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with their Jewish neighbours. : i
The history of the state ever since moves, according to this narrative, betwc?en
endless and hostile attempts to wipe it out by military force — in several recurring
regional wars and recently Islamic terrorism — and a wish to find a solution in
regards to the bits of Palestine Israel occupied in 1967 — the West Bank and the
s Strip. A lack of Palestinian leadership, internal Israeli debates about the future
of the occupied territories and international diplomatic incompetence are provided
as explanations for failing to end this conflict.
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| Recent Palestinian ])nhnlu;(l.l]\h\ also contributed \1\.111!(1\‘11\”\ to this swing ot

1 pendulum. As one of the leading Palestinian historians put 1t, Palestinian

scholarship 1 the 1980s returned the Palestinians back to Palestine’s history, after
years of absence.' History was written until then by the victorious Israelis and
theretore the voice of the native people of Palestine was not heard.

['he Palestinian narrative ascended not just as the ‘other side’ of the story that
was silenced, but also appeared as the more universal one among the two. It
became the narrative of the human rights’ agenda and thus the Palestinians were
depicted as victims and the Israelis the victimisers. This is work in progress and
ecent scholarship 1s not content with such a simphtfied dichotomous historio
graphical approach. As will transpire presently, this new updated look on human
history, from a moral and not just factual point of view, still requires a paradigm
that would help the histortan to make sense of a complicated reality.

Indeed. the choice of a narrative does not influence every aspect of history. In
order to grasp the Isracli story, 1ts success and failures, it is best to fuse the Palestinian
perspective on Palestine with a more scholarly and conceptual approach that will
help us understand the Isracli reality beyond a dry factual analysis, ’
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Arab and Palestinian willingness to enter into peace

new UN resolution (replacing resolution 181

N hagy Yyt

Ks < ‘ \‘ ",:» ‘u 1 : from 29
November, ‘1“-4 » XOWN as the partition resolution — which as mentioned was
ejected at the ame by the Arab side). Resolution 194 from December 11, 1948
among other issues, an unconditional support for the Palestinian refugees’
right ot return and demanded renegotiation of the borders of the future I\mchk\mte

1 way that would have endangered the territorial gains made by Israel in the war

ng over almost eighty percent of the country). Further analysis done by the
new historians’ showed it was the Israeli Prime Minister, David Ben-Gurion, who

government nto a rejectionist policy towards all peace proposals, including
those which came from individual Arab states for bilateral agreements (from Syria
1 Jordan, and later in the mid-1950s, from Egypt).

Sociologists of knowledge attempted to provide explanation for this surge of

riticism within Israeli academia. This interest stemmed from the undeniable -

fact that this new Israeli historiographical harvest justified, in one way or another,
major claims made by the Palestinian historiography about the 1948 war (claims
that hitherto were suspected as being sheer propaganda).

The consensus among these sociologists was that the Israeli Jewish society had
undergone a transformation which made some sections of it more open-minded.
This transformation was caused by catalytic events such as the peace with Egypt in
1979, the first Lebanon war of 1982 and the first Intifada of 1987. The political
manifestation, or maybe even consequence, of this relative openness, according to this
point of view, was Israel’s willingness to sign a peace treaty with the PLO in 1993.*

The global scholarly interest in the critical historians, and not just in the new
history they produced, was triggered by the extension of the revisionist Israeli
impulse beyond the research on 1948. Historians and social scientists inquired
about the early years of Zionism and probed the option of analysing Zionism as a
colonialist movement and cast doubts on how socialist it was in essence. This was
followed by revisiting the 1950s as a formative decade in which the state and the
society’s attitudes towards the Mizrahim, the Jews who came from Arab and
Muslim countries, were formulated. Basic racist attitudes seemed to be influential
in determining the policies towards these Jews at the time, pushing them to Fhe
society’s geographical and social margins. This challenged the mainstream socio-
logical claim that the hardships of these Jewish immigrants was caused ~by thi
objective financial and economic conditions prevailing in the young state of Israel.
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critical scholar called Israel an 'erhnm‘mcy'.— In both the cases of the Arab Jews and
the Palestinian minority, the very inclusion for the first time of scholars from these
two groups, extended the scope and depth of the critique. This was particularly
evident in the case of the Palestinian minority in Israel which found its voice for
the first time within the Israeli academia. The period in which this minority suf-
fored under a harsh military rule (1948-1966) was researched thoroughly and the
overall discriminative structure of the state’s legislative and constitutional systems
was presented in a way that led some scholars to define Israel as an apartheid state.®

It was very much a case of politics of identity as it was an intellectual enterprise.
In a similar way, feminist studies appeared in this period of openness and pluralism
in the Israeli academia — deconstructing the misogynist attitude of a militarist and
chauvinist society worshiping the army and the ‘security threat’ as the supreme
value of Israel. A more pacifist approach to history and education followed this
surge of feminist scholarship in Israel.”

