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Note on the English Edition

I am writing this preface in the middle of 2017. Donald Trump is the ­president of the United States; Britain has voted to leave the European Union; and on the continent, things are also going badly. Racist, xenophobic, hostile attitudes toward refugees fleeing Africa and the Middle East are rampant. Aleppo has been “taken back” by Assad thanks to brutal and close support from Putin, while the democratic countries stood idly by, as if war crimes and crimes against humanity have nothing to do with us. We can change the TV channel to watch a violent movie rather than watch the news about our terrible reality. As if these civilians, including children and the elderly, are not part of “us”; they are “not us,” they are the “others”; therefore, they can be massacred.

Relations between Israelis and Palestinians are deteriorating. The two political entities—Israel and Palestine—manifest great animosity, using stereotypes, personal attacks, and insults. In both civil societies, the developments are extremely negative.

Let me say honestly and openly: the actual situation in Israel is much worse than I ever believed it could be. Fifty years ago, when I was a young, naïve soldier, wounded in the battle of Jerusalem, in which some of my best friends had been killed in front of me, I wouldn’t have believed that Israel in 2017 would be as it actually is—racist to the core, sizzling with hatred. The racism among Israeli Jews, seventy years after Auschwitz, is reminiscent of other times and other societies. We must face it and say it clearly, even if it is very difficult and very frightening. I have spent five years working on the present book. Among my more than thirty books, it was the most difficult for me to write.

This book was first published in Hebrew. Some scholars from Israeli universities have attacked me because of the book’s title. How dare I mention “Holocaust” and “Nakba” in the same breath? Some of them said that they did not even open the book, just because of its title. Others have praised the book for its moral values and high academic standards.

Then, the well-respected Madar Publishing House from Ramallah, Palestine, approached me to translate the book into Arabic and to distribute it in the Arab countries. I was truly delighted and proud.

In the introduction, within the subsection titled “Nakba, not Genocide,” I explain the definition of “genocide” that I use in my studies: the 1948 UN Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide. Unfortunately, this definition has many lacunas and numerous problematic clauses. First, it has to be said, the convention has not prevented even one genocide, and it probably has not saved the life of a single human being since 1948. Yet any attempt to apply another definition would result in complete chaos. Based on that definition, I argue that in 1948 Israel committed ethnic cleansing but not a genocide. In genocide, the perpetrators want to kill the members of the victim group. In ethnic cleansing, perpetrators wish to get rid of them, and in doing so, they commit massacres. There are more and more Palestinians who claim that Israelis committed genocide in 1948. There are scholars in Europe and North America who support this claim.

When this book was published, unfortunately the Palestinian Authority boycott had first come into effect and the book’s distribution was delayed. But I was recently invited by the office of the Palestinian president Abu Mazen (Mahmud Abbas) to give him the book in a public ceremony, which I was very proud to do.

Quite a few Israelis, including both “ordinary people” and academics, most of whom I had not known before, have called or written me to say that my book had given them new perspectives and insights regarding the history of the Israeli-Palestinian relations. I was deeply moved that some Palestinians, having read the book or listened to my lectures, have told me that they were moved by my intellectual honesty and even by my civil courage. My obligation as a human being and as a scholar is to try to get as close as I can to the real truth and then to say and write it, even if it is sometimes very painful.

Let me say something to my American and European readers: You are also responsible for the tragic situation of both Palestinians and Israelis. You are looking on as our two peoples commit suicide. Our two societies are sick—Israelis because we are the occupiers, Palestinians because they have been occupied for fifty years. Recently we have seen that there is not even one state that supports Israel’s policy of settlements and annexation, but your governments are hypocrites. They say that they support the two-state solution, whereas in reality they support the Israeli government’s ongoing policy of annexation.

This book proposes an alternative. We must speak openly about our dark histories in an honest and inevitably painful dialogue. Israelis must acknowledge and take responsibility and guilt for the evil we have done and, unfortunately, continue to do. We must be sensitive to the suffering of “the others,” even as we regard them, wrongly, as enemies. Similarly, Palestinians must acknowledge the evil they have done, and their own responsibility and guilt.

The fact that I chose twenty years ago to live in Neveh Shalom Wachat al Salam, the only Jewish-Arab village in Israel, has probably influenced my feelings and attitudes. In daily life I try to cross the lines, sometimes the borders, consciously and emotionally, that exist between “me” and “you,” between “we” and “they,” and to understand deeply the universal value of human life, wherever it may be found—its holiness, its uniqueness. I believe that we are equal as we are all the same human beings.

For most of my life I had been a Zionist-Socialist. I am not anymore. I am now a-Zionist. I struggle against anti-Zionism. The Jewish people have the right to an independent state, and the Palestinians have the same right. There is no other solution for the deadly and brutal conflict that has been raging for more than a hundred years. I appeal to my readers to help us find a way to achieve this peaceful solution as soon as possible. It could soon be too late. In my opinion, it is your obligation, and also your responsibility.

