altogether during this period 200,000
Palestinians left Judea and Samaria voluntarily, including 100,000
refugees whose camps were in the Jericho valley.76
Hertzog claims that he had been prompted to organise this
operation during a meeting with Anwar al-Khatib, the former Arab
governor of the Jerusalem district, at the Ambassador Hotel in
Jerusalem on Friday 9 June 1967. According to Hertzog, al-Khatib
raised, inter alia, the problem of the families of the staff of Arab
consulates stranded in Jerusalem and that of the families of the
Jordanian officers who had fled and left their dependents behind,
and asked the Israeli Military Governor to allow these families to
leave Jerusalem for Jordan via the Allenby Bridge. Hertzog agreed
and told al-Khatib that, from the morning of Sunday, 11 June, buses
would be waiting near the Damascus Gate to transport any Arab
wishing to depart to Jordan, on condition that each departing Arab
signed a statement to the effect that he was leaving voluntarily.
Hertzog also revealed that Shlomo Lahat, then the commander of
Jerusalem and the mayor of Tel Aviv from 1974 until 1993, was put
in charge of implementing the operation, and that ‘no contrary order
was given by [Defence Minister] Moshe Dayan at any stage [to halt
the operation].’77
In fact, the superior of Hertzog and Lahat, Commanding General
of the Central Command ‘Uzi Narkiss, told an interviewer in October
1988 that he himself had supervised the implementation of the
transfer operation in 1967, which, according to the interviewer, had
resulted in the total ‘transfer of 100,000 [Palestinians to Jordan]
without anybody saying a single word’. Narkiss told the same
interviewer in October 1988:
I placed several buses in Jerusalem and in other cities [of the West
Bank], written on them: ‘To Amman – Free of Charge’. The bus
used to carry them to the [partly] destroyed Allenby Bridge and
then they would cross it [to Jordan]. I spread the news about these
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buses through individuals with wide contacts with the inhabitants,
such as members of trade unions and chambers of commerce. ... In
this [bus] operation between 20 and 25 thousand people got out.78
According to the Jerusalem Diary of Sister Marie-Therese, on Sunday,
18 June 1967, Israeli soldiers circulated in east Jerusalem firing shots,
while loudspeakers broadcast the following: ‘It is forbidden to
circulate during curfew, which will last all day tomorrow. Those who
wish to go to Amman may do so. Buses are available for them.’79
One of the extraordinary revelations made by Narkiss in connection
with his transfer operation was that of the daily telephone calls he
used to receive after the war from the dovish Finance Minister Pinhas
Sapir – whose primary concerns were the so-called ‘demographic
problem’ and the question of the maintenance of the Zionist-Jewish
character of the Israeli state:80
Pinhas Sapir used to phone me twice a day, to ask: how many
[Arabs] got out today? Is the number of the inhabitants of the West
Bank diminishing? The number [of those being transported by the
buses?] began with 600 and 700 persons a day, and then it began
to decline until it reached a few scores, and after two or three
months the [bus?] operation stopped.81
The statement of the President’s office elicited wide publicity in
Israel in November 1991 and surprised Israeli historians. Hertzog’s
claim that Anwar al-Khatib was a partner in such an organised
operation of mass ‘transfer’ was denied by the latter, who promptly
convened a press conference at which he said that he had only asked
Hertzog at their Ambassador Hotel meeting for the release of the
consuls of Egypt, Syria, Lebanon, Iraq, and Saudi Arabia, all of whom
had been detained by the Israeli army, and had requested Hertzog
to permit 15 Jordanian officials, who had worked in Jerusalem, to
reunite with their families living in Jordan. Al-Khatib added that he
had been surprised, a few days after his meeting with Hertzog, to
find that the military administration had organised buses and trucks
for mass transportation of Arabs to the Allenby Bridge.82
A former Israeli soldier described the ‘voluntary’ and ‘humane’
aspects of this operation in a November 1991 interview with Kol Ha‘ir:
My job was to take their [each Palestinian’s] thumb and immerse
its edge in ink and fingerprint them on the departure statement.
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... Every day tens of buses arrived. There were days on which it
seemed to me that thousands were departing. ... Although there
were those departees who were leaving voluntarily, but there were
also not a few people who were simply expelled. ... We forced them
to sign. I will tell you how exactly this was conducted: [for
instance] a bus [carrying men] was arriving and only men were
getting off, I emphasise – only men, aged 20 to 70, accompanied
by borderguard soldiers. We were told that these were saboteurs,
fedayeen, and it would be better that they would be outside the
state. They [the Arab men] did not want to leave, and were dragged
from the buses while being kicked and hit by revolver butts. By
the time they arrived to my [signing] stall, they were usually
already completely blurred [as a result of beatings] at this stage
and did not care much about the signing. It seemed to them part
of the process. In many cases the violence used against them was
producing desirable results from our point of view. The distance
between the border point and the [Allenby] Bridge was about 100
metres and out of fear they were crossing to the other side running;
the borderguard men and the paratroopers were all the time in
the vicinity. When someone refused to give me his hand [for finger
printing] they came and beat him badly. Then I was forcibly taking
his thumb, immersing it in ink and finger printing him. This way
the refuseniks were removed. ... I have no doubt that tens of
thousands of men were removed against their will.83
THE JERICHO REFUGEE CAMPS: (‘AYN SULTAN, NU‘AYMAH AND
‘AQBAT JABIR)
Between 1949 and 1967 the Palestinian population in the West
Jordan Valley was dominated by three huge refugee camps
surrounding the town of Jericho: ‘Ayn Sultan, Nu‘aymah and ‘Aqbat
Jabir. The residents of these camps had been driven out from presentday Israel in 1948–9. During the 1967 hostilities or shortly after
virtually all residents of these camps, approximately 50,000 people,
fled or were expelled to the East Bank, along with more than 50 per
cent of the native rural population of the Jordan Valley, reducing the
region’s total population by 88 per cent – to 10,778.84 In this context
it is worth noting the reactions of two Israeli historians to the 1991
revelations surrounding the ‘transfer’ operation of Hertzog, Lahat
and Narkiss and to the importance of this operation to the almost
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total depopulation of the three refugee camps near Jericho. Uri
Milstein had this to say:
I remember that 5 days after the Six Day War I was in Jericho. It
was empty there and we were told that they [refugee residents ‘Ayn
Sultan, Nu‘aymah and ‘Aqbat Jabir] fled. It is more likely that they
[the Israeli army] drove them away. In the War of Independence
[the 1948 war] there was no organised transfer, people [Israeli
commanders] volunteered to carry it out on their own initiative.
In the Six Day War there were similar situations. Many thought
that we had not completed the job in the War of Independence.
It is known that there was a plan to conquer Qalqilyah [town] and
destroy it. There was also a plan to carry out transfer in Hebron as
a revenge for the massacre [of Jews] in [19]29. I have not read about
the evacuation of 200 thousand refugees in buses and I am not
aware that this has been published anywhere.
Meir Pa‘il stated:
This story is new to me, but this does not mean that it is incorrect,
particularly in the light of the facts that the refugee camps in
Jericho [‘Ayn Sultan, Nu‘aymah and ‘Aqbat Jabir] were emptied of
their residents in one–two weeks after the Six Day War. The travel
route of the buses, which operated as described here, from the
Damascus Gate to the Allenby Bridge, had to pass via the Jericho
valley and the large refugee camps that were there and this is
another confirmation of the story. If one of the four men: President
Hertzog, Shlomo Lahat, his deputy Shmuel Albak, or ‘Uzi Narkiss,
confirms this thing, then this story is true and genuine.85
Strafing and firing on refugee columns were in fact reported in the
foreign press. According to the Guardian of 14 June 1967, ‘Israeli
aircraft frequently strafed the refugees on the road from Jerusalem
to Jericho, destroying and burning.’ The London Times of 22 June
1967 reported that
Israeli troops supervising the crossing [of the Jordan River]
introduced a dangerous new element today [21 June] by firing
their submachine-guns over the heads of the straggling line of
refugees. ... This disturbing feature is that there was no obvious
point to this display of strength. The refugees were already
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bewildered enough and to risk causing a panic among already
frightened people borders on military lunacy.
CONCLUSION
Hundreds of thousands of Palestinians were driven out from the West
Bank and Gaza during and after the June 1967 war. In their book
River Without Bridges, Peter Dodd and Halim Barakat study the 1967
exodus of the Palestinian refugees and attempt to answer the
question: why did this exodus take place? The answer, according to
them, is that:
the exodus was a response to the severe situational pressures
existing at the time. The situational pressures were generated by
the aerial attacks upon a defenseless country, including the
extensive use of napalm, the occupation of the West Bank villages
by the Israeli army, and the actions of the occupying forces.
Certainly the most drastic of these actions was the evictions of
civilians and the deliberate destruction of a number of villages
[‘Imwas, Yalu, Bayt Nuba, Bayt Marsam, Bayt ‘Awa, Habla, al-Burj,
and Jiftlik]. Other actions, such as threats and the mass detention
of male civilians, also created situational pressures.86
Dodd and Barakat (who were not aware of the ‘transfer’ operation
of Hertzog, Lahat and Narkiss), added that there were other indirect
reasons: the Palestinian villagers were not equipped and were illprepared to resist and cope with these situational pressures; they were
ill-informed and unfamiliar with the terrifying nature of the aerial
attacks. To this the social structure of Arab society should be added:
the family-centered social structure diminished attachment to
community and nation and some Palestinians left to protect their
family, particularly the honour of their womenfolk.
In his investigation of the 1967 exodus, William Wilson Harris
(who also made no mention of the ‘transfer’ activities of Hertzog,
Lahat and Narkiss) estimated that, of a pre-war population of approximately 1.4 million, about 430,000 left the territories occupied in the
war (including the Golan Heights and Sinai) between June and
December 1967. Most of these refugees left in June 1967. He pointed
out that the 1967 refugee exodus varied from one region to another:
over 90,000 people (almost 90 per cent of the population) fled the
Golan Heights, while the Gaza Strip lost less than 20 per cent of its
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400,000 residents. There were also local variations in the West Bank
and a complex mix of responsible factors. The high population losses
in some regions were the result of a ‘psychological legacy of pre-war
events, a legacy of assorted fears’, for instance, in the Hebron district
and in the region surrounding the village of Qibya (situated about
midway between the Latrun salient and Qalqilyah) in the West Bank,
where the Israeli army had carried out a large and infamous massacre
in October 1953, in which 65 villagers (mostly women and children)
were killed.87 Another example was in the Latrun salient where the
residents of Yalu, ‘Imwas, and Bayt Nuba were ordered to leave their
villages by the Israeli army and the chain-reaction effect of their
movement across the West Bank can be traced in the higher losses
from other villages on the Latrun–Ramallah–Jerusalem highway.88
In fact, the destruction of the Latrun villages and the al-Magharbeh
quarter and the encouragement of Arab departure by the Israeli army
were raised in a Knesset debate on 21 June 1967 by two Jewish
communist Knesset members, Shmuel Mikunis and Meir Vilner, both
strongly protesting against Israeli policy on the treatment of civilians
in the newly occupied territories. Vilner stated:
As regards the Arab inhabitants of the occupied Arab territories,
especially on the West Bank of the River Jordan, it has been
broadcast over the radio and published in the press that the
Military Governor has frequently announced that anyone wishing
to cross the river would be welcome to do so; there is no need to
comply with any complicated procedure. What does it mean
when, in a time of military occupation, we give the inhabitants
the choice of leaving their homes? It means that pressure is being
exerted on the inhabitants. It is, perhaps, no accident that the
other [Arab] side should call on the inhabitants not to leave the
places where they live. According to reports in the [Israeli] press
100,000 people have crossed, or been forced to cross the frontier
and this number is increasing. ... There have been reports of the
blowing up of villages in the Latrun area, for example, for ‘strategic,
tactical and security reasons’. ... Villages were destroyed not only
in the Latrun area after the military operations had ended. ... Old
and young, men, women and children, the sick and feeble were
moved out of the former Jewish Quarter in the Old City in a
horrifying way ... houses have been destroyed in the area around
the Western Wall [the al-Magharbeh quarter] and there seems to
be general confusion and disorganisation.89
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However, both Vilner’s proposal to debate the subject in the Knesset
plenum and Mikunis’s proposal to transfer the subject to a parliamentary committee were defeated by a parliamentary majority.90 In
a subsequent parliamentary question another communist member of
the Knesset, Tawfiq Tubi, requested that the inhabitants of Yalu,
‘Imwas and Bayt Nuba be allowed by Defence Minister Dayan to
return to their villages. Once again Dayan rejected this proposal.91
Since 1967 the evicted inhabitants of ‘Imwas, Yalu and Bayt Nuba
have been campaigning for the return to, and reconstruction of, their
villages,92 but none of the Israeli ministries has been prepared to take
any responsibility for the destruction of these villages. The Israeli
government and those army commanders who gave the verbal order
to destroy the Latrun villages must have thought that it was possible
to rearrange both history and geography: that if they cart away the
rubble and rake over the ground and plant seedlings where the homes
of thousands of Palestinians had been, they would be able to get
away with it.93
Encouragement of Arab departure by the Israeli authorities was
also reported in the Hebrew press and foreign press. According to
the daily Davar of 13 June 1967, many of those who had left the
West Bank claimed that the Israeli authorities were forcing residents
of Jenin, Qalqilyah and Tulkarm (the so-called three towns of
‘strategic importance’) to leave their homes. The daily Haaretz of 20
June 1967 reported that those who had left their homes on the West
Bank had not been allowed to return. The New York Times of 26
August 1967 reported that each day for the last two weeks some 500
residents had left the Gaza Strip, adding that ‘Any reduction in Gaza
area’s population is a benefit to everyone in Israel’s view.’ Several
months later, the Observer (London) reported on 17 December 1967:
The opportunity of reprisals on security grounds has been taken
to hasten the departure of more people from the West Bank and
the Gaza Strip and to prevent the return of those who had fled.
The Israeli authorities believe that whatever the eventual political
status of the Gaza Strip, the refugees there should be moved
elsewhere.