These scholarly revelations spilled out of the academia for a short period. The
same critical instinct could be found in new films, novels and poems. Even the
Israeli educational curriculum for a while was affected by this energy and there was
an opgon for teachers to narrate the local history in a slightly more balanced and
reflective i Chronologically, one can say that the critical academic inputs
gppcared‘m the late 1980s and by the mid-1990s they were echoed by similar
impulses in other media and aspects of life in Israel. '°

The critical instinct was very short-lived. Its moment of peak was probably 1995
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ew historans’ injected into them in the past and the media becarme Once ;:’mr“

! went and patriotic. The sense was Israel was once more at war with the Pales

s over the homeland and the muses were asked to be silent when the guns

were roaring. The critical impulse was left alive mainly in the civil society among
small groups ot NGOs such as ‘New Profile’ and ‘Anarchists Against the Wall’ ,

The Israeli historiography in the 21 century

I'he political mood in Israel affects directly the fortunes of the crtical historio-

graphy in the state. Thus, when the Israeli Jewish electorate chose Ariel Sharon for
the first time as Prime Minister in 2001 it reflected a new mood in the state,

Sharon, and his successors, Ehud Olmert and Benjamin Netanyahu, were part of a

political elite that put very little faith in the diplomatic process with the Palestinians

and were strong believers in a unilateral Israeli policy of settling in those parts of
the territories Israel occupied in 1967 they deemed vital for the state’s national
security.

They also represented a society that regarded the protection of the ethnic,
namely Jewish, nature of the state as far more important than safeguarding its
democratic image. The ‘return’ to Zionist values, as they saw it, was also reflected
in the new trends in the Israeli historiography.

In terms of producing historiographical works, it meant first retracting from the
critical impulse of the 1990s and returning to the hegemonic narrative. For this to
happen there was a need to adopt an even firmer loyalty to the meta Zionist narrative.
However, in terms of professional historiography, it was very difficult to ignore the
factual infrastructure the ‘new history’ provided about the 1948 war or the clear

picture of the discrimination ingrained in the official positions in the early years of
statehood towards the Jews who came from Arab and Muslim countries,

The new political mood however affected these two major areas of inquiry at
the heart of the local historiography in two diametrically opposed ways. The factual
account provided by the new history of the 1948 war was acknowledged by the
scholarly community. New publications appearing at the time did not repeat the
myth of a voluntary Palestinian flight, the tacit alliance with the Jordanians was
recognised and the international community in 1948 was depicted as far less hostile
to Zionism as it had appeared in the old narrative. However, the tone was very
different from the one that accompanied the ‘new history’ of the 1948 war. The
acts performed in the war — be it expulsion, demolition of villages, arrest of civilians
or massacres— were all seen as acts of self-defence.’? One of the ‘new historians’,

Benny Morris, who retracted from his moral judgement in his early works, now
described the actions of the young state as survival in the face of a Jihadi war
(whereas in his early work he accused Israel of unnecessary human rights’ abuse and
war crimes). The actions he once condemned, and now condoned, were the same.

Their moral judgement was very different. '
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Settler colonialism: the new critical historiographical trend
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In modern times, other means were sought for overcoming the presence of 3
native population. In Algeria, the French settlers who played with the idea of
ceding from their mother country, eventually abided by the mother country’s
strategy and went back to France. In South Aftica, the minority of settlers imposed
itself on the native society through an Apartheid regime. This particular strate

) g P = p gy
towards the native was formalised by law in 1948. In that very year, the Zionist
settler colonial strategy opted for another option: ethnically cleansing the native
people while accepting the possibility of having, temporarily, only part of the
coveted new homeland.

Demography and geography always interplay importantly in any settler colonial
strategy and Zionism was not an exception. Whenever new territory was gained it
came with more native people; thus, the options would remain the same: either
give up territory or take the territory and get rid of the people. With time, this
became a more complicated game when expulsions were impossible due to changes
in the world’s moral agenda. Then, the territory and the ‘undesired population
remained in Israel’s hands and a complex system, described in thxs book later on,
was devised so as to ensure that the demographic reality (by which ]e\fvs were notf

! ! .
the majority in Palestine) would not undermine the geographical achievement
stretching Israel’s rule over the whole of historical Palestine. il v i

. . ! = 3 n -
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sarch. Recently Istaeli academics attempted to challenge this paradigm. They
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claimed that the paradigm is ideological and not scholarly but failed to provide an
ternative explanation apart from parroting once more the national narrative of a

people who came back home after two thousand years of exile.

I'he historiographical debate in Israel about Israel and Palestine is indeed both
factual and moral. The importance of the settler colonial paradigm is not just in its
reappraisal of the country’s history without resorting to the distorting and unhelptul
paradigm of national conflict between two equal sides. It questions not only the

narrative of the past but also the language those living in, and engaged with, Israel

and Palestine are employing.

It the settler colonial paradigm has any validity then terms such as ‘occupation’
and the ‘peace process’ lose their relevance as a language that describes aptly the

reality on the ground or the possible ways forward. Decolonisation become a

scholarly, as well as a political, term which. social scientists involved in the analysis

ot conflict resolution will have to probe from now on. This also has implications

for economic and cultural studies, as well as for jurists.
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