Many thanks and gratitude to Melanie Rosenberg for her devoted, précised and meticulous editing of the English version. I am very grateful to Lexington Books and to acquisition editor Brian Hill for their decision to publish this book in English.

Professor Yair Auron

Neve Shalom/Wāħat as-Salām, June 2017


Preface

In July 2000, dramatic peace negotiations took place between Israel and the Palestinians under the leadership of US President Bill Clinton. Dan Meridor, a minister in Benjamin Netanyahu’s government (2012) and then-chairman of the Foreign Affairs and Security Committee, kept a detailed account of the events, which ended with no significant results and ultimately led to the collapse of the peace process and the Israeli left. On July 29, 2011 Ha’aretz published Dan Meridor’s precisely-kept journal, edited by Gidi Weitz.

Over the days during which the delegation was in session, various matters of interest were discussed. In the pages that follow, we will bring several excerpts from Dan Meridor’s journal. Beyond the various matters discussed, suspicion, communication difficulties, and the back-and-forth deliberations concerning Jerusalem, we seek to present the conversations which took place regarding the question of the refugees and the right of return—one of the principal points of controversy between the sides. The selections demonstrate how the past is related to the present, how the present is dependent upon and influenced by the past, and how this controversial issue has remained a pivotal one.

On July 20, 2000, Israeli negotiating team members Elyakim Rubinstein, Oded Eiran, and Meridor met with Palestinian team members Nabil Shaath and Yasser Abed Rabbo for a discussion about the refugees.

Yasser Abed Rabbo asked: “If you are not responsible for the problem, you are not willing to absorb refugees and are not willing to pay reparations, why are we sitting with you at all?”

On Saturday, 7/22/2000, from 18:00 to 20:00, an additional meeting was held on the subject of refugees that boiled over to a head-on confrontation of the two narratives, a confrontation of despair:

Shaath enthusiastically described the history of the conflict as the Palestinians saw it. The Jews did something that was not done in modern times. They came to a land in great numbers—hundreds of thousands—mainly in the 1930s and 40s, without receiving the permission of the Palestinian inhabitants of the land, to whom the land belonged. The British helped the Jews. No one asked the inhabitants’ opinion. The Jews implemented an intentional policy of Palestinian transfer.

The conversation became heated. The Palestinians mentioned Dir Yassin and the expulsion from Ramle and Lod and maintained that there were incidents of slaughter. The Jews must recognize their responsibility, they demanded. Throughout Shaath’s words, the constant comparison to the Holocaust stood out, even if it wasn’t always scathing.

The Palestinians demanded that Israel recognize their responsibility for the “Nakba.” A historical, ethical, and etymological discussion developed about the meaning of the term “Nakba” and the hinted—never explicit—comparison with the Holocaust. According to Shaath and his friends, without return, first of all from Lebanon and afterwards, with limitations, from other locations, there was nothing to talk about. The right of return was the important thing. Our offers would not respond to even their minimal demands, etc.

As Dan Meridor summarizes:

Thus, their perception of Zionism was clarified to us: a historically unjust act of the utmost severity. We are the contemptible ones and we must recognize our guilt. . . . I said that I was not prepared to sign an agreement if they did not recognize their responsibility for the conflict, for the wars that had been forced upon us, for the thousands of our dead and the terrible damage caused us for all the years.

At the conclusion of the meeting, I asked myself whether it was possible to reach an agreement. Perhaps this was only a negotiating tactic that they had been instructed to conduct until Israel ceded this subject or others? Unfortunately, it seemed to me that things were too deep and sensitive. There are hundreds of thousands of refugees who believe in them. It’s hard.

The questions this book deals with were raised in 2000 at the most senior level in the negotiations between the Israelis and the Palestinians, which today also appear to be solution-less. Moreover, the weight, implications, and intensity of emotions which the Nakba had aroused, and its place in the relations between the two peoples, continue to grow.

Among the two national groups, there are apparently significant circles which have intensified their positions and sometimes adopted a zero-sum policy of “it’s them or us.” One could note an example of this axiom in the Nakba events that took place in 2012.