The Observer of 28 January 1968 also reported: ‘It is estimated that
between 30,000 and 35,000 people have left the [Gaza] Strip as a
result of the measures taken by the Israeli authorities.’ The Guardian
Middle East correspondent Michael Adams wrote: ‘No Israeli, when
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he deals frankly with you (and many do) will deny that he would
prefer to accept “the dowry without the bride”, meaning that, from
Israel’s point of view, the ideal solution to the problem of the
occupied territories would be their absorption by Israel but without
their Arab population.’94
In addition to the active encouragement of Arab departure, the
Israeli army took tough measures to prevent the return of those who
had fled during the war or shortly after. After the war, Israeli troops
on the Jordan River apparently routinely shot civilians trying to slip
back home on the West Bank.95 A statement made by an anonymous
soldier, who had served in the 5th Reserve Division on the Jordan
River, and was issued from the Tel Aviv office of Hebrew magazine
Ha‘olam Hazeh on 10 September 1967, read:
we fired such shots every night on men, women and children.
Even during moonlit nights when we could identify the people,
that is – distinguish between men, women and children. In the
mornings we searched the area and, by explicit order from the
officer on the spot, shot the living, including those who hid, or
were wounded (again: including the women and children).96
‘Uzi Narkiss, the Commanding General of the Central Command,
1965–8, also told an interviewer in October 1988 that after the 1967
war the Israeli troops on the Jordan River killed civilians trying to
slip home on the West Bank.97
All Palestinian areas conquered by Israel in June 1967 experienced
immediate and substantial out-movements of Arab residents, both
the native population and those Palestinian refugees who had been
driven out from present-day Israel in 1948–9. However, the most distinguishing feature of the 1967 exodus was its ‘selective geographical
character’, with geographical variations in losses of native and refugee
populations98 – as opposed to the wholesale nature of the 1948
exodus.99 For instance, the Gaza Strip and the West Bank highlands,
where most population centres were distant from the 1967 war zone,
experienced a comparatively moderate exodus. The Gaza Strip also
showed the smallest population reduction, partly due to the fact that
the area – in contrast to the West Bank – is furthest from any potential
sanctuary.100 In contrast to the highlands of the West Bank, where
population loss was about 20–25 per cent, 88 per cent of the
Palestinian population in the West Jordan Valley was driven out from
a region ‘highly attractive to Israel owing to its strategic attribute’.101
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Also, both the Hebron district and the Deir Qaddis administrative
division, on the western border with Israel, ranked among the highest
loss areas.102
The policy of eviction, demolition and encouragement of ‘transfer’
continued for several weeks after the Israeli army occupied the West
Bank and Gaza. In fact, some leading Israeli politicians, who were
thrilled by the spectacular military victory, were clearly disappointed
with the demographic outcome of the war. Indeed Dayan himself
was criticised by Deputy Prime Minister Yigal Allon for not driving
out all the Palestinian inhabitants of East Jerusalem and Hebron.
During the 1948 war Allon had commanded the operation that
conquered the twin towns of Lydda and Ramle. According to Israeli
historian Benny Morris, on 12 and 13 July 1948, shortly after the
two towns were captured, Israeli troops ‘carried out their orders,
expelling the 50–60,000 remaining inhabitants of and refugees
camped in and around the two towns’.103 Allon’s disappointment at
the demographic outcome of the 1967 war, which, unlike the 1948
war, did not bring about the evacuation of most of the Palestinian
inhabitants of the newly acquired territories, was expressed at a
meeting with a delegation of the Whole Land of Israel movement,
apparently in November 1967:
Is this the way to occupy Hebron? A couple of artillery
bombardments on Hebron and not a single ‘Hebronite’ would
have remained there. Is this the way to occupy [East] Jerusalem
[without driving most of the Arabs out]?104
In 1967 evictions and demolitions were evident in numerous
geographical locations in the West Bank – the Latrun villages, the alMagharbeh quarter and the former Jewish quarter in the Old City of
Jerusalem, the border towns of Qalqilyah and Tulkarm, the west
Jordan Valley and the refugee camps near Jericho and the Hebron
district. Young men from several cities and refugee camps were also
targeted for deportation.105 The Palestinian population was still in
shock and disarray in the face of Israeli military force, reeling from
the military occupation and in no position to resist it.
Evacuation and demolition were executed at the level of middle
and senior military echelons with the tacit approval of top-level
command and Dayan, who conducted the 1967 war with great
confidence and controlled the field commanders during and after
the war, managing to shape its immediate consequences. Throughout
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this process of evacuation and demolition there was some lack of
communication between the civil authorities, particularly the Israeli
cabinet, and the military commanders;106 in practice the military
exercised civilian functions. The military echelons, backed by Dayan,
encouraged Arab residents to get out of East Jerusalem and other
cities of the West Bank as well as the refugee camps near Jericho and
to go to Jordan.
The forcible eviction of the inhabitants of the Latrun villages, the
destruction of the al- Magharbeh quarter and the initial destruction
of most of the town of Qalqilyah represented one example of the
ideology of force, which reached its apogee between the 1967 war
and the October war of 1973. Dayan, who virtually dominated the
Labour government’s policies in the occupied territories until 1974,
in his own style represented that ideology of force, inherited from
Ben-Gurion, which was based on the conviction that the defence of
Israel depended exclusively on its own strength. The same ideology
of force, which helped to reawaken thoughts of transfer during and
after 1967, is rooted in the pre-state Yishuv and the events that led
to the establishment of the State of Israel and the consequent
Palestinian exodus of 1948. This ideology of force is predicated on a
number of premises: (a) that Palestinians of the occupied territories
would resign themselves to their fate, either being kept down or
transferred if they dared to oppose Israel; (b) the Arabs only
understand the language of force; (c) the Arab world is very divided
and Israel can create faits accomplis; and (d) it does not matter what
the Gentiles say, but what the Jews do – a well-known saying of BenGurion.107
In March 1969, two years after the destruction of the Latrun
villages, Defence Minister Dayan felt it was necessary to remind his
compatriots – including those who were opposed to Jewish
settlements in the West Bank and in north Sinai – of what some of
them, the younger generation, never knew. Dayan had this to say in
a speech to the Technion students in Haifa on 19 March 1969:
We came here to this country, which was settled by Arabs, and we
are building a Jewish State ... Jewish villages arose in the place of
Arab villages. You do not even know the names [of these villages],
and I do not blame you, because those geography books no longer
exist. Not only do the books not exist, the Arab villages are not
there either. Nahlal [Dayan’s own settlement] arose in the place
of Mahlul, Gvat [a kibbutz] in the place of Jibta, Sarid [another
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kibbutz] in the place of Haneifis, and Kfar-Yehoshu‘a in the place
of Tal-Shaman. There is not one single place built in this country
that did not have a former Arab population.108
Given this unflinching perception of the uprooting and dispossession
of Palestinian communities in the pre-state period, combined with
the fact that Zionist objectives had always proceeded against the
wishes of the local population, and given the emergence of the
ideology of force and its occupation of the centre ground in Israeli
policies toward the Palestinians, from there to the massive
colonisation and Judaisation of Arab Jerusalem – and Israel’s
continuing eviction schemes – was only a short step.
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Israeli Refugee Policies
During Negotiations:
From Madrid to Taba
(October 1991–January 2001)

INTRODUCTION
Any discussion of contemporary Israeli policies towards the
Palestinian refugee problem must take into account their Zionist
roots and in particular the way in which they are linked to those
policies that were instituted in the early years of the Israeli state.
After the 1948 refugee exodus the refugees were not repatriated
because Israel had no interest in allowing them to return. Since 1948
successive policies adopted by the Jewish state – land, ethnic and
demographic, legal and political, military and diplomatic – have
been aimed at reinforcing the power and domination of Israel’s
ruling Jewish majority. A key element in these policies has always
been the prevention of the return of Palestinian refugees – residing
both inside and outside the borders of the Israeli state – to their
ancestral villages and towns. This classic Israeli position against
refugee repatriation to the pre-1967 borders has remained unchanged
since 1949; Israel’s solution to the problem still is the refugees’
resettlement in the Arab states or elsewhere. This paramount
objective has served until today as a guiding premise underlying
successive Israeli policies towards Palestinian refugees, before and
throughout the Israeli–Palestinian negotiations.
The refusal to entertain any recognition of culpability for the
Palestinian refugee problem runs deep among Israelis of all political
persuasions. Throughout the Israeli–Palestinian negotiations Israel
has consistently refused to accept moral and legal responsibility for
the 1948 refugees and has viewed them as the responsibility of the
Arab countries in which they reside – although more recently several
Israel ‘new/revisionist’ historians have raised the issue of Israel’s
shared accountability for the 1948 exodus.1 The Zionists continue
to deny any wrong-doing.2 Throughout the negotiations the Israelis
argued that the 1948 Palestinian refugees constituted a ‘population
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exchange’ with those Jews who left the Arab world in the 1950s.
Although Israel’s case is as mendacious as it is misleading, Israeli
spokesmen have continued to propagate it at home and abroad.3
In theory, the decade between 1991 and 2001, from the Madrid
peace conference to the Israeli–Palestinian permanent status talks at
Taba, Egypt, offered an opportunity to negotiate the Palestinian
refugee issue with an intensity not witnessed for four decades. After
over four decades of Palestinian dispossession and nakba, major
changes had occurred in the debate over the future of the Palestinian
refugees. In December 1948 the United Nations General Assembly
had set up the Palestine Conciliation Commission to deliberate on
the status of Palestinian refugees from the 1948 war. The themes of
the Commission’s deliberations, which began with the Beirut and
Lausanne conferences in March and April 1949, included questions
of return/repatriation, resettlement, socio-economic rehabilitation
of refugees, assessment of lost Palestinian property in Israel and
compensation, and family reunification. These issues were still central
to the concerns of the Palestinian negotiators during the refugee
meetings that were generated by the Madrid Peace conference of
October 1991. However, the post-Madrid negotiations and the
involvement of the Palestinian team in the Refugee Working Group
(RWG) of the multilateral track and in the Quadripartite (Continuing)
Committee for the 1967 ‘displaced persons’ took place under
completely different circumstances.
In the post-Madrid period the Palestinian refugee question was
discussed in five fora:
1. the Refugee Working Group of the Multilateral Track, set up in the
wake of the Madrid Conference of 1991;
2. the Continuing or Quadripartite Committee;
3. the Israeli–Palestinian Declaration of Principles of September
1993;
4. the Jordanian–Israeli Peace Treaty of October 1994;
5. the Palestinian–Israeli permanent status negotiations, especially
the Camp David Summit of July 2000 and the post-Camp David
and Taba negotiations which lasted to the end of January 2001.
No Israeli–Palestinian negotiations have taken place since the
election of Ariel Sharon as prime minister in early February 2001.
However, few issues in the Israeli–Palestinian negotiations remained
as contentious as that of the Palestinian ‘right to return’. In reality

220

The Politics of Denial

the Israeli refugee policy throughout the same decade remained
strictly tied to its established position vis-à-vis the repatriation of the
refugees, with Labour Zionism showing only marginally more
flexibility on the issue (especially during the permanent status talks
of Taba in January 2001) than the Likud.4 Israel’s rigid position
regarding the legal aspects of the refugee problem has recently been
reiterated by Ruth Lapidoth, a Professor of International Law at the
Hebrew University of Jerusalem, who served as an advisor to the
Israeli Ministry of Foreign Affairs throughout the Israeli–Palestinian
negotiations:
neither under the international conventions, nor under the major
UN resolutions, nor under the relevant agreements between the
parties, do the Palestinian refugees have a right to return to Israel.
... If Israel were to allow all of them to return to its territory, this
would be an act of suicide on her part, and no state can be expected
to destroy itself.5
Other pro-Israeli authors have also claimed that the question of the
Palestinian refugees’ right to return to their homes is ‘ambiguous’ in
international law.6 In fact, Israel’s rejectionist policies had already
been expressed in a Knesset resolution in November 1961:
The Knesset resolves that the Arab refugees should not be returned
to Israeli territory, and that the only solution to the problem is
their settlement in the Arab countries.7
THE REFUGEE WORKING GROUP OF THE MULTILATERAL
TRACK: JANUARY 1992–SEPTEMBER 2000
The Madrid peace process emerged in the wake of the 1991 Gulf War
and the US victory over Iraq. The process, beginning with the Madrid
conference of October 1991, was based on the formula of a joint
Jordanian–Palestinian delegation. Devised to constrain the participation of the PLO, this framework reflected a key demand of the
Israeli government, then headed by Likud Prime Minister Yitzhak
Shamir, which sought to manage the process very closely. However,
after the Madrid conference Israel reluctantly agreed to discuss the
refugee question, provided the ‘right of return’ was not raised. In fact
throughout the Madrid and Oslo peace negotiations, Israel strongly
opposed recognising the right of 1948 refugees to return, and even
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stalled on the question of the repatriation to the occupied territories
of those Palestinians driven out in 1967. It argued instead for a policy
of small-scale ‘family reunification’ with regard to the 1967 refugees
and the creation of an internationally subscribed fund for the
compensation and rehabilitation of the 1948 refugees in situ. These
positions were not altered throughout the permanent status
negotiations, although Yossi Beilin’s ‘Non-Paper’ at talks at Taba in
January 2001 was an interesting development in terms of accepting
a degree of Israeli responsibility for the refugee problem and also for
being a partner in its solution (see below).
The multilateral track of the Madrid peace process opened in
January 1992 in Moscow. Five working groups were created to
complement and support the bilateral process by involving the international community, and by addressing problems of a regional nature
such as water, the environment, regional economic development,
arms control and regional security, and refugees. The Refugee
Working Group (RWG) was one of the five multilateral negotiations
in which over 40 states and international organisations discussed
the issue of Palestinian refugees and their future in the Middle East
peace process. There are six regional parties to the RWG: Egypt,
Jordan, Israel, Syria, Lebanon, and the Palestinians (both Syria and
Lebanon boycotted the RWG). The mandate of the RWG was to
improve the current living conditions of the 1948 Palestinian refugees
and the 1967 ‘displaced persons’ without prejudice to their rights
and future status; to ease and extend access to family reunification;
and to support the process of achieving a viable and comprehensive
solution to the refugee issue.8 In (and after) January 1992 the
question of the Palestinian refugees became the subject of the Refugee
Working Group. As envisaged by its sponsors, the work of the RWG
was basically technical and intended to suggest practical solutions
that would feed into future bilateral negotiations. It focused on seven
main themes, each with a lead country or ‘shepherd’.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

Data Bases (Norway);
Family Reunification (France);
Human Resources and Development (the US);
Job Creation and Vocational Training (also the US);
Public Health (Italy);
Child Welfare (Sweden);
Economic and Social Infrastructure (the European Union).