At this time, Jews and Arabs at Tel Aviv University had planned a rally to mark the Nakba. After various efforts to prevent the rally, with the intervention of Education Minister Gidon Saar (Likud), it eventually took place on 5/14/2012 outside the university walls next to the entrance gate. Hundreds of Arab and Jewish students participated in the event and read an alternative Yizkor memorial prayer. Opposite, a demonstration of hundreds of right-wingers took place. During the ceremony, booing and “Death to the terrorists” were heard, as well as the harsh, cynical shout to which there is an internal contradiction and even brutal elements: “We’ve brought the Nakba upon you.” Before the ceremony, a stormy discussion took place on the topic in the Knesset’s Education Committee. The chairman of the committee, MK Alex Miller (Yisrael Beiteinu) who had initiated the discussion, deplored the ceremony and warned: “Today they are holding a Yizkor for the fallen of the Nakba and tomorrow they’ll hold a Yizkor for the Nazi dead.” During the discussion, there were harsh exchanges between the Arab Knesset members and the Knesset members on the right.1 That same week, Haifa University distributed a press release announcing: “No event marking the Nakba will be permitted to be held on University property,” apparently fearing possible harm to their budget from the Education Ministry.2

NOTES

1.Omri Maniv and Arik Bender, “The Nakba Ceremony Turned into a Brawling Arena,” (Hebrew), Ma’ariv, 5/15/2012.

2.Talila Nesher, “According to Regulations,” (Hebrew) Ha’aretz, 5/18/2012.


Introduction

Facing the Truth

This book was written out of the experience of reading and analyzing certain aspects of the events that took place in Eretz Yisrael in 1948, and to offer a personal account containing autobiographical elements. It intends to present the facts as precisely as possible for interpretation and to critically consider the narratives which have arisen in wake of the events. The occurrences in Eretz Yisrael in 1948 had critical and ongoing repercussions for the Jewish people, the Palestinian people, and the entire Middle East. To a considerable extent, the events had global repercussions on human society and the international family of nations. Undoubtedly, they also have long-range moral repercussions upon the meaning of armed conflicts.

This study does not seek to reveal new historical facts, but rather to offer a new perusal that includes the triangle of Holocaust, rebirth, and Nakba as interconnected. The study is primarily, but not entirely, based on Zionist-Israeli historiography and on Israeli literature on the various issues, which in recent years have recurrently dealt with the events of 1948, but also with the events of the Holocaust. The Holocaust and the rebirth are fundamental events that for generations would shape the very existence and consciousness of the Jewish people, who had begun to rebuild from its ruins three years after the Holocaust. At its center was the establishment of the State of Israel, founded at that time—a state established by war. On one hand, the Holocaust and the establishment of the state, and on the other hand, “world-altering events,” formative, revolutionary, which dramatically changed the face of the Jewish people and that of the Middle East. That same year, the Arab world was defeated and humiliated, a failure which would accompany them for years. Palestinian society was dealt a harsh blow, and a large number of Palestinians lost their homes and possessions, went into exile and became refugees. The Nakba became the defining event for the Palestinians.

The circumstances in 1948 for the Jewish Yishuv and the Zionist leadership, and afterwards for the State of Israel, were in many senses “impossible.” This was a life and death struggle for existence in every sense of the word, at least in the first months of the war, a zero-sum war. It was a war which for the Jewish side had many “either-or” elements—either win or die. Israeli society and the State of Israel cultivated establishing narratives and myths related to the ­Holocaust, rebirth, and the connection between them that shaped Israeli society and its consciousness for a number of generations. (“Holocaust and Rebirth,” “A Torch of Rebirth,” “The country was born by virtue of the Holocaust,” and the legend of heroism in the Holocaust and in the Independence War). However, there are many “black holes” that we seek to avoid and are unwilling or afraid to see in the narratives and myths that were cultivated, as well as in the research and knowledge we transmit to our children about that year and that war. They touch upon the frazzled nerves of the Jewish people following the Holocaust, and as what is perceived by many in Israel as a continuation of the struggle for survival and existence, a struggle that in their opinion has not ended.

Throughout the book, I will often use the terms “we,” “they,” “us,” “them,” etc., in reference to my national group, but always based on the historical truth. I know that my opinion is frequently a minority opinion within the national group, and when I wish to express my personal opinion, I will use the expressions “I,” “in my opinion,” etc.1

The need to investigate and admit the truth is within the realm of a demand required of us, the Israelis, and of course, the Palestinians. It is impossible to live continually deluding ourselves and constructing a narrative or legend based upon it. Dealing with the truth, with the black holes, whether or not it is difficult, constitutes a vital condition for mental health, both personal and collective. However, nations also have the need to develop narratives which aren’t necessarily identical with the historical truth.

The fact is that most of us Israeli Jews, with the encouragement of the state’s institutions, deny the harsh facts, some of which are indeed debatable, about what occurred to Israeli Arabs in 1948. The fact that official Israel, more than seventy years after the events, denies and rejects historical facts and also forbids their teaching and even their mention through orders and Knesset laws, speaks for itself. For example: in March 2011, the Knesset approved a budgetary basic law (Amendment 39) or in its popular designation, “The Nakba Law.” The seemingly procedural amendment is designed to prevent institutions reliant upon the state budget to mark “Nakba Day,” the “Day of the Catastrophe,” which is the term used by Palestinians for the date the British Mandate in the country ended, May 15, 1948, and also the Gregorian date of Israel’s establishment. Previous versions of the Nakba Law were even harsher.

The State of Israel has tried to prevent a discourse about the various ­narratives, forbidding a narrative other than the official one which contains elements that reject the occurrence of the Nakba. This is an attempt to prevent cracks in the monolithic national story that we are asked to tell ourselves.

The Nakba is not taught in the Jewish educational system in Israel, and is scarcely taught in the Arab educational system (much less than the Holocaust). In October 2009, the Education Ministry gave an order to collect all copies of the history textbook Building a Country in the Middle East, designated for grades 11 and 12, published by the Shazar Center.

The reason, among other things, was that the book defined the Nakba and used the term “ethnic cleansing.” For the first time, it presented the Palestinian and Jewish-Israeli versions side by side. The book was collected and returned to the stores only after it had been amended. The extent of the Israeli youth and student population’s knowledge about the Nakba is minimal.2

An analysis of the reasons for the conduct of the State of Israel and Israeli society of the last decades regarding the subject of the Nakba deviates from the area of our research, but we will touch upon it in various contexts. This is a very important subject, and Israeli society must deal with it directly and with intellectual honesty and scientific criteria. Recent insightful and in-depth research which has developed internationally on the phenomenon of denial can provide assistance in research on processes of silencing and sometimes denial in Israeli society.

I know, as well as do not know, for example, whether children from Kibbutz Mishmar Ha’emek know that sixty-five years ago an Arab village stood at the outskirts of their kibbutz. The village, Abu Sosa, had friendly relations with the kibbutz members up until the war. Its inhabitants were expelled, the village was destroyed, and according to testimony, the kibbutz members had a hand in it.

I both know and don’t know how many children in Baram know that the founders of their kibbutz lived for months in the homes of the “abandoned” village of Biram, while several of Biram’s inhabitants were in the village of Jish (Gush Halav) within the State of Israel’s borders, a few kilometers from their village, occupied by “strangers.” Despite clear promises and judicial decisions, the residents of Biram, who live with us in the State of Israel, have not been allowed to return to their village till this day (see The Story of Two Villages: Abu Sosa and Biram, p. xl).

The children of Baram and Mishmar Ha’emek belong to kibbutzim within the “Hashomer” movement, among the groups in Israel considered more sensitive to “the suffering of others,” inclusive of Arab suffering. Years ago, their movement emblazed on its banner “For Zionism, socialism, and the brotherhood of nations.”

I must also admit that I knew. My parents and two of their young children arrived at their new home in a working class neighborhood in south Ramat Gan in 1948, during the first break in the fighting. With a hint of pride, my parents used to tell how their friends told them, “Aren’t you going too far? To visit such dangerous places with children?” The battles in the neighboring Arab villages of Hiriya, Salame, and others were still raging. I remember from my childhood the orange trees planted in a number of neighborhood yards, but to my disappointment not in our yard. I was jealous of my friends whose yards had orange trees. The oranges were delicious, and as young children, we probably didn’t know who had planted them. I do not remember that we asked what had happened to the inhabitants who had planted the trees and where they had disappeared to. . . . In those years, questions weren’t asked and things were obvious.

In 1948, more than 400 Arab villages were emptied of hundreds of thousands of residents who became refugees, as well as eleven cities which were either partially or completely cleared of their Arab inhabitants. These villages were pushed to the margins of the Israeli discourse, in addition to their disappearance from the landscape. This was done by erasing the names of the villages or giving them Hebrew names, deleting and blurring their identity on the map, ignoring them and any mention of the circumstances of their uprooting within tourist information material, and accepting the establishment of Jewish settlements in their place, robbing the Arab villages of their inheritance. The ideology of “Judaization” was the basis for the acts of erasure, which influenced the consciousness of the citizens of the state and the Israeli narrative. Furthermore and perhaps in reaction, it seems that in recent years the first signs of an alternative discourse regarding the shaping of memory has developed in Jewish society in Israel, and there is more openness to the events of the Nakba.

The estimates for the number of refugees are not identical. According to Noga Kadman, Israeli sources have given a figure of 520,000 refugees, and Arab sources have claimed that the number was 900,000.3 Benny Morris (1991) maintains that the number of refugees was 600,000–760,000.

With no connection to the historical facts relating to the two events, the Holocaust and the Nakba, which are not at all identical, both national groups have made the Nakba and the Holocaust fundamental events in their national identity and consciousness. The Nakba is not a holocaust and not genocide, but more and more Palestinians, a minority of Israelis, and researchers throughout the world are increasingly asking whether there were elements of massacre and ethnic cleansing that took place in different areas of Eretz Yisrael.

In my opinion, the Palestinians bear some of the responsibility for the catastrophe that took place in 1948, and perhaps are somewhat guilty for it having occurred. They began the war, and afterward Arab countries joined them. However, we Jewish Israelis have a share in the catastrophe having taken place. We took a massive role in the expulsion. Sometimes we carried out slaughter. . . . Afterward we categorically refused to allow the return of the refugees.