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In cooperation with the regional parties, the ‘shepherds’ were
responsible for defining needs, developing responses and mobilising
resources. Between 1992 and the end of 1995, eight plenary sessions
of the RWG were held. The first seven meetings of the RWG were
‘gavelled’ by Canadian diplomat Marc Perron; he was succeeded by
Canadian diplomat Andrew Robinson.
Israel boycotted the first full session of the RWG in Ottawa in May
1992. A month later, in June 1992, the Labour Party coalition came
into power and Yitzhak Rabin became Prime Minister. On 1 October
1992 Israeli Foreign Minister Shimon Peres told the United Nations
General Assembly, rather vaguely, that the Palestinian refugee
problem should be addressed by offering ‘a range of possibilities for
restoring the dignity of refugees and offering them a good life’.9
However, at the November 1992 meeting of the RWG in Ottowa
Israeli participation was first delayed by a dispute over the participation of Palestinian members of the Palestine National Council,
and then cut short by a dispute over the issue of Palestinian ‘family
reunification’. At the opening of the Ottowa meeting, the Israeli head
of delegation, Shlomo Ben-’Ami, representing the new Labour
government, stated that the ‘Palestinian refugee problem was born
as the land was bisected by the sword, not by design, Jewish or Arab’.
Palestinian academic Elia Zureik, who took part in many RWG
meetings, subsequently argued that Ben-’Ami’s statement at Ottowa
marked the first official Israeli acknowledgement of at least partial
Israeli responsibility for the plight of the Palestinian refugees, a
central demand by Palestinian negotiators throughout the RWG
meetings.10 At a subsequent meeting of the RWG, which was held in
Tunis on 12 October 1993 (shortly after the signing of the Declaration
of Principles (the Oslo Accords), Israeli Deputy Foreign Minister Yossi
Beilin had this to say:
For a whole generation the refugee problem has been perceived as
insurmountable. The key to the solution is to understand each
others pain and (each) others red lines. In the very near future we
will have to tackle sensitive issues left untouched for many decades.
We must touch some delicate nerves; the brutalities of past wars,
the missed opportunities and the regional ‘march of folly’.11
Overall, however, Israel’s rejectionist stance in the multilateral
track on refugees made it difficult to imagine any significant Israeli
concessions on the refugee issue in the final status negotiations with
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the Palestinians. The Palestinian negotiators considered the refugee
problem to be the second most important and difficult after
Jerusalem; but in formulating their position Palestinian negotiators
had to take into account Israeli rejectionism. Although Palestinian
negotiators continued to point out that solving the refugee issue
remained the key for genuine peace and reconciliation between the
Palestinians and Israelis, the refugee issue encountered formidable
resistance from the Israeli negotiators and politicians. While some
Israeli leaders reconciled themselves to the idea of a mini-Palestinian
entity-state in the West Bank and Gaza as a possible outcome of the
negotiations, the Israelis generally singled out the return of refugees
for a barrage of ideological and political objections. The Israelis were
systematic in their rejection of any mention of UN Resolution 194.
The return of the refugees to their ancestral villages and towns was
singled out as a major security issue and as a prelude to undermining
the Zionist-Jewish character of the state. Israeli negotiators even
tended to discourage the idea of return of refugees even to the areas
that would be under exclusive Palestinian control. The Israeli Labour
party in particular attempted to demonstrate a hardline stance on
the refugee question in an attempt to appeal to centrist and rightwing voters.12
Moreover, throughout the seven plenary meetings of the RWG,
the last of which took place in Geneva in December 1995, and the
numerous smaller meetings, Israel’s approach to the Palestinian
refugee problem remained markedly consistent with its policies of
the previous 40 years. It favoured projects ‘to improve the living
conditions’ of the Palestinian refugees that were based on the
principle of resettlement. Within the RWG, Israel consistently refused
to take part in any discussions touching on the final settlement of the
refugee issue, arguing that this was to be discussed only in the
permanent status talks.
Facing a wide gap between the Israeli and Palestinian approaches,
Canada, the lead country in the multilaterals on the Palestinian
refugee issue, or ‘gavel holder’ for the RWG, introduced into
discussions the vague term of ‘adaptation’. Apparently, this prompted
Palestinian negotiators, who were clearly concerned that the
introduction of the ‘adaptation’ rhetoric into the peace process might
imply ‘resettlement’, to insist first that ‘adaptation’ should be
confined to the West Bank and Gaza Strip and should be aimed
primarily at Palestinian returnees, and second, that it must not
prejudice the rights and future status of the refugees in Arab host
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countries. Palestinian spokespersons were anxious that, should the
rhetoric of ‘adaptation’ be translated into concrete policies, it could
violate the historical rights of the refugees.13
The RWG and Family Reunification
Because the issue of the 1967 ‘displaced persons’ (most of them living
in Jordan, but some in Lebanon, Syria and Egypt) required a
multilateral approach, it was placed on the agenda of both the RWG
and the Quadripartite Committee (see also below). Between 1992
and 1996 the RWG was able to show some progress on several fronts,
such as funding research and carrying out feasibility studies on
various aspects of refugee life, but little was achieved by way of
concrete results with regard to the main agenda, that of ‘family reunification’ of those displaced in 1967.14 Shortly after the Declaration
of Principles of September 1993, Israel agreed to discuss certain
categories of the 1967 refugees who might be allowed to return to
the West Bank and Gaza Strip within the restricted framework of
family reunion. At some stage in the mid-1990s Israel reluctantly
agreed to raise the annual ceiling from 1,000 to 2,000 cases and,
subsequently, further agreed to increase the quota from 2,000 to
6,000 per year. The Palestinian negotiators, however, contended that
there should be a further increase in the quota as well as a relaxation
of the criteria, and greater transparency in their application.
Moreover, the number of those awaiting family reunion – wives and
children unable to live with their husbands and fathers – was
estimated at 120,000 by a member of the multilateral Refugee
Working Group. There are another estimated 100,000 persons who
have been denied re-entry into the West Bank and Gaza on grounds
of having stayed abroad for periods longer than the Israeli authorities
permitted.15 However, in practice even within the narrow perspective
of family reunion little progress was made in peace talks on the 1967
refugees. There was also the question of the 300,000 people displaced
by the 1967 war or expelled shortly afterwards, and their
descendants. Although consideration of their case for return is
allowed for in Article 12 of the Declaration of Principles, no progress
was made on this issue. The parties involved in the talks were unable
to reach a consensus on the definition of a ‘displaced’ Palestinian,
the number of refugees, or the means of repatriating the 1967
refugees to the West Bank and Gaza.
There was, however, a certain amount of tripartite cooperation on
the 1967 ‘displaced persons’ between the Palestinian Authority, Egypt
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and Jordan (the three parties which supported the Oslo process and
participated actively in the RWG).16 Moreover, according to Haaretz
daily, during the years 1993–9 some 40,000 ‘displaced Palestinians’
were allowed to return to the West Bank and Gaza Strip under the
‘family reunification’ rubric.17 Some Israeli sources even claimed
(with clear exaggeration) that altogether, the number of Palestinians
‘returning’ to the occupied territories in the aftermath of the Oslo
Accord approached 200,000. Overall, however, the multilateral
process was supposed to work by consensus,18 and Israeli
objectionism and procrastination ensured that concrete progress in
the crucial area of family reunification remained extremely limited.
THE DECLARATION OF PRINCIPLES, SEPTEMBER 1993
The Failure to Establish Linkage with UNGA Resolution 194
and other Fundamental Weaknesses
The 1993 Oslo secret track and the Declaration of Principles (DoP)
that emerged from it in September of the same year bypassed the
Madrid framework, establishing in its place the principle of direct,
bilateral negotiations between Israel and the PLO, who exchanged
letters of recognition and initialled the DoP or the Oslo Accords on
13 September 1993. The Oslo Accords established a timetable for the
establishment of a self-governing Palestinian Authority in parts of
the West Bank and Gaza. Although Oslo’s postponement of a
resolution of the refugee issue to the ‘final status’ basket of issues
shattered the hope of return for Palestinian refugees,19 it nevertheless
established a timetable for the initiation and completion of ‘final
status’ talks for a resolution of the contested issues between Israel
and the Palestinians. Bilateral negotiations to resolve these
permanent status issues – refugees, Jerusalem, settlements, security
arrangements, and borders – were to commence in 1996.20
Throughout the Oslo peace process Israel categorically rejected the
Palestinian ‘right of return’ and was opposed to basing any
negotiations with the PLO or neighbouring Arab states on the
principles of UNGA Resolution 194. Before and throughout the postOslo negotiations Israel consistently rejected the possibility of refugee
return to their ancestral homes and villages and even demanded that
Palestinians explicitly abandon claims of a ‘right of return’ to the
1948 areas. Consequently, the greatest weakness of the DoP concerns
the status of the Palestinian refugees of both 1948 and 1967: the DoP
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does not seriously address this issue. Throughout the
Israeli–Palestinian negotiations UNGA Resolution 194 remained the
cornerstone of the Palestinian position on the 1948 refugees. The
‘right of return’, both as a basic principle of human rights and as an
individual right, was central to the Palestinian position at the Madrid
peace conference of 1991 and remained so throughout the post-Oslo
negotiations with Israel.21 At the opening of the Madrid conference,
Haydar ‘Abdul Shafi, the head of the Palestinian delegation, had
spoken about Palestinians coming to Madrid ‘to narrate our story’.
This story had the theme of dispersal and refugeedom woven into it.
‘As we speak’, he said, ‘the eyes of thousands of Palestinian refugees,
deportees, and displaced persons since 1967 are haunting us, for exile
is a crucial fate: bring them home. They have the right to return.’22
The Palestinian position on the refugees was based on the ‘right of
return’, as explained by ‘Abdul Shafi and in a paper published in
1995 by the Palestinian Authority’s Information Ministry, entitled
‘The Palestinian Refugees and the Right of Return’.23 The paper
argued that the Arab countries are economically incapable of
absorbing the refugees and that the majority of the refugees,
including those in the occupied territories, would prefer to go back
to their original homes in Israel.24 However the Israeli–Palestinian
negotiations failed to link UNGA Resolution 194 and the ‘right of
return’ with the Oslo accords. Moreover, both the actual Madrid
peace process and the Oslo Accords were anchored in UN Security
Council resolutions 242 and 338, adopted following the 1967 and
1973 war respectively. Both resolutions fall short of recognising
Palestinian national rights. Most crucially, the fate of the 1948
refugees is particularly handicapped by the absence of any direct
reference in the DoP to UNGA Resolution 194.
Furthermore the Israeli–Palestinian negotiations before, during
and after Oslo may even have contributed to the dilution of the force
of Resolution 194. To begin with the Palestinians entered the Oslo
and post-Oslo negotiations with Israel with a series of concessions
behind them. Reference to the ‘right of return’ was ritually made by
Palestinian spokespersons in all internal fora, but this right had no
concrete expression in any of the agreements signed between Israel
and the Palestinians.25 Under international law the nullification or
even dilution of Resolution 194 threatens the rights of Palestinian
refugees. The Palestinian Information Ministry’s paper of 1995,
although reiterating Palestinian adherence to Resolution 194, pointed
out the lack of clarity about how the Resolution fitted with the post-
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Madrid and post-Oslo negotiations formula. It came to be seen that
Palestinian insistence on a reference to Resolution 194 throughout
the negotiations resulted in the gradual dilution of the force of the
Resolution, and mentioning it eventually became a sort of ritual.
Palestinian reference to Resolution 194 in the RWG was routinely
accompanied, at the insistence of the United States, and Israel, with
qualifications that some members agreed to and others did not.26
Palestinian negotiators believed that repeated reference to UN
resolutions on the Palestinian refugees, particularly Resolution 194
and Security Council Resolution 237 (1967) was futile, even though
they did constitute the proper international legal framework in which
these issues should be addressed. As Salim Tamari put it, repetition,
as a magical refrain, will not have the desired effect. The consensual
nature of both the multilateral negotiations and the ‘final status’
talks required a tactical approach that re-examined these resolutions
and made them operational.27
At the same time, however, both the Oslo Accords and the
Jordanian–Israeli Peace Treaty of 1994 cast the old Palestinian refugee
issue in a new light. The official Palestinian position had evolved
under new circumstances that distinguished the post-Madrid
Palestinian involvement in peace talks from the refugee meetings of
the late 1940s and early 1950s. According to Salim Tamari,
coordinator of the RWG for the Palestinian Team at the multilateral
negotiations and a member of the Quadripartite Committee on the
1967 ‘displaced persons’, the new circumstances involved the
recasting of the Palestinians as a people whose cause is no longer an
exclusively Arab or Islamic one, but an international cause with
concrete territorial claims to a land and sovereignty. More specifically
the Palestinian refugee issue was no longer defined as a humanitarian
issue, as it was after 1948, but was recast as part of the wider agenda
of restoring the right of self-determination to the Palestinian people.
While earlier international deliberations on the Palestinian refugee
issue focused more or less on exclusively on refugees, the post-Oslo
negotiations, both in bilateral and multilateral fora, dealt with
Palestinian refugees as part of a complex set of issues that included
residencies, family reunification, problems of absorption,
compensation and so on. In other words, throughout the postMadrid, Palestinian–Israeli negotiations, the refugee issue was diluted
into various themes of Palestinian national reconstruction.28
It was in this framework of bilateral negotiations between Israel
and the Palestinians that Israeli policy manifested a slightly modified
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attitude from the past. In the aftermath of the Oslo Accords the Rabin
government had sought to address all issues related to the ‘final
status’ of the occupied territories in a bilateral framework with the
PLO. As one of the ‘final status’ issues, the refugee question was to
be negotiated, for the first time in its history, directly between Israel
and the Palestinians. This decision had some substantive as well as
procedural implications for the content of Labour policies towards
the refugees. By accepting the PLO as interlocutor for Palestinian
interests, the Rabin government (and subsequent Labour administrations), were acknowledging that the resolution of the refugee issue
would take place in the context of the establishment of a Palestinian
entity (or mini-state) in the West Bank and Gaza, although Israelis
repeatedly emphasised the fact that such an entity could not possibly
have the capacity or the space to absorb all or even most of the 1948
refugees. However, the two prevailing assumptions among key
(Zionist) Israeli Labour figures involved in the Oslo process
diplomacy, such as Yossi Beilin, were:
1. that the resolution of the Palestinian refugee issue would be
viewed largely within the context of a Palestinian entity in the
West Bank;
2. that the Oslo process would put an end to refugee claims.
Beilin (then Justice Minister in the government of Ehud Barak) had
this to say in an interview with the Palestinian newspaper Al-Quds on
5 January 2001:
Since the moment we accepted the resolution on recognising the
Palestinians’ right to self-determination and their right to set up
an independent state ... we practically accepted the resolution on
recognising the right to absorb the refugees in this state. In fact,
this is the main idea – enabling the Palestinian state to absorb
Palestinian refugees, just as the Jewish state absorbs the Jews in
places of refuge. Despite all existing differences, the situation is
exactly the same. In addition to this – in informal discussions
throughout the past years – the Palestinian leadership has told us
that it is clear to it that it has to exert great efforts to solve the
refugee problem. It is also clear to it that those refugees, in their
large masses, will not return to their places of residence, because
this is impractical and unrealistic.29
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THE CONTINUING (OR THE QUADRIPARTITE) COMMITTEE AND
THE 1967 ‘DISPLACED PERSONS’
Article XII of the Declaration of Principles called for negotiations
between Israel, the Palestinians, Jordan and Egypt on the ‘modalities
of admission of persons displaced from the West Bank and Gaza Strip
in 1967’. The same article provided for the establishment of the
Continuing (or Quadripartite) Committee to address the issue of the
1967 refugees (or ‘displaced persons’) and to ‘decide by agreement on
the modalities of admission of persons displaced from the West Bank
and Gaza Strip in 1967, together with the necessary measures to
prevent disruption and disorder’.30 In addition to the Oslo Accords,
the frame of reference for the Quadripartite Committee included
those clauses of the Camp David Accords of 1978 which dealt with
‘displaced persons’ and the Israeli–Jordanian Peace Treaty of 1994.
Subsequently, the Quadripartite Committee, made up of Israel,
Jordan, Egypt and the Palestinians, was established to discuss the
issue of the 1967 ‘displaced persons’, and ‘family reunification’ in
the West Bank and Gaza Strip. Both Syria and Lebanon had boycotted
the whole multilateral process (including the Quadripartite
Committee and the RWG) from the beginning. The Quadripartite
Committee first met in Amman in May 1995; subsequent meetings
were held in Beer Sheba, Cairo, Gaza, Amman and Haifa.
Work within this Quadripartite Committee was extremely slow,
with major differences over the definition of a ‘displaced person’ and
hence the number of potential returnees. The Committee failed to
overcome these fundamental disagreements between Israel and the
Palestinians (backed by Egypt and Jordan) over the definition of a
‘displaced person’. While the Israeli representatives stuck to
definitions that accepted only 200,000 Palestinians who were
displaced in 1967, the three Arab parties insisted on a much larger
group of about 1.1 million people which included:
• those who were stranded outside the occupied territories when
the 1967 war broke out;
• those who had left the West Bank and Gaza Strip in 1967 but
had been refused re-admission by the Israeli authorities;
• the descendants of the 1967 ‘displaced persons’;
• those thousands of Palestinians deported by Israel from the
occupied territories in the late 1960s, 1970s and 1980s.31
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Consequently, being unable to agree on the question of definition,
the Quadripartite Committee moved to the questions of ‘modalities
of admission of displaced persons’ and numbers.32 The Committee
made no progress on the questions of modalities or numbers either.
Talks within the Quadripartite Committee broke off in 1997. By
then rapid deterioration in the bilateral peace process between Israel
and the Palestinians, especially under the Likud government of
Binyamin Netanyahu, saw the work of the Committee grind to a
halt. In the same year, the Arab League called for a boycott of all the
multilaterals in protest over Israeli settlement policies in the West
Bank and Gaza Strip. Several months after the coming to power of
the Labour coalition of Ehud Barak in February 2000, a ministerial
level meeting was held to activate the work of the Quadripartite
Committee, but no results were forthcoming. Although low-level
work on the multilateral track continued for a while, this ended with
the eruption of the ‘al-Aqsa Intifada’ in later September 2000, which
led to the suspension of all the multilateral track activities.
THE ISRAELI–JORDANIAN PEACE TREATY OF OCTOBER 1994
While both the international diplomatic efforts and the Madrid peace
process that emerged in the wake of the second Gulf War of 1991
were based on the formula of a joint Jordanian–Palestinian
delegation, both the Oslo peace process and the Declaration of
Principles that emerged from it in September 1993 bypassed the
Madrid framework, establishing in its place the principle of direct,
bilateral negotiations between Israel and the PLO. The PLO was
recognised by Israel as the principal, if not sole, interlocutor for
Palestinian interests, including those of the refugees. Yet, if the Oslo
Accords surprised and worried King Hussein of Jordan, they also freed
him from the constraints imposed by the desire to maintain a
Jordanian–Palestinian consensus. In fact, the day after the
Declaration of Principles was signed in Washington DC, Jordan and
Israel released the ‘Israeli–Jordanian Common Agenda’ outlining the
framework for a bilateral peace agreement. With regard to ‘Refugees
and Displaced Persons’ the agenda vaguely noted:
Achieving an agreed just solution to the bilateral aspects of the
problem of refugees and displaced persons in accordance with
international law.33
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On 25 July 1994 King Hussein and Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin
signed the ‘Washington Declaration’, in the presence of US President
Bill Clinton, which stated that
1. Jordan and Israel aim at the achievement of just, lasting and comprehensive peace between Israel and its neighbours and at the
conclusion of a Treaty of Peace between both countries;
2. The two countries will vigorously continue their negotiations to
arrive at a state of peace, based on Security Council Resolutions
242 and 338 in all their aspects, and founded on freedom, equality
and justice.34
Three months later, on 17 October, Hussein and Rabin initialled a
draft of an Israeli–Jordanian Treaty of Peace, again in the presence of
President Clinton in Washington. The Treaty was signed by Hussein
and Rabin on the Israeli–Jordanian border on 26 October. Jordan
became the second Arab state – after Egypt – to conclude a (separate)
Peace Treaty with Israel. The Treaty referred not only to bilateral
issues between Jordan and Israel, but also to issues such as Jerusalem
and refugees that had already been defined in the Israel–PLO
Declaration of Principles as part of the agenda for bilateral
(Israeli–Palestinian) final status issues set to commence in May 1996.
Although Jordan could no longer aspire to represent Palestinian
interests on the refugee issue, it still sought to assert its sovereign
prerogatives, which derived from the fact that Palestinian refugees
who were now Jordanian citizens had a stake, at least individually,
in a resolution of the refugee issue.
Article 2 of the Treaty reaffirmed Israeli recognition of Jordan’s
interest in not becoming a ‘dumping ground’ for Palestinian refugees
from the occupied territories and Lebanon.35 Most important, Article
8 affirmed Jordan’s right to represent the interests of its citizens of
Palestinian origins in negotiations with Israel on the resolution of
the refugee issue. The same Article acknowledged an Israeli interest in
establishing a diplomatic mechanism for supporting Jordanian claims
to its sole, sovereign representation of Palestinian refugees residing in
Jordan – a position that Jordan impressed upon Israel during the
Israeli–Palestinian final status talks of June 2000–January 2001.
Article 8: Refugees and Displaced Persons:
1. Recognising the massive human problems caused to both
Parties by the conflict in the Middle East, as well as the
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contribution made by them towards the alleviation of human
suffering, the Parties seek to further alleviate those problems
arising on a bilateral level.
2. Recognising that the above human problems caused by the
conflict in the Middle East cannot be fully resolved on a
bilateral level, the Parties will seek to resolve them in
appropriate forums, in accordance with international law,
including the following:
a. in the case of [1967] displaced persons, in a quadripartite
committee together with Egypt and the Palestinians;
b. in the case of [1948] refugees,
i. In the framework of the Multilateral Working Group
on Refugees;
ii. In negotiations, in a framework to be agreed, bilateral
or otherwise, in conjunction with and at the same time
as the permanent status negotiations pertaining to the
[occupied] territories referred to in Article 3 of this
Treaty;
c. through the implementation of agreed United Nations
programmes and other agreed international economic
programmes concerning refugees and displaced persons,
including assistance to their resettlement.36
Under the Treaty the emergence of the Israeli–Jordanian bilateral
avenue for dealing with the refugee issue existed in parallel with
and (to some extent) in contradiction to a number of other fora
created by the Madrid and Oslo frameworks, most crucially the
bilateral Israeli–Palestinian negotiations on final status issues that
were high on the agenda at Camp David in July 2002 and at Taba
in January 2001. One of the problems of the Treaty was that it
established mechanisms for the bilateral (Jordanian–Israeli) treatment
of Palestinian refugee-related issues without the necessary reference
to an overall, final status resolution of the refugee issue between
Israel and the Palestinians or to Palestinian refugee rights under
international law.
Interestingly, however, in the wake of the Treaty both countries
were obliged to remove any legislation that had the effect of discriminating against the nationals of the country. The Jordanians, for
instance, argued that the large body of Israeli legislation relating to
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lands owned and claimed by Palestinian refugees, who were now
citizens of Jordan – a state at peace with Israel – had to be amended
in a non-discriminatory fashion. Subsequently, the Israeli Knesset
legislated to end discriminatory treatment of Jordanian nationals,
but, most crucially, the effective date of legislation was 10 November
1994. All Israeli actions before that, especially the seizure of millions
of dunums of Palestinian refugee land, in accordance with the 1950
Absentees’ Property Law and other Israeli legislation, were not
affected by the 1994 Knesset legislation. Apparently, when then
Jordanian ambassador to Israel, Marwan Mu‘asher (currently Foreign
Minister), wrote to the Israeli government complaining about the
fact that Israeli discriminatory legislation still violated the Treaty, he
was brushed off by both Labour and Likud administrations.
The Israeli–Jordanian Treaty had reaffirmed Israeli recognition of
Jordan’s interest in not becoming a ‘dumping ground’ for Palestinian
refugees from the occupied territories and from Lebanon. However
shortly after the Taba talks of January 2001 (see below) the daily
Haaretz published an article entitled: ‘The Jordanians Fear Giving
Priority to Refugees from Lebanon.’ The article highlighted the deepseated fears among the Jordanians with regard to Zionist designs for
an ‘alternative Palestinian homeland’ in Jordan. Haaretz also quoted
a document which had been published a few days earlier by the
Jordanian daily al-Rai (of 31 January 2001), outlining Jordanian
attitudes towards the Palestinian refugee question. Jordan, according
to al-Rai, insisted on:
• the Right of Return: giving every Palestinian refugee the right
to choose in line with UNGA Resolution 194;
• compensating both individual refugees in Jordan and the
Jordanian state, the latter for the economic costs of looking
after the refugees since 1948.37
THE ‘FINAL STATUS’ NEGOTIATIONS, 1999–JANUARY 2001
According to the DoP, bilateral negotiations between Israel and the
Palestinians to resolve the permanent status issues – refugees,
Jerusalem, settlements, security arrangements, and borders – were
scheduled for 1996. The ‘final status’ bilateral negotiations were
formally and ceremonially opened in Taba on 5–6 May 1996. At the
start of the negotiations the talks encountered fundamental
differences over the refugees’ right to repatriation. During the

234

The Politics of Denial

bilateral meeting before the official session, Uri Savir, Director
General of the Israeli Foreign Ministry and head of the Israeli
delegation, asked Mahmud ‘Abbas, head of the Palestinian
delegation, not to mention Resolution 194. According to a report by
Palestinian Television in Gaza, broadcast on 5 May 1996, Abbas
rejected Savir’s request.38 Shortly after the Taba meetings the Likud
administration of Binyamin Netanyahu came into power. Under
Netanyahu the bilateral peace process between Israel and the
Palestinians began deteriorating, and by 1997 had effectively ground
to a halt. It was only after the election of the labour coalition of Ehud
Barak in 1999 that the permanent status talks were reactivated. From
the beginning of the permanent status negotiations in late 1999 to
the negotiations at Taba in January 2001 Israel and the Palestinians
engaged in intensive bilateral talks, assisted frequently by the United
States. However, significantly, the government of Ehud Barak opted
for pursuing an exclusively bilateral forum on the refugees with the
Palestinians, hoping to achieve an agreement with them that,
strangely enough, would be binding not only on the Palestinians
but also on Arab countries acting as hosts to refugees. During Barak’s
intensive talks with Syria the refugee issue was not raised and,
throughout the final status talks with the Palestinians, Israeli officials
refused to consider the need to expand the final status talks to include
the Arab host countries. The prevailing assumptions were that the
inclusion of Arab host states in ‘final status’ talks ‘would complicate
matters’ for Israel and that the host states would acquiesce in a deal
reached with the Palestinians.
The Palestinian refugee issue was placed at the heart of the
permanent status negotiations in three major fora:
1. at Stockholm in May 2000;
2. at Camp David in July 2000;
3. at Taba in January 2001.