In my opinion, if the Israelis and Palestinians do not recognize and respect each other’s catastrophe, there is no chance to make peace between the two peoples. Recognition of the catastrophe of both groups is not enough of a condition for peace, but it is a necessary condition. It must also be admitted that those who have a greater ability and chance to change the present situation are the Jewish Israelis: we are the majority group and we hold the power.

In the present study, there is nearly no reference to the Palestinian narrative and to Palestinian historical research, an area of research in itself which we cannot carry out due to a lack of fluency in Arabic, among other things. In any case, our focus is on the Jewish Israeli side. However, we will briefly deal with Arab society’s attitude toward the Holocaust and to various incidents that occurred in 1948.

The “presence” of the Holocaust in Eretz Yisrael in 1948, or to phrase it more provocatively, the “presence” of the Holocaust in the Nakba has two aspects. The first is the physical presence of Holocaust survivors in the illegal and legal immigration in the years before, during, and immediately following the war, as well as in the 1948 battles, mainly in the second part of the war, as we shall see.

The second aspect is the metaphysical, spiritual, emotional presence of the Holocaust and its significance and repercussions as expressed in literary works written immediately following the war by writers who had participated in the battles.

Did the Holocaust affect the war’s conduct and the treatment of the Palestinians by the sabra and new immigrant Jewish Israeli combatants? If so, how? Did the Holocaust tell them that everything was permissible? Did the Holocaust “teach” them the language of force in a war which was a war for existence, a matter of life or death—“only by might,” and if so to what extent? Or, alternately, was it a guide, teaching the limits of force, humanism, and the value of an individual’s life? Therefore, there are prohibitions even during war.

I well remember the first time I experienced and understood the significance of our Independence War, the Palestinians’ Nakba. I was already not a young man, in my forties. I was invited to take part in a workshop with a group of members of the Jewish-Arab community of Neve Shalom, before I moved to live there. One of the Arab members of the group told the story of his family in 1948. The story was not particularly difficult, but I had great difficulty listening, could not continue, and left the room. I felt, distractedly, that the Palestinian narrator was accusing me, as it were, of having committed the evil deed, that I had caused his family’s suffering. I felt as if he were blaming me personally for the suffering caused to his family, as if with my own hands I had performed the injustice. I “came to” several minutes later and told myself: You must go back to the room and listen to the family’s story to the end.

I also remember well what had preceded this. I had been invited to lecture Arab high school teachers the evening before an educational trip to Turkey, on the subject of the Armenian genocide. After several minutes had passed, a teacher raised her hand and asked, “And what about ours?” I did not understand her question, and asked her to explain. She said, “And what about what happened to us?” and began to explain what to her was the “Palestinian genocide.” I was shocked, and it was very difficult for me to go on speaking about the Armenian genocide. I wanted to speak about the Nakba.

Since that time, I have repeatedly heard the claims about the “Palestinian genocide,” or even the “Palestinian holocaust” from Palestinians—in Israel, the West Bank, and other places, and also from international academics and occasionally from Jews.

I attempt to answer the Palestinians: indeed, we engaged in many acts of injustice, acts of slaughter, and terrible atrocities. Also, acts of slaughter and harsh deeds were perpetrated against us in the 1948 War. However, what we did was not genocide, as we will see further on. I seek to fight and make every effort possible in order that my country recognizes what happened in 1948. This is not only because that is their right, but because it is our obligation, because it is very “necessary” for us, and fundamentally, for both peoples. However, when you use the term “Palestinian genocide,” you unfortunately distance me from you and your struggle, due to the fear that the term “Palestinian genocide” will spread throughout the world (which would have severe repercussions upon the memory of the Holocaust). Therefore, in the chapter that follows, I wish to consider the definitions and characteristics of genocide, and among other things to try to demonstrate that what occurred in 1948 was not genocide.

 A LONG HARD LOOK AT GENOCIDE

I was born and raised in Israel after the Holocaust. My parents had emigrated from Poland in the 1930s before Hitler’s rise to power. For many years I did not know, or at least I hadn’t grasped or internalized, that my relatives, aunts and uncles (whose number I do not even know now), and even my grandmother, had been killed in the Holocaust. Even when I was in my thirties and worked at the Yad Vashem World Center for Holocaust Research, I used to say that my interest in the Holocaust had nothing to do with my family’s personal history, since we had not been directly involved. At least, that’s what I thought then.