THE CAMP DAVID SUMMIT, JULY 2000
The Camp David summit of July 2000 (the US-sponsored talks
between Ehud Barak and Yasser ‘Arafat) was basically an exchange
of ideas and speeches, which represented the general view of both
sides and history as it was seen by both parties. At Camp David,
however, Israel refused to entertain any recognition of culpability
for the Palestinian refugee problem. The summit was inaugurated by
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President Clinton at Camp David, Maryland, on 11 July, in a renewed
attempt to reach a framework agreement on a final permanent
solution between Israel and the Palestinians. The summit, failing to
break the deadlock between the two sides, ended without agreement
on 25 July. The main reason for its collapse was the issue of Jerusalem,
not the ‘right of return’.39
At Camp David there was no progress on the refugee issue, in fact
no real negotiations on the subject. However, according to Akram
Hanieh (the editor of the chief Palestinian daily al-Ayyam and a
close advisor of ‘Arafat; also a member of the Palestinian team at
Camp David)
The greatest failure of the [Camp David] summit was in the refugee
committee. This is not surprising, since the refugee file is the
‘moment of truth ... the discussion revolved mostly around the
past, not the present and future ... the Israeli and Palestinian
visions of the past – and more particularly of the root of the
conflict, the 1948 Palestinian nakba – are in total conflict. ... There
is a complete denial of Israeli responsibility for the nakba. Instead,
the Israeli delegation tried to convince the Palestinians that there
had been no massacres or terror campaigns in 1948, that there
had been no expulsions or wholesale destruction of villages. So
the refugee committee did not move one inch forward. Refusing
to take any moral or legal responsibility for what happened, the
Israelis were willing only to express sorrow over what befell the
Palestinians as a result of the Arab–Israel war of 1948. Because any
discussion of the right of return was taboo for Israel – in their eyes
tantamount to declaring a war of destruction on the Israeli state –
there could be no talk about a timetable for the implementation
of return. All that Israel would discuss was compensation for the
refugees – not from its pocket, from the pocket of the international community, and part of the funds would be used to
compensate Jews who came to Israel from Arab countries. Israel
only committed itself to allowing several thousand Palestinians
to return over a ten-year period through ‘family reunification’ and
‘humanitarian cases’.40
The summit did, however, provide the Palestinians for the first
time with the opportunity to present their national narrative and
position on the refugee issue directly to the American president
without passing through the filter of his advisors. At the summit the
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Americans discovered the limits of the Palestinian position on the
refugees.41 After ‘a brief summary of the roots of the refugee problem
and the Zionist conquest of Palestine’, the Palestinians asserted the
following points:
• the right of every Palestinian refugee to return home in
accordance with UN Resolution 194;
• the need for a mechanism to implement this right, starting
with the return of refugees in Lebanon, who would be given
priority due to their miserable living conditions and kinship
ties with Palestinians in Galilee (illustrated in the dramatic
reunion at Fatima Gate following Israel’s withdrawal from
southern Lebanon). A timetable, including numbers of refugees,
would then be established for the return of all those who
wished it;
• after the recognition of the right of return and the establishment of the implementation mechanism, the need for a
compensation regime;
• the issue of the Jews who left Arab countries and their
compensation was not the province of the Palestinian side and
would not be discussed.42
In his report on the Camp David summit to the Fatah Central
Council, Mahmud ‘Abbas (Abu Mazen) added to the above demands
submitted by the Palestinian delegation: that the host Arab states
should be compensated for the cost of burdens they have had to
shoulder in looking after the refugees over the last 50 years43 – a
demand which may have been made to counter hostile reactions from
disaffected Arab states towards the PLO’s conduct in the Oslo process.
The Israelis, for their part, reiterated their classic position: we are
not responsible for this problem; we do not recognise the ‘right of
return’; we are prepared to allow the return of several thousands of
persons spread over a number of years under a ‘family reunification’
programme and for ‘humanitarian reasons’; we are ready to discuss
international compensation that would also compensate Jews
‘expelled’ from the Arab countries.44 In Yossi Beilin’s words:
At Camp David there were real negotiations on the subject. The
Israeli view was that Israel was not responsible for the problem,
doesn’t have to pay for it and the number of refugees who will be
admitted will be some hundreds every year and that’s it. The
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feeling of the Palestinians was that Israel was not ready to even
address the problem.45
During the meeting, President Clinton realised that the refugee issue
was far more difficult than he had been led to believe by his advisors,
who had maintained that progress could be achieved on the basis of
compensation, resettlement in the host countries, and a liberal
immigration policy for some Western countries.46
In December 2000, several months after the eruption of the ‘alAqsa Intifada’, Clinton presented to the Palestinians and Israelis
‘bridging’ proposals that called on the Palestinian Authority to
relinquish the ‘right of return’ of Palestinian refugees in Arab host
countries in exchange for Israeli concessions on the final status issue
of Jerusalem.47 The initial Palestinian response to the proposal
seemed to have been slightly confused, however, both Palestinians
and Israelis seeking clarification from the White House. By this stage
the Palestinian revolt was exhibiting a life of its own, rapidly
escalating into armed combat.
Throughout the final status negotiations, especially in the period
between July 2000 and January 2001, Palestinian delegates argued
that Resolution 194 was the basis for a just settlement of the refugee
problem and that the essence of the ‘right of return’ was choice:
refugees should be given the option to choose where they wished to
settle, including return to the homes from which they were driven
in 1948. Palestinian delegates repeatedly said they were prepared to
be flexible and creative about mechanisms for implementing the
‘right of return’. In all discussions with the Israelis, they elaborated
on mechanisms for implementing the ‘right of return’ in such a way
as to end the refugee status and refugee problem, as well as to
accommodate Israeli demographic and security concerns.48 In
contrast, three fundamental assumptions remained central to the
Israeli negotiating positions throughout the final status negotiations:
(1) Rejection of the Legal or Moral Responsibility for the
Refugee Problem
Throughout the permanent status talks the government of Ehud
Barak consistently refused to acknowledge the 1948 Palestinian nakba
or admit moral responsibility towards the Palestinian refugees.
Reflecting the traditional Israeli attitude, Prime Minister Barak, in
his inaugural speech to the Knesset on 4 October 1999, stated that
he ‘recognised the suffering of the Palestinian people’ but refrained
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from any expression of regret or responsibility towards the refugees,
echoing earlier statements by Shimon Peres and Yossi Beilin that
‘there is no point in settling accounts for historical mistakes.’49 The
same attitude is found in his remarks three months later, stating that
Israel ‘regret[s] the heavy suffering that the conflict has caused, not
only to us but to all the Arab nations that have fought against us,
including the Palestinian people’. Israel was prepared to establish
relations with the Palestinians
based on good will, friendship and neighbourliness – but not,
under any circumstances, based on a feeling of guilt or responsibility for the emergence of the conflict and its results, a conflict we
did not want and which we did much to prevent.50
In an address to the ‘Peace and Security Council’ on 28 June 2000,
Barak emphasised that recognition of and regret for Palestinian
suffering did not suggest any transformation of Israel’s continuing
rejection of ‘legal or moral responsibility for the refugee problem’.51
Israeli Attorney-General Elyakim Rubinstein argued in an article
entitled: ‘The Truth About the ‘Right of Return’ and Compensation
for the Jewish Refugees’, published shortly after the Camp David
summit of July 2000, that, ‘the Israeli position is that legal and moral
responsibility for the fate of the Palestinian refugees cannot be
recognised even if human empathy can be expressed for the suffering
of the people.’52
(2) Rejection of the ‘Right of Return’ as Embodied in UNGA
Resolution 194
The Barak government, like all of its predecessors, rejected the
principles embodied in the Palestinian ‘right of return’ because they
were inconsistent with the existence of the State of Israel as the
‘homeland for Jewish people’. In an address in New York in September
2000, Foreign Minister Shlomo Ben-‘Ami reiterated classical Israeli
arguments that that it would be ‘national suicide’ for Israel to agree
to accept unlimited numbers of Palestinian refugees. ‘We want peace
but we are not lunatics.’53 ‘There is no right of return to Israel,’
declared Barak after the Taba talks, on the eve of his defeat in February
2001, ‘that is a cornerstone.’54 As Justice Minister Yossi Beilin put in
an interview with the Palestinian daily al-Quds in January 2001, the
Palestinian refugees ‘will not return to their places of residence,
because this is impractical and unrealistic’. Beilin added that the
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Palestinian refugees will be partly absorbed within the context of the
emerging Palestinian entity in the West Bank and Gaza, and
I must admit that raising the refugee issue [in negotiations in 2000]
did not surprise me. But what surprised me was raising the right
of return. This is because the one who raised it is aware that Israel
cannot accept it. Thus, he is perhaps raising it based on his clear
expectation that Israel will not accept it and that an agreement
will practically not be reached.55
(3) Refugee Rehabilitation in Arab Host Countries or
Resettlement in Third Countries
For the Barak government most of the refugees would have to be
either absorbed in situ in Arab host countries or relocated to and
resettled in third countries.
The position of the Barak government on the refugee issue was
largely endorsed by the Clinton administration. This was clearly
reflected in President Bill Clinton’s bridging proposals of December
2000 which stated that any final agreement should make it clear that
there was no specific ‘right of return’ to what is now Israel. President
Clinton, publicly outlining the American view of the principles of a
final status agreement on 7 January 2001, had this to say on the issue
of Palestinian refugees:
A solution will have to be found for the Palestinian refugees who
have suffered a great deal – particularly some of them. A solution
that allows them to return to a Palestinian state that will provide
all Palestinians with a place they can safely and proudly call home.
All Palestinian refugees who wish to live in this homeland should
have the right to do so. All others who want to find new homes,
whether in their current locations or in third countries, should be
able to do so, consistent with those countries’ sovereign decisions.
And that includes Israel. All refugees should receive compensation
from the international community for their losses, and assistance
in building new lives. You cannot expect Israel to acknowledge an
unlimited right of return to present day Israel. We cannot expect
Israel to make a decision that would threaten the very foundations
of the state of Israel.56
The PLO Negotiations Affairs Department remarked on 1 January
2001 that ‘the United States proposal reflects a wholesale adoption
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of the Israeli position that the implementation of the right of return
be subject entirely to Israel’s discretion.’57
TABA, JANUARY 2001: YOSSI BEILIN’S ‘NON-PAPER’
The permanent status negotiations between Israeli and Palestinian
delegations that took place at Taba from 21 to 27 January 2001 were
ultimately unsuccessful. However, for the first time the two sides
spoke about the refugee issue seriously and there were real
negotiations on the subject. These negotiations were subsequently
presented by Israeli Minister of Justice Yossi Beilin, the most senior
Israeli delegate in charge of the refugee issue at Taba, as establishing
basic elements of a potential agreement for the resolution of the
issue. By all accounts the Israeli position on this issue at Taba was an
improvement on Barak’s totally rejectionist position at Camp David.
This was clearly reflected in a draft ‘Non-Paper’ prepared at Taba by
Beilin, initially as a ‘private response to the Palestinian refugee paper
of 22 January 2001’, which was later described by its author as ‘an
almost complete agreement regarding the principles of an
agreement’.58 The Beilin document became the basis for further
negotiations at Taba with a Palestinian team led by Minister of
International Cooperation Nabil Sha‘ath. The document, which was
subsequently published in Le Monde Diplomatique, was later presented
by its author as offering a conceptual framework of an agreement
with the Palestinians that would be acceptable to the then
government of Ehud Barak. Both Beilin and some pro-Israeli
commentators later described the document as a ‘new development’
in terms of accepting a degree of Israeli responsibility for the
Palestinian refugees and a responsibility to be a partner in its solution.
Central to Beilin’s negotiating strategy at Taba was the idea of
getting rid of the refugees’ historical and legal ‘rights’, by seeking
instead clear, detailed ‘practical, mutually acceptable arrangements’
between Israel and the Palestinian Authority which would ‘end all
claims related to the refugee file’.59 His document, which in many
ways echoed Clinton’s proposal of December 2002, raises three major
issues: the narratives (or the national discourses); the number of
refugees to be absorbed in Israel; and an international fund for
compensation. The document stated:
• The issue of the Palestinian refugees is central to
Israeli–Palestinian relations. Its comprehensive and just
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resolution is essential to creating a lasting and morally
scrupulous peace.
• Narrative: The State of Israel solemnly expresses its sorrow for
the tragedy of the Palestinian refugees, their suffering and
losses, and will be an active partner in ending this terrible
chapter that was opened 53 years ago, contributing its part to
the attainment of a comprehensive and fair solution to the
Palestinian refugee problem.
• For all those parties directly or indirectly responsible for the
creation of the status of Palestinian refugeeism, as well as those
for whom a just and stable peace in the region is an imperative,
it is incumbent to take upon themselves responsibility to assist
in resolving the Palestinian refugee problem of 1948.
• Despite accepting the UNGAR 181 of November 1947, the
emergent State of Israel became embroiled in the war and
bloodshed of 1948–49, that led to victims and suffering on both
sides, including the displacement and dispossession of the
Palestinian civilian population who became refugees. These
refugees spent decades without dignity, citizenship and
property ever since.60
Explicitly rejecting the Palestinian ‘right of return’, Beilin was only
prepared to recognise a Palestinian ‘wish to return’:
Consequently, the solution to the refugee issue must address the
needs and aspiration of the refugees, while accounting for the
realities since the 1948–49 war. Thus, the wish to return shall be
implemented in a manner consistent with the existence of the
State of Israel as the homeland for Jewish people, and the establishment of the State of Palestine as the homeland of the
Palestinian people.
Since 1948, the Palestinian yearning has been enshrined in the
twin principles of the ‘Right of Return’ and the establishment of
an independent Palestinian State deriving the basis from
International Law. The realisation of the aspirations of the
Palestinian people, as recognised in this agreement, includes the
exercise of their right to self-determination and a comprehensive
and just solution for the Palestinian refugees, based on UNGAR
194, providing for their return and guaranteeing the future welfare
and well being of the refugees, thereby addressing the refugee
problem in all its aspects.61
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Israel had always rejected UN Resolution 194. At Taba, however,
Beilin, who was aware that the resolution formed the cornerstone of
the Palestinian position on the refugees, came up with a new strategy
designed simultaneously to reinterpret the resolution radically and
‘empty’ it of its legal essence.