Later, I understood that as an Israeli I had been raised and educated to believe in Zionist ideals and in the societal approach (primarily socialist) they entail, in other words—the preference for Israelis, not to mention their superiority, over the “Diaspora Jews.” I understood then, consciously and perhaps even unconsciously, that the Holocaust had a decisive role in my education and that of my generation. Thus, we were educated on the heroic example of the active opposition carried out by the young Jews in the European ghettoes. The Holocaust was also connected to heroism, and heroism was emphasized. It became clear to me that I knew practically nothing about my family’s suffering, nor did I essentially know anything about the suffering imposed by the Nazis upon non-Jewish groups, or anything about other instances of genocide pre or post-Holocaust. The Holocaust was perceived in those years as something that had happened “to them” (the Diaspora Jews) “there” (in Europe).

The Six-Day War was a turning point, and in many ways also a breaking point. Like many others in Israel, the Six-Day War in which I participated aroused basic questions about our existence here, our attitude toward the “other,” the Arabs, particularly the Palestinians, and toward other non-Jews, our relationship with the Diaspora, and of course our approach to the Holocaust, which has since been perceived as something that happened “to us” “here” (in Israel).

Only then did I begin to also recognize Palestinian suffering and to understand that the ruins and the sabra cacti which I had seen in many places in the country were the ruins of Palestinian villages (we used to say Arab villages). Since then, I have joined with my compatriots and with the Palestinians to clarify our relationship and our conflict.

Since 2000, I have been living with my family in the Jewish-Arab community of Neve Shalom, Wahat al Salam, trying to live the ideal of coexistence and to struggle against injustice.

Over the years, I have been examining the tension existing between the unique elements of Jewish and Israeli identity and universal human elements, and the tension between the unique and the universal—a tension dividing Israeli society.

I began to study the motives for our conduct toward the Armenian genocide, and have been occupied with the subject of genocide for over two decades since. It has been difficult for me to understand and accept the support given by the various Israeli governments for Turkish-adopted policies denying the genocide of the Armenian people. My research has taken me to unexpected places and events, revealing to me, I admit, an unanticipated reality. I had hoped to find a greater degree of identification with the Armenian people’s suffering, more empathy, and many more attempts to extend help within the very limited possibilities the Jewish people possessed, particularly those of the pre-State Zionist movement and the Jewish community in Eretz Yisrael. Instead, I discovered great indifference and an attitude that emphasized the unique instead of the universal. The conclusions of the first part of the research project were published in 1995 in my book The Banality of Indifference: the Yishuv and Zionist Movement’s Attitude toward the Armenian Genocide.

In 1993, my book Jewish-Israeli Identity was published, in which I described and examined the principal sub-identities in Jewish-Israeli culture: secular, traditional, national-religious, and ultra-Orthodox identity. I found that these sub-identities have only small points in common, and that much tension exists between them. One of the few points in common is the Holocaust, and as we shall see, it holds the most central position in Jewish-Israeli identity. However, over the past two decades, the memory and lessons of the Holocaust have aroused serious controversy and many arguments (a similar tension exists between certain nationalist and religious expressions and their universal parallels): the Holocaust’s distinctiveness versus the universality of genocide.

These tensions threaten the State of Israel’s democratic, tolerant, and pluralistic nature. There are sub-identities (sectors) which make it difficult to accept the legitimacy of other subcultures. Therefore, there is tension between Israel’s “democratic character” and its “Jewishness.”

In 2010, I wrote the book Israeli Identities-Jews and Arabs Facing the Mirror and the Other, which in certain ways is a follow-up study to the first study of identity. It contains both theoretical and empiric elements that examine the question of Jewish-Israeli identity, including a comparative element to a previous study conducted in 1990. It also deals with subgroups in Arab-Israeli (Palestinian) culture. This comprehensiveness gives us extensive comparative background.

In 1998, I wrote We Are All German Jews: Radical Jews in France in the 1960s and 1970s. I was drawn to the hidden, and frequently repressed, elements of Jewish identity in this generation, deeply influenced by the Holocaust. This study was not primarily a historical one of the New Left, but of the individual Jewish identity of the militants on the New Left as radical Jews, a fascinating story in itself. For me, this was an additional example of the relation between uniqueness and universality.

The writing of Denial: Israel and the Armenian Genocide (2003) was in many senses a complex, complicated, and painful intellectual exercise to delve into the conscious and unconscious within me and the society in which I live. This book is not about the Armenian genocide, but rather about what was sometimes thought, rightly or not, to be “Jewish values” and whether they were actual or not. In essence, this is a book about the nature and standards of the Israeli state. From my point of view, it embodied the realization of my debt and responsibility as a person toward my people, my society, and the Armenian people. When we deny genocide that occurred to another people, I believe that we also defame the memory of our Holocaust.

Over the years, the oppressive sensation of discomfort has bothered me, and I became critical of the mechanical behavior—bordering on denial—taken by Israel’s various governments regarding the memory of the Armenian genocide. Therefore, I decided to examine both the overt elements and the deeper, more complex elements which led to this behavior that I particularly oppose, I emphasize, due to Jews having been victims of the Holocaust.

In recent years, I have invested much time and effort on the subject of genocide, and I am proud to lead an exceptional project in the Israel Open University which has published twelve books on various subjects concerning genocide. Well over a thousand students have used them in their studies each year. Eight books in this series have now been translated into English.

After years of hesitation and indecisiveness on the subject, I have dared to arrive at this present book with the understanding that it is impossible to avoid, be silent or deny what occurred in 1948, that which is apparently known but in actuality is hardly known. The discussion about 1948 belongs to the present and the future, and it must be conducted. Writing this book was particularly difficult for me intellectually and emotionally. In my other books, I have dealt a great deal with the evil of others. Here, I have been pushed to also deal with our own evil deeds, which we have mostly refused to admit and confront, even sixty years later. I have attempted to do this fairly, carefully, professionally, and empathically for both sides’ suffering. Without recognizing the Holocaust as a Jewish tragedy and without recognizing the Nakba as a Palestinian tragedy, there is no chance for compromise and peace.

This study has been supported by the research fund of the Open University of Israel. I would like to thank those in the research network for their help and support in the research and writing process.

My thanks to Yaniv Friedman, who worked with me and assisted me during much of the period in which I dealt with and pondered the subject. He did this capably, professionally and with great dedication. Thanks also to Dr. Meira Yakova for her professional assistance and the fascinating interviews she held with Holocaust survivors who fought in the Independence War. In any case, I am solely responsible for what has been written in the book and for the opinions expressed, some of which will probably arouse controversy and debate, which is a good thing. . . .

WAR AND MASSACRE

Wars and other instances of mass destruction, incidents of slaughter, ethnic cleansing and genocide have taken place throughout human history. Nevertheless, there are those who believe that more acts of genocide were committed in the twentieth century than in any other century in human history, earning it such definitions as the “century of genocide,” the “century of violence,” or the “century of evil and evil-doing.” This was apparently the most brutal and deadly century in human history, with the Holocaust almost certainly the greatest moral failing ever known to humankind.

The estimates of the number of victims annihilated in the twentieth century by genocide or various acts of “democide” (including acts of genocide and politicide—political genocide) reach incomprehensible proportions. Genocide researcher R. J. Rummel has estimated the number of victims between 1900 and 1987 in occurrences which he labels acts of “democide” as 169,198,000, and over the entire twentieth century approximately 174 million individuals!4 In up-to-date and amended estimates, Rummel believes that the numbers are even greater due to mass killings discovered in China and Africa. It must be emphasized that this number does not include soldiers or citizens killed in war and not intentionally killed.5 In light of these estimates, the number of victims in Eretz Yisrael in 1948 apparently is relatively small, considering the duration of the fighting and perhaps the number of combatants as well. (Although the number of victims is not small, our point of origin in dealing with this subject is equal value to human life, per se.) Why, then, does 1948 arouse so many arguments and such stormy controversy? Why do events with a greater number of victims pass us by with hardly any consideration?

An additional comment is related to the lessons we are asked to take from the events of the twentieth century. Indeed, peoples, trends, and ideological movements try to preserve historical events in their collective memories, primarily the central events, and to learn from the Holocaust and other instances of genocide that took place in the last century. Were there lessons related to the Holocaust for the generations that followed it, for those who live in a world in which other horrific acts of genocide both before and after the Holocaust have taken place? If so, what are those lessons?6

Is it possible at all to talk about the “lessons” of the Holocaust or of the twentieth century? In my opinion, the clear answer is: There is no one “lesson” of the Holocaust, yet perhaps it is possible to take various lessons and meanings from this tragic event. And it is also possible and necessary to ask: What are “our” (Jewish Israeli) lessons from the Holocaust? In the context of the specific study: And what about the Nakba? What are the lessons “they,” the Palestinians, have taken from it? And what are the lessons “we” have discovered?

Frequently, we have heard that the moral is “never again,” but we know that genocide has taken place (and is still taking place), as the second half of the twentieth century has clearly demonstrated. Sometimes it seems that the claim that the world has seemingly learned the lesson of “never again” is precisely what has allowed these further acts of genocide to occur. However, as I seek to show more extensively, we, the Jewish-Israelis, have essentially not learned the lesson, in my opinion, nor has the world learned a lesson. The question is, will it learn in the future? Moreover, there are those who maintain that contrary to the hope that the world will indeed internalize and deal with the deep meaning of the slogan “never again,” to a great extent, it is empty today. There are those who have learned that genocide is possible, that it can be carried out—and they indeed have found the circumstances and conditions to cause this to happen.