Beilin’s suggestions were based on the idea that Israel, as a
sovereign power, would alone determine the pace and number of
returnees in accordance with its own immigration policies. Admission
of Palestinian refugees could be accommodated in areas marked for
transfer to Palestinian sovereignty as part of a territorial ‘swap’ or
would remain a function of humanitarian considerations to be
determined by Israel alone, rather than the implementation of a
‘right’ recognised by the Israeli state. In his most recent book Manual
for a Wounded Dove (2001), Beilin had this to say:
whoever wanted to be absorbed within the sovereign territory of
Israel before the Six Day War can do this in neighbourhoods which
would be built for them in those areas that Israel would transfer
to the Palestinian state, in return for areas of the West Bank that
would be annexed to Israel. Israel would not stop giving permits
for family reunification and for special humanitarian cases, but it
would deal with an extremely limited number of refugees that it
would absorb in the course of the coming years.62
The ‘right of return’, unlimited in duration and scope, Beilin
suggested, would only be realised in the state of Palestine. This
solution, Israel claimed, would satisfy the requirements of UNGAR
194, and thus, within five years, end the saga, claims, and refugee
status of Palestinian refugees.63
Although the number of refugees that would be admitted to Israel
was not specified in the Beilin document, Beilin himself made it clear
that it would be extremely limited. According to Haaretz of 7 January
2001, since 1967, some 5,000 Palestinians were admitted to Israel for
humanitarian reasons. Apparently the numbers discussed publicly
by leading members of the Barak government ranged from ‘several
thousand over several years’ (Attorney General Elyakim Rubinstein)64
to Ben-‘Ami’s 10–15,000, to 40,000 reportedly proposed by Beilin at
Taba,65 to 100,000 ‘maximum’ noted by Beilin in a 15 June 2001
interview in Haaretz. Israel would, in any case, retain its sovereign
prerogatives in determining whom to admit and to whom to bar
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entry. In an interview with Haaretz journalist ‘Akiva Eldar, Beilin had
this to say:
The second issue [discussed at Taba] was numbers, which,
importantly, we negotiated for the first time. From an Israeli point
of view, once you speak about numbers, as long as they are not
huge, there is no Right of Return but an Israeli decision to accept
a certain number of refugees. Not that we solved the problem but
I think we got close to a solution which could be satisfactory to
both sides. We were speaking about a fifteen year solution in
which, in the first three years, 25,000 refugees would be permitted
to enter Israel.66
Beilin’s idea of a ‘fifteen-year solution’ was neither approved by
Barak or made in consultation with him (subsequently Barak stated
that Taba was merely an exercise to show Yossi Beilin amd Yossi Sarid,
another leading Israeli negotiator, the ‘real face of ‘Arafat’67); but it
was accepted by the Palestinian delegation, although the actual
numbers were not. Beilin also noted that the maximum number
absorbed in Israel would be 75,000;
but if the experience of the absorption of these refugees is negative,
then there is no Israeli commitment to continue this. So that could
have solved the problem for both sides and I think had we
continued the negotiations at Taba, that could eventually have
been the solution. I can’t be sure about this because we did not
agree on it.68
However, the limited admission of Palestinians to Israel was only
one of five settlement options devised by negotiators – ‘a menu of
solutions’ Beilin wrote.69 These options, and the various financial
packages that attended each, were to be carefully sequenced and
modulated in order to produce the desired outcome.
Regarding ‘return, repatriation and relocation of refugees, each
refugee may apply to one of the following programs, thus fulfilling
the relevant clause of UNGAR 194’, the Beilin draft paper claimed,
echoing the five options found in Clinton’s proposal:
• To Israel: capped to an agreed limit of XX refugees, and with
priority being accorded to those Palestinian refugees currently
resident in Lebanon. The State of Israel notes its moral
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commitment to the swift resolution of the plight of the refugee
population of the Sabra and Shatila camps.
To Israeli swapped territory: for this purpose, the infrastructure
shall be prepared for the absorption of refugees in the sovereign
areas of the State of Israel that shall be turned over to
Palestinian sovereignty in the context of an overall
development program.
To the State of Palestine: the Palestinian refugees may exercise
their return in an unrestricted manner to the State of Palestine,
as the homeland of the Palestinian people, in accordance with
its sovereign laws and legislation.
Rehabilitation within existing Host Countries: where this
option is exercised the rehabilitation shall be immediate and
extensive.
Relocation to third countries: voluntary relocation to third
countries expressing the willingness and capacity to absorb
Palestinian refugees.

Resettlement options and attendant financial compensation were
tools that Israel intended to use to achieve certain outcomes:
• to ensure the disappearance of the refugee camps and the
removal of UNRWA;
• to build in disincentives for those choosing to return to Israel;
• to assure the economic and political stability of Jordan by
sequencing the implementation of the agreement and
‘removing economic incentives’ to forestall an influx of new
refugees; and to ‘create incentives’ for Palestinians to remain in
Lebanon.
Israeli sources estimated that 500,000 refugees would resettle in the
state of Palestine. Regarding Jordan, the issue animating Israelis was
not how many Palestinians would leave Jordan but how to prevent
a new and destabilising influx of refugees into the country. The draft
paper gave a priority to refugees in Lebanon: ‘Preference in all the
above programs shall be accorded to the Palestinian refugee
population in Lebanon.’ Beilin recognised that the refugees in
Lebanon posed the gravest and most immediate problem requiring
a solution. The intention of the Israelis was to ‘contain’ this problem
in the following fashion: one-third of the refugees would relocate to
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Palestine, another third would resettle in third countries, and the
remaining third would stay in Lebanon.
COMPENSATION AND REPARATIONS
In the early 1950s, while rejecting restitution of refugee property,
Israel did offer some compensation in lieu of repatriation, although
all attempts to work out policy on compensation were tied to a
settlement of abandoned Jewish property in Arab states. The question
of compensation for Palestinian refugee property in Israel did figure
in the post-Madrid peace talks.70 It seems that, on the question of
compensation, both parties came to Taba fairly well-prepared, much
more than in Camp David , and they talked about the structures and
the methods of assessing the sums of money which would be needed
to compensate the Palestinians.71 Beilin, in his draft paper, rejected
the idea of ‘restitution’ of refugees in Israel, emphasising instead
compensation; ‘Restitution he [the refugee] will not get,
compensation he will.’72 He suggested the following:
Each refugee may apply for compensation programs and rehabilitation assistance as shall be detailed in Articles XX. For this purpose
an International Commission and an International Fund shall be
established (Articles XX below) that shall have full and exclusive
responsibility for the implementation of the resolution of the
refugee problem in all its aspects, including the gathering and
verification of claims, and allocation and disbursement of resources,
to be conducted in accordance with the following principles.
• These programs shall address financial and in-kind
compensation for displacement (moral suffering –
P[alestinian] based position) and material loss, as well as the
economic growth of the relevant communities. The dual
objectives of individual historic justice and communal
economic development shall guide the elaboration of these
programs.
• Programs of a compensatory nature shall be devised on both
per-capital and claims based criteria, the former being of a
fast-track nature (as detailed in Article XX below), and shall
be managed according to a definitive and complete register
of property claims to be compiled by an appropriate arm of
the International Commission and Fund.
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• The Rehabilitation Assistance and Compensation Programs
shall form an integral part of efforts to promote economic
development and social regeneration of both the individuals
concerned and the communities and societies in which they
live or resettle, thus incorporating options or baskets of
assistance (to be detailed).
• Compensation for Host Countries will be in accordance with
Article XX below.
• The international community and the State of Israel shall
be the principal contributors to the International Fund up
to an agreed ceiling respectively. Israeli fixed assets that will
remain in the State of Palestine following the Israeli
withdrawal will be transferred to become assets of the
International Fund in lieu of an amount of $XX,
constituting an integral part of the overall lump-sum of $XX.
With regard to the host countries, the draft paper noted:
• The refugees’ host countries shall receive compensation for the
significant costs they bore in hosting the refugees. Future rehabilitation costs and investments shall be addressed according
to the details of this agreement, via bilateral arrangements
between the host countries and the International Commission.
With regard to the International Commission, the paper notes:
• The International Commission shall consist of the Palestinian
State, Host Countries, Israel and members of the international
community, including the United Nations, the World Bank,
The European Union and the G8, as well as other relevant international institutions. The International Commission shall have
full and exclusive responsibility for implementing the
resolution of the refugee issue in all its aspects. The mandate,
structure and mode of operation of the International
Commission shall be detailed in this agreement.73
Compensation packages to individuals and host countries would
complement settlement options, and their structure was to be
animated by the same set of priorities. Israel supported the establishment of an international framework for the raising and distribution
of compensation and organisation and verification of claims. Such
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a structure would insulate Israel from direct responsibility to the
refugees themselves for the resolution of their status and claims.
Israel opposed Palestinian demands that the state of Palestine
supervise the distribution of funds, which Israel insisted remain
under the control of a commission on which it and the Palestinian
state were represented. Israel’s own contributions were recognised to
be substantial, but its share of the $20 billion amount under
discussion at Taba was not specified. A significant part of Israel’s
contribution would be in real property, including settlements and
their infrastructure transferred to Palestinian sovereignty in the West
Bank, Gaza Strip, and East Jerusalem.
Apparently the distribution of funds was viewed by Israeli officials
as follows: they conceived of a fund of $20 billion, divided evenly
between compensation to refugees($10 billion) and development
projects($10 billion). The latter would be divided into two parts: host
countries’ general development programs ($5 billion) and those
which focused specifically on refugee rehabilitation ($5 billion). The
$5 billion general development budget, to be divided among host
countries, would be entirely discretionary, that is, host countries
would have total control over the use to which such funds were put.
In Israel’s view, these funds would be distributed on a per capita basis,
both to refugees individually and also for host country development
purposes, establishing a powerful financial incentive for host
countries to retain their Palestinian populations. One Israeli official
highlighted this aspect of the compensation scheme as an instrument
for encouraging Lebanon to moderate its opposition to the
permanent resettlement of one-third of its Palestinian refugee
population. Beilin’s paper also contains an article on compensation
to ‘former Jewish refugees from Arab countries’. Although this issue
was not part of the bilateral Israeli–Palestinian agreement, ‘in
recognition of their suffering and losses, the Parties pledge to
cooperate in pursuing an equitable and just resolution to the issue.’74
Historically, Israel conditioned its agreement to a negotiated
solution to the refugee issue with a demand that such an agreement
signify a complete and final resolution of the issue. This demand was
also specified in the Taba talks, and it was manifest in certain specific
aspects of the agreement. Beilin’s draft paper contains specific article
entitled: ‘End of Claims’:
The Parties agree that the above constitutes a complete and final
implementation of Article 11 of UNGAR 194 of 11th December
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1948, and consider the implementation of the agreed programs
and measures as detailed above constitute a full, final and
irrevocable settlement of the Palestinian refugee issue in all its
dimensions. No additional claims or demands arising from this
issue shall be made by either Party. With the implementation of
these articles there shall be no individuals qualified for the status
of a Palestinian Refugee.75
For Beilin end of claims also means that UNRWA, the international
expression of the Palestinians’ refugee status, would be disbanded
within five years. The camps themselves would likewise lose their
status as refugee camps as they were amalgamated into the national
fabric of the host countries or evacuated. Finally, implementation of
the agreement would consign the term ‘Palestinian refugee’ to the
history books, marking a resolution of all personal and communal
claims against the state of Israel.
With regard to UNRWA, Beilin’s proposal was very much in line
with ideas put forward by other Israeli officials in recent negotiations
with the Palestinians: to dissolve UNRWA and transfer its assets and
responsibilities to the Palestinian National Authority. This, of course,
was rejected by Palestinian negotiators who considered UNRWA’s
existence and registration system to be the main international legal
pillar supporting the claims of individual 1948 Palestinian refugees
to return and reclaim their properties in Israel.
Beilin’s draft paper failed to point out the fact that sums of compensations and reparations were very large, according to the most
authoritative recent estimates of property losses alone. Depending
on the criteria used, they ranged between $92 billion and $147 billion
at 1984 prices, when the Hadawi-Kubursi study was done.76 The
Hadawi-Kubursi study defined refugee compensation in terms of
reparations, restitution of property and indemnification. Valuing
Palestinian losses in today’s dollars by the inclusion of compensation
for psychological damage and pain (following the Federal Republic
of Germany’s compensation schemes to Jews), according to an
updated recent study by Kubursi, would double the Hadawi-Kubursi
1984 figures.77 Some Palestinian negotiators suggested that a fund
for compensating Palestinian refugees should be established to which
the international community will be required to contribute, and
Israel should be a major contributor to this fund. Compensation
should be paid on two levels, through a collective fund to be vested
with the PA in order to develop the infrastructure of the Palestinian
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state (which will be, in part, the state of the returnees) and its own
facilities destined to assist the absorption of returning refugees and
through a family fund that would pay restitution to refugees on the
basis of individual claims.78 However, the availability of tens of
billions of dollars for refugee compensation/reparations is uncertain.
Israeli negotiators have suggested that the international community
should bear the lion’s share of any refugee compensation, while other
observers have raised questions as to what international financial
resources might be available to finance compensation payments, at
a time when only $2.5 billion (about a third of it in loans) has been
pledged to support the entire Oslo process in the West Bank and
Gaza, and when the international community seems unwilling or
unable to cover reliably even the budget deficit of the PA.79
In conclusion, at Taba Israel again rejected Palestinian ‘right of
return’. It is, however, evident that at Taba (unlike Camp David)
some progress was made over certain aspects of the refugee issue.
Beilin, for instance in his ‘Non-Paper’, accepted a degree of Israeli
responsibility for the refugee problem and a responsibility for being
a partner in its solution. The Palestinian delegation similarly
demonstrated a great deal of flexibility on the issue, demanding that
Israel recognise at least some if not full responsibility for the
Palestinian nakba. However, although the two sides came closer than
ever before to discussing the details of an overall settlement on the
refugees, for most Palestinian refugees that settlement would not
have been seen as a ‘just solution’.
THE POST-TABA PERIOD: UNDER ARIEL SHARON
Everyone taking part in the Taba talks knew that, despite the progress
made, nothing could protect Ehud Barak from defeat in the prime
ministerial elections of 6 February 2001. By this stage Barak had been
trailing Likud leader Ariel Sharon in the opinion polls by more than
20 per cent. A few days later Sharon, who had been responsible for
the massacres at the refugee camps of Sabra and Shatila in the
Lebanon, became prime minister. Shortly after his election, Sharon
told Spanish Prime Minister Jose Maria Anzar that the Palestinian
refugee exodus of 1948 was due to orders issued by the Arab
countries. He added that
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Israel does not bear historical responsibility for the refugee problem
and will not under any circumstances agree to their return to Israel,
but we will agree to participate in an international aid effort.80
At the instigation of a Likud member, on 1 January 2001 the Knesset
had enacted legislation echoing the 1961 resolution rejecting the
‘right of return’. The contemporary version, which rejected the
repatriation of Palestinian refugees unless a majority of Knesset
members approved, recorded 61 co-sponsors in the 120-member
body and won a majority of 90, attesting to its overwhelming
majority across the Israeli political spectrum.
While the Barak government had been responsible for elaborating
Israeli refugee policy during the final status negotiations between
late 1999 and early 2001, the defeat of Barak by Sharon hardened
further Israeli policy towards the Palestinian refugee issue. The
election of Sharon, who had always opposed the Oslo process,
contributed to the present deadlock in the peace process and brought
about a further escalation in the Israeli–Palestinian crisis. Although
the current administration of Ariel Sharon had little need to articulate
a detailed policy on the Palestinian refugee issue, throughout the
1990s various Likud administrations had clearly stated their position
on the Palestinian refugee issue. Their view of a solution to the
refugee problem is in line with Israel’s classic case of denial, resting
upon four basic elements of that denial:
1. no to an assumption of Israeli responsibility for the problem;
2. no to a ‘right of return’;
3. no to the repatriation of refugees to the West Bank and Gaza –
along with the rejection of a sovereign Palestinian state in these
territories;
4. no to restitution of property.
The Likud position, which is articulated across the right wing of
Israel’s political spectrum, is that Jordan, Syria, Lebanon and Egypt
should each bear responsibility for resettling Palestinian refugees.
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Epilogue
The Palestinian refugee problem is the greatest and most enduring
refugee problem in the world. Some 70 per cent of Palestinians are
refugees; there are nearly 4 million Palestinian refugees in the Middle
East and many more worldwide – and they want the right to go
home. Resolution of the Arab–Israeli conflict is impossible without
addressing their grievances, rights and needs. Will the Palestinian
refugees gain their rights? Although the refugees themselves (and a
growing number of Palestinian, Israeli and Western historians) have
highlighted the coerced nature of the 1948 refugee exodus, Israeli
officials continue to deny any Israeli responsibility for the expulsion
of Palestinians from what became Israel.
Denial has always been a key component of the Israeli discourse,
denial of the existence of a Palestinian people, denial of their ethnic
cleansing in 1948, denial of their right to return, denial of their claims
to Jerusalem and so on, ad infinitum and ad nauseam. Since the 1948
catastrophe (nakba) Israeli policy towards the Palestinian refugees
has become a classic case of denial. Denial is a central component in
Israel’s pre-emptive refugee strategy: after the setting-up of ‘transfer
committees’ (first by the Jewish Agency in 1937–44 and later by the
Israeli Cabinet in 1948), and clearing the land in 1948, the Israelis
denied any wrongdoing or any historical injustice. They continue
to deny any moral responsibility or culpability for the creation of
the plight of the Palestinian refugees and to deny restitution of
property (i.e. returning the properties to their rightful owners) and
reparations – after expropriating the refugees’ land and property. The
Israeli discourse of denial – with the almost complete unanimity
among Israeli writers concerning the inapplicability of the ‘right of
return’ to the Palestinian refugees1 – was and remains crucial for the
success of the Zionist colonial project.2
In January 2001 at Taba Yossi Beilin, in his ‘Non-Paper’, while
rejecting both the ‘right of return’ to Israel and ‘restitution’ of refugee
property, accepted a degree of Israeli responsibility for the refugee
problem and with it a responsibility for being a partner in its solution,
especially in compensating refugees. Beilin’s suggestions, however,
were neither approved by Barak nor made in consultation with him;
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in fact, subsequently Barak stated that Taba was merely an exercise
to show Yossi Beilin the ‘real face of Arafat’.3
Since 1948 successive Israeli governments have shown little
disposition to negotiate the refugee question on a basis acceptable to
the Palestinian refugees themselves or to the Arab host countries.
Both the Palestinian refugees and the Arab states adhered to UN
General Assembly Resolution 194 (III) of December 1948 which stated
that ‘the refugees wishing to return to their homes and live at peace
with their neighbours should be permitted to do so at the earliest
practicable date.’ UN Resolution 194 – with its emphasis on the ‘right
of return’ – remains the cornerstone of Palestinian refugees’ and Arab
approaches to the refugee issue. The Resolution, for which members
of the United Nations overwhelmingly voted in favour more than
five decades ago, affirmed the right of Palestinian refugees to return
and repossess their homes and property and receive compensation
for damages and losses.
Resolution 194 reflected several international legal and
humanitarian considerations:
• a humanitarian approach to the plight of men, women and
children, who by no fault of their own, found themselves
uprooted from their homeland;
• an international legal approach to the plight of hundreds of
thousands of refugees. This approach reflected basic human
rights in existing international law and practice, which
included the prohibition that people should not be uprooted
and expelled from their homeland or arbitrarily deprived of
their nationality. Basic human right principles set forth in the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights were adopted by the
General Assembly one day prior to Resolution 194.4 Among
the ‘equal and inalienable rights of all members of the human
family’ is the right of return and the right to property. Two
years prior to the mass expulsions of 1948 the United Nations
had affirmed that ‘the main task concerning displaced persons
is to encourage and assist in every way their early return to
their countries of origin’;5
• the wishes of the Palestinian refugees themselves: ‘Every day I
say tomorrow will be better, and a hundred times I tell myself
we will go back home’, a young refugee told international relief
workers in Gaza in 1949. ‘As you want to live in your house,
with your family, so I want to live in mine.’ In public hearings
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across the Middle East, American, French and Turkish members
of the UN Conciliation Commission for Palestine (UNCCP)
took note of the ‘unanimous desire’ among refugees to return
to their homes. ‘The Commission was impressed by expressions
of these spokesmen for the return of refugees to their homes to
live there in peace with their neighbors.’6
The Israeli position, on the other hand, has always been that there
can be no returning of the refugees to their homes and properties in
Israel – a privilege reserved for Jews returning from 2,000 years of
exile – and that the only solution to the problem was their
resettlement in the Arab host states or elsewhere – something those
hosts, with the exception of Jordan, have refused to contemplate.
Except for one limited offer in mid-1949 that came to nothing – to
take back ‘100,000’ of the refugees to be settled in places of Israel’s
choosing (an offer which was made under intense American pressure
and soon retracted) – Israel has made no significant proposal to
repatriate the 1948 refugees. In the 1950s and the early 1960s there
was a small minority of left-wing and liberal Zionists, represented by
the Mapam Party and the small group of Ihud, who were prepared
to accept the absorption of a limited number of refugees within the
framework of an overall peace settlement of the Arab–Israeli conflict.
For instance, in November 1961 the Mapam Party submitted the
following minority resolution to a Knesset debate on the refugee issue:
Israel is prepared to discuss the refugee problem and to participate
in a solution, to a degree and in ways compatible with her ability,
of the compensation question, the continuation of the unification
of families and the establishment of an international fund for the
resettlement of the refugees in the Arab countries. Israel will also
be prepared to discuss, within the framework of negotiations for
peace with her neighbors, the absorption of a certain and agreedupon number of refugees in Israel.7
The classic Israeli strategy against refugee repatriation to the pre1967 borders, however, has remained unchanged since 1948. In fact,
there is an ideological consensus among the Zionist parties in Israel
– from Meretz on the Zionist left through the Labour and Likud
parties and on to the extreme right – against the Palestinian ‘right of
return’ to the pre-1967 borders. Israeli journalist Zeev Schiff of Haaretz
had this to say on 10 October 2000:

258

The Politics of Denial

Now it is clear that it would be madness, from a security as well
as a demographic point of view, to add to the Arab minority –
many of whose members raised the banner of revolt against Israel
– tens of thousands of Palestinians who feel cheated and oppressed.
Most recently Yossi Beilin has apparently reached a new ‘shadow
agreement’ with Palestinian Authority officials, based on the Taba
understandings, which (according to Haaretz) was as follows:
the new document does not include the right of return for refugees
to Israel. French diplomat and journalist Eric Rouleou, who was
in Ramallah last weekend [end of January 2003] says [PA] Abu
Mazen told him that the entire matter of the right of return was
only raised as lip service to the refugees, and emphasised that only
a few are actually interested in returning to Palestine. The
Palestinian statesman added that the agreement would guarantee
that the demographic balance in Israel was not undermined.8
Israel’s (and Beilin’s) refugee approach turns history on its head. It
is based on a proactive strategy which consists of pre-emptive
measures against such things as ‘root causes’, justice, restitution, or
atonement.9 The victims, the ethnically-cleansed indigenous
Palestinians, become victimisers and the refugees’ ‘right of return’ is
a threat to Israel’s demographic security and Jewish character. Indeed,
the Zionist-Israelis did not want the repatriation of an Arab population
that would question the colonial nature of the Zionist project and
‘ethnocratic’ character of the state of Israel.10 The case of Israel
illustrates the making of an ‘ethnocratic’ regime, which, as Professor
Oren Yiftachel of Ben-Gurion University has shown, centres on the
Zionist ethnic project of Judaising Palestine/Israel. Clearly the
refugees’ ‘right of return’ touches on the very nature of the state of
Israel as an exclusionist ‘ethnocracy’ and on whether it should become
a multicultural democratic state – a state of its all citizens and
‘absentees’ (‘nifkadim’: to borrow the kafkaesque Israeli terminology).
A recent example of Israel’s determination to preserve its
ethnocratic character was the decision taken by the Israeli
government on 12 May 2002 to approve retroactively an earlier
decision by its Interior Ministry to freeze all applications for family
reunification between Palestinian citizens of Israel and Palestinian
residents of the Palestinian territories occupied in 1967, in order to
prevent the latter from acquiring Israeli citizenship. Israeli officials
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argue that the growth of the non-Jewish population of Israel over
the last decade due to Palestinian family reunification (not to
mention the large number of non-Jewish immigrants from the former
Soviet Union) is a threat to the Jewish character of the state – i.e.,
the Jewish demographic majority and Jewish control of the land,
including land confiscated from Palestinian refugees. Evidently
Interior Minister Eli Yeshai also believes that Palestinian family reunification ‘is a devious way of getting Arab refugees to return to Israel’.11
Israel’s pre-emptive refugee strategy also consists of propagating
the myth that the Palestinian refugee exodus was a tactic of war on
the part of the Arabs who initiated the war against the Jewish Yishuv
(settlement) in Palestine. Israel has also argued that the Palestinian
refugees constituted a ‘population exchange’ with those Jews who
left the Arab world in the 1950s. Although Israel’s case was as
mendacious as it was misleading, Israeli representatives continued
to propagate it at home and abroad. This politics of denial is most
vividly demonstrated by Shimon Peres’s book, The New Middle East
(1993). The author rehashes many of the founding myths of Israel,
repeats basic points of Israeli propaganda justifying the rejection of
refugee return and refuses to entertain any Israeli recognition of
culpability for the Palestinian refugee problem. Peres, a leading
member of the Israeli establishment and a key player in the Oslo
process, is even trying to suppress the findings of Israel’s ‘new historiography’ and the early buds of Israeli self-awareness and recognition
of Israel’s role in the Palestinian catastrophe. An official Israeli
recognition of the nakba would help Israeli citizens to understand
better the present deadlock in the peace process.12
The mountains of available evidence show that the Palestinian
refugee exodus of 1948 was the culmination of over half a century
of efforts, secret (Zionist) plans and, ultimately, brute force. The
primary responsibility for the displacement and dispossession of
750,000 Palestinian refugees in 1948 lay with the Zionist leadership.
Israel was primarily responsible for the 1948 Palestinian catastrophe.
In Chapter 1, which is largely based on Hebrew and Israeli archival
sources, I have dealt with the evolution of the Zionist concept of
‘population transfer’ – a euphemism denoting the organised removal
of the Arab population of Palestine to neighbouring or distant
countries. I have shown that ‘ethnic cleansing’ (in current
terminology) was deeply rooted in Zionism.13 It was embedded in
the Zionist perception that the ‘Land of Israel was a Jewish birthright’
and belonged exclusively to the Jewish people as a whole, and,
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consequently, Palestinians were ‘strangers’ who should either accept
Jewish sovereignty over the land or depart. Nearly all the founding
fathers advocated transfer in one form or another. However, the
‘transfer’ solution became central to Zionist strategy in the period
between 1936 and 1948. During this period the Zionist leadership
pursued transfer schemes almost obsessively. Both the Jewish Agency
and the Israeli government set up Transfer Committees and a number
of transfer schemes were formulated in secret. Many leading figures
justified Arab removal politically, morally, and ethically as the natural
and logical continuation of Zionist colonisation in Palestine.
Demography and the land issue were at the heart of the Zionist
transfer mind-set and the secret transfer plans of the 1930s and 1940s.
In 1947 the Palestinians were the overwhelming majority in the
country and owned much of the land, and the Jewish community
(mainly consisting of European migrants and settlers) was about a
third of the total population and owned about 6 per cent of the land.
The general endorsement of ‘transfer’ during this period was designed
to achieve two crucial objectives: (a) to clear the land for Jewish settlers
and would-be immigrants; (b) to establish a homogenous Jewish state.
Ben-Gurion and other leaders of the Jewish Agency strongly believed
that Zionism would not succeed in setting up a Jewish state and
fulfilling its imperative of absorbing the expected influx of Jewish
immigrants if it allowed the indigenous Palestinians to remain.
With the 1948 war the Zionists succeeded in many of their
objectives; above all, they created a vastly enlarged Jewish state on
77 per cent of historic Palestine. From the territory occupied by the
Israelis in 1948, about 90 per cent of the Palestinians were driven
out – many by psychological warfare and/or military pressure and a
very large number at gunpoint. The 1948 war simply provided an
opportunity and the necessary background for the creation of a
Jewish state largely free of Arabs; it concentrated Zionist-Jewish
minds, and provided the security, military and strategic explanations
and justifications for purging the Jewish state and dispossessing the
Palestinians. The Israeli State Archives and the Zionist Central
Archives in Jerusalem contain a large number of official files with
extensive information pertaining to Israel’s policies towards the Arab
minority, including what usually is described in Israel as ‘population
transfer’. By the end of the 1948 war hundreds of Palestinian villages
had been completely depopulated, and their houses blown up or
bulldozed, the main objective being to prevent the return of refugees
to their homes and villages. The overwhelming evidence shows that
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the refugee exodus was to a large extent the deliberate creation of
Jewish leaders, especially David Ben-Gurion, and military
commanders.
Once Palestinians had been driven out of their homes, villages
and towns, Israel took steps to prevent their return. Palestinian farms
and villages were razed and refugee property seized. Jews, many of
them new immigrants, were settled in homes and neighbourhoods
belonging to Palestinian refugees. Subsequent policies adopted by
the Israeli state were aimed at consolidating the power and
domination of the newly created Jewish majority. An essential
element in this effort was the prevention of the return of Palestinian
refugees. This objective has served until today as a guiding premise
underlying Israeli policy concerning refugees.
The outcome of the 1948 war left Israel in control of over 5 million
acres of Palestinian land. After the war, the Israeli state took over the
land of the 750,000 refugees, who were barred from returning, while
the remaining Palestinian minority was subjected to laws and
regulations that effectively deprived it of most of its land. These
actions were legalised through the enactment of a range of laws
reflecting the prevailing Zionist view that Palestinian refugees were
not welcome and enshrining their prejudiced position as a matter
of state policy. The massive drive to take over Palestinian refugee
land was conducted entirely according to strict legality. Between 1948
and the early 1990s Israel enacted some 30 statutes that transferred
land from private Arab to state (Jewish) ownership. In the early 1950s
Israel did consider some form of restitution of refugee property in
lieu of repatriation, although all attempts to work out policy on
compensation were tied to a settlement of abandoned Jewish
property in Arab states.
The Israeli position towards the refugees has always emphasised
their resettlement and rehabilitation in the Arab states, rather than
repatriation and/or compensation. This resettlement was designed
to prevent refugee return, to ‘dissolve’ the refugee question and break
up the collective identify of the refugees and their perceived
militancy, to reduce both international humanitarian, UN and
Western diplomatic pressures on Israel and remove a critical problem
from the heart of the Arab–Israeli conflict. While the desire among
Israeli leaders to resettle the refugees in the Arab states or elsewhere,
or, stated baldly, to be rid of the ‘Palestinian refugee problem’, has
remained a constant until the present day, the envisaged modalities
of resettlement changed over the years according to circumstances.
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Realistic assessments during the 1950s and in the aftermath of the
June 1967 conquests necessitated strategies and practical planning
that produced a series of specific resettlement plans, generally
involving Arab states – such as pre-Qaddafi Libya, Jordan, El ‘Arish
in Sinai (Egypt) – as well as the Jordan Valley in the West Bank and
various Latin American countries. Although the Israeli resettlement
schemes of the 1950s, late 1960s, the 1970s and 1980s ended in
failure, they are significant in the sense of showing how successive
Israeli governments wanted to remove the Palestinian refugee
problem from the centre of the Arab–Israeli conflict and eliminate the
possibility of refugee return in the future.
In theory the decade between October 1991 and January 2001,
from the Madrid peace conference to the Israeli–Palestinian
permanent status talks at Taba, Egypt, offered an opportunity to
negotiate the Palestinian refugee issue with intensity not witnessed
for four decades. In the post-Madrid period the refugee question was
discussed in five major fora: (a) the Refugee Working Group of the
Multilateral Track; (b) the Continuing or Quadripartite Committee;
(c) the Israeli-Palestinian Declaration of Principles of September 1993;
(d) the Jordanian-Israeli Peace Treaty of 1993; (e) the Palestinian–
Israeli permanent status negotiations, especially the Camp David
Summit of July 2000 and the Taba negotiations of January 2001. In
reality, however, Israeli refugee policy throughout this decade
remained tied to its established position vis-à-vis the repatriation of
the refugees. The classical Israeli refugee policies have remained
unchanged throughout the Israeli–Palestinian negotiations, including
the refusal to entertain any recognition of culpability for the
Palestinian refugee problem or of moral and legal responsibility for
the refugees. Indeed the politics of denial remained a main feature
of the Oslo peace process – a process which important figures of
labour Zionism interpreted as putting an end to refugee claims.
After the Madrid Peace Conference of 1991, Israel reluctantly
agreed to discuss the refugee question provided the ‘right of return’
was not raised. Shortly after the Declaration of Principles was issued
in September 1993, Israel agreed to discuss certain categories of the
1967 refugees who might be allowed to return to the West Bank and
Gaza Strip within the restricted framework of family reunion.
Subsequently, Israel also reluctantly announced its willingness to
process 2,000 applicants for family reunion annually. However, the
number of those awaiting family reunion – wives and children unable
to live with their husbands and fathers – is estimated at 120,000.
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There are another estimated 100,000 persons who have been denied
re-entry into the West Bank and Gaza on grounds of having stayed
abroad for periods longer than the Israeli authorities permitted.14 In
practice, however, even within the narrow perspective of family
reunion little progress was made in recent peace talks on the 1967
refugees. There is also the question of the 300,000 people displaced
by the 1967 war or expelled shortly after and their descendants.
Although consideration of their case for return is allowed for in
Article 12 of the Declaration of Principles, no progress had been made
on this issue as of June 2002. In reality the Israeli refugee policy
throughout the last decade remained strictly tied to its established
position vis-à-vis the repatriation of the refugees. The classic Israeli
refugee policies remained unchanged throughout the
Israeli–Palestinian negotiations, including the refusal to entertain
any recognition of culpability for the Palestinian refugee problem
and to accept moral and legal responsibility for the refugees. In
contrast, during the same period Israel has shown a willingness and
huge capability to absorb into its territory hundreds of thousands of
Russian Jews.
The Palestinian ‘right of return’ is viewed by Israel’s current
governing majority (led by General Ariel Sharon) as a strategic,
existential problem that retains the capacity to change the nature of
the state of Israel. The meaning of the Palestinian right of return,
Sharon had noted during the Taba talks of January 2001, ‘is the end
of the state of Israel’. He pointed out that as a child his parents had
already taught him to distinguish between ‘the rights over the Land
of Israel, which belong exclusively to the Jewish people’ (hazchuyot
‘al Eretz Yisrael shehem bel‘adiyot le‘am hayehudi) and between certain
‘rights in the country’ which could be given to those ‘residing here,
including Arabs’.15 Sharon’s view on the right of return was endorsed
by an evaluation of Israel’s Military Intelligence that Palestinian
Authority Yasser Arafat ‘remains committed to the right of return
and sees it as a key to turning the Jews into a religious minority’.16
At the instigation of a Likud member, the Knesset, on 1 January 2001,
enacted legislation echoing the November 1961 Knesset resolution,
which categorically rejected the right of return.17 The current debate
in the Knesset, which rejects the repatriation of Palestinian refugees
to their villages and towns, attests to its popularity across Israel’s
political spectrum.
The Likud view of a solution to the refugee problem rests upon
the rejection of three of its basic elements:
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• no to a right of return;
• no to an assumption of Israeli responsibility for the problem;
• and no to the repatriation of the 1948 refugees.
The previous Likud government (1996–9) of Binyamin Netanyahu,
in which Sharon served as Foreign Minister, did attempt to formulate
a position on the refugee issue. The Netanyahu government’s views
offer instructive guidance on the parameters of policy under Sharon’s
direction, should the political environment require it. In March 1997
Netanyahu requested the preparation of what one participant in the
effort described as an ‘inventory of final status issues’ including the
issue of Palestinian refugees. The confidential ‘study’ addressed the
nature of the problem, suggested guiding principles, offered a range
of solutions, and articulated the three ‘red lines’ mentioned above.
Reiterating firmly established positions across the right wing of
Israel’s political spectrum, Netanyahu’s associates raised the idea that
Jordan (which many Likud leaders view as a ‘Palestinian state’) and
Egypt should each bear responsibility for resettling Palestinian
refugees from Lebanon.18 In October 1998, before the talks at Wye
Plantation that centred on further Israeli redeployment in the West
Bank, the then Foreign Minister Sharon had developed an alternative
diplomatic approach – based upon an extended interim agreement
– to negotiations with the Palestinians that included the establishment of a Palestinian entity in the West Bank and Gaza. In that
context Sharon noted that ‘Israel will consider the return of the 1967
refugees to the West Bank.’19 In February 2001, shortly after his
election as Prime Minister, Sharon told Spanish Prime Minister Jose
Maria Anzar that ‘Israel does not bear historical responsibility for the
refugee problem and will not under any circumstances agree to their
return to Israel.’20 Sharon’s refusal to entertain any recognition of
culpability for the Palestinian refugee problem runs deep among
Israelis of all political persuasions.21
A comprehensive, just and durable settlement will depend on
bringing an end to the politics of denial and on addressing the
refugee problem seriously. For decades the Palestinian right of return
has been central to the Palestinians’ struggle against dispossession
and expulsion from their ancestral homeland and for national reconstitution. Only by understanding the centrality of the nakba and
expulsion that the Palestinian people suffered in 1948 is it possible
to understand the Palestinians’ sense of the right of return. A durable
peace in the Middle East is not possible against the desire and right
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of refugees to return home. The refugees and their descendants are
currently demanding to be given a free choice between repatriation
and/or compensation, in line with the international consensus
enshrined in UN Resolution 194. The trauma of the 1948 catastrophe
has remained central to the Palestinian society today (in the same
way that the Holocaust has been central to Israeli and Jewish society).
Today, the aspirations and hopes of millions of Palestinian refugees
are linked to the 1948 catastrophe.
While a catastrophe of these dimensions can never be truly
rectified, simple considerations of justice and reconciliation require
that the refugees be given the right to return home. Any genuine
reconciliation between the two peoples – peace between peoples as
opposed to a political settlement achieved by leaders – could only
begin by Israel and Israelis taking responsibility for the creation of the
Palestinian refugee problem, and the displacement and dispossession of the refugees. Holocaust denial is abhorrent; in some European
countries it is a crime. In the same way, acknowledging the
Palestinian nakba and an official apology by Israel would be very
helpful. However, the wrong done to the Palestinians can only be
righted, and the disasters ended, through a return to their homeland
and restitution of property.
Israel’s obligation to compensate Palestinian refugees for land and
property formerly owned by them was codified in paragraph 11 of
United Nations General Assembly Resolution 194 (III) of 1949.
Resolution 194 affirms two types of compensation: for nonreturnees and for damage to property.22 The question of
compensation for Palestinian refugee property in Israel did figure in
the final status talks at Camp David and Taba. At Taba, Labour Yossi
Beilin, in his private ‘Non-Paper’, suggested: ‘Restitution he [the
refugee] will not get, compensation he will.’23 Beilin, while rejecting
repatriation and ‘restitution’ of property, suggested a fund for
compensating refugees should be established to which both the international community and Israel would be required to contribute.
Palestinian spokespersons, on the other hand, have rejected the
debate over compensation versus return as a false dichotomy and
have been careful not to imply that compensation must be in lieu of
implementation of the ‘right of return’ according to Resolution 194.24
Rather, they view compensation as one of the options delineated by
Resolution 194. Palestinians have emphasised compensation,
reparations and indemnification: (a) compensation: moneys paid for
lost refugee property in Israel; (b) reparations and indemnification:
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moneys paid in recognition of the historical injustice which created
the refugee problem. Resolution 194 singled out compensation,
proposing that ‘compensation should be paid for the property of
those choosing not to return and for loss of or damage to property
which, under principles of international law or in equity, should be
made good by the governments or authorities responsible.’
At least part of the strong Palestinian opposition to proposals put
forward by Israeli officials during the final status negotiations in
favour of dissolving UNRWA and transferring its assets and responsibilities to the Palestinian Authority had to do with the Palestinian
perception that UNRWA’s existence and registration system is the
main international legal pillar supporting the claims of individual
Palestinian refugees to return and to reclaim their properties in Israel.
Although Palestinians have been reluctant to place a price tag on
their historical injustice, Palestinian and Arab estimates of potential
compensation/reparations have varied, although they are typically
in the tens of billions of dollars. The sums of reparations are very
large, according to the most authoritative recent estimates of property
losses alone. Depending on the criteria used, they range from $92
billion to $147 billion at 1984 prices, when the Hadawi-Kubursi study
was done.25 The Hadawi-Kubursi study defined refugee compensation
in terms of reparations, restitution of property and indemnification.
Valuing Palestinian losses in today’s dollars by the inclusion of
compensation for psychological damage and pain (following the
Federal Republic of Germany’s compensation schemes to Jews),
according to an updated recent study by Kubursi, would double the
Hadawi-Kubursi 1984 figures.26
Will the Palestinian refugees gain restitution? Will Israel ever atone
for the nakba? Unlike other indigenous people, the Palestinian
refugees received neither apology nor acknowledgment of responsibility for displacement, ethnic cleansing, massacres, home demolition
and dispossession. Moreover the marginalisation of international
law and the corresponding ascendancy of the Israeli role, promoted
and protected by the US’s global domination and virtual diplomatic
monopoly, have combined to create a situation in which culpability
for the Palestinian catastrophe is reassigned to the victim.27
To expect Israel now (under Ariel Sharon) to acknowledge its
wrongdoing in 1948 is a remote prospect. Yet such an acknowledgement remains a precondition for genuine negotiations and
reconciliation between Palestinians and Israelis and the achievement
of a just and lasting peace in the Middle East. Under principles of inter-
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national law and UN resolutions the refugee issue is resolvable. Israel
must acknowledge its active role in creating the nakba and recognise
the refugees’ ‘individual’ right to return to both their ‘homes’ and
‘homeland’.28 For Israel, taking responsibility for the creation of the
plight of the refugees also means acknowledging the justice of their
claims for monetary compensation, restitution of property and
reparation. With acknowledgement and international support, the
refugee issue can be resolved on the basis of an historic compromise
between Palestinians and Israelis. The Reparations Agreement between
Israel and the Federal Republic of Germany of September 1952, which
was designed to compensate victims of the Holocaust, could still serve
as a model to compensate victims of the nakba.29
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