I do not intend to enter into a discussion of the definitions of the different wars and war’s characteristics. International justice can confuse many, inasmuch as it prohibits use of force and also justifies it in certain circumstances, such as entering a “defensive” war or as punishment for damages sustained. There is also a doctrine and tradition of the just war founded upon the belief that it is possible to allow the deprivation of life as the “lesser of two evils,” when it is essential for preventing life-endangering aggression. From the Israeli point of view, it seems that there is agreement that the 1948 War was a “just war,” a “war of no choice,” a “war forced upon us,” or a “defensive war.”

The international community and international law have formulated rules of war conduct and expanded laws in the area of human rights, including human rights in war. They continue to formulate laws of war, war crimes, rules of conduct during wartime, and moral boundaries placed on the warring sides during wartime. We know that there are times when these rules and laws are violated; we know that when war crimes occur, the instigators of the crimes in many instances are not punished.

There have always been wars, consistently accompanied by horrific acts. In his important book Ordinary Men, Christopher Browning maintains that when deeply embedded negative racial stereotypes are joined with brutalization, which is intrinsic in armed men being sent to kill each other on a grand scale—the fragile cloak of war conventions and battle codes detonate more cruelly and frequently on all sides.7

Browning, in the footsteps of John Dower, distinguishes between two types of atrocities.8

The first type is “battlefield madness.”

Many of the most infamous war atrocities—Oradour* and Malmedy, the unruly behavior of the Japanese in Manila, the slaughter of prisoners and dismembering of their bodies committed by the Americans on many Pacific islands, and the Mai Lai massacre—all involved a kind of battlefield madness. Sometimes soldiers who were inured to violence, whose senses were numb to everything connected to taking a human life, embittered by the wounded in battle among their forces, and frustrated by the enemy’s destructive and seeming inhuman determination, would erupt in violence. At other times, they were determined to take revenge at the first opportunity. Despite the fact that such atrocities were allowed or forgiven or too often encouraged by the silence (sometimes even overtly) of those in the chain of command, they do not represent the government’s official policy. In spite of the propaganda-dripping hate of every state and nationality and the rhetoric of annihilation of many leaders and commanders, atrocities such as these still constitute a breach of discipline in the chain of command. They were not in line with “standard operating procedures.”

The second type is the war atrocity in “standard operating procedures” involving horrific acts that lack the immediacy of battlefield madness and that express the government’s official policy. Dropping an incendiary bomb on German and Japanese cities, the murderous enslavement and exploitation of foreign workers in German camps and factories or along the Burma-Siam Railway, the retaliatory shooting of hundreds of citizens for each German soldier killed in the partisan attack in Yugoslavia, or somewhere else in Eastern Europe—were not spontaneous outbursts or the brutal revenge of men who had undergone a process of brutalization, but a systematic government policy.9 In my opinion, these two types of atrocity, which appear in the cruel context of war, are not included in the category of genocide. During these wars, like so many others, acts of slaughter, mass murder, and sometimes even ethnic cleansing have taken place, which are elements of genocide but are not an act of genocide, according to my interpretation.

I seek to focus on acts of genocide and to clarify several points about genocide in their war context. I also seek to discuss this in light of the increasing claims that what happened to Israeli Arabs in 1948 was, as it were, genocide. The argument has been made by some Arabs in Israel and in Arab nations, and it has begun to be heard in academic circles, mainly in Europe, as we shall see. In my estimation, unfortunately this claim will only grow because of the ongoing conflict which reached a dramatic turn in 1948 (and 1967) and is still bleeding.

It is important to remember that in contrast to the certain moral and judicial ambivalence existing in the international community and in international jurisprudence regarding wars, the attitude toward genocide, at least in its theoretical context, is clear and unequivocal. According to the United Nations Convention for the Suppression and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide in 1948, which we will discuss further, the preface to the charter and its first clause read: “Convention members agree that the annihilation of a people, whether during peace time or war time, is a crime by international law, and convention members take upon themselves to prevent it and punish it.” During the convention’s drafting discussions toward accepting the UN convention, the violent deeds in Israel-Palestine in 1948 were recurrently mentioned as an example of severe crimes. Only Nazi deeds were mentioned more frequently. During the drafting discussions for the UN convention, the acts in Israel-Palestine were mentioned five times; loathsome acts and murder between India and Pakistan—four times; the Japanese occupation of Chinese territories—three times; and the Spanish Civil War and the Franco regime—once. The general reference to genocide under colonial regimes was mentioned once; crimes committed in the gulag were mentioned once indirectly.

The Arab nations, mainly Egypt and Syria, were active on the subject of Eretz Yisrael in those months. The war in the Middle East preoccupied the Security Council, and out of twenty-eight decisions by the Security Council in 1948, nineteen dealt with Eretz Yisrael.

The Arab states, beyond the immediate interest of public opinion, sought to show that the Jewish population in Eretz Yisrael was an instigator, or could instigate genocide, its most outstanding example being the recent destruction of European Jewry. The Arabs’ intention was to divert international public opinion from support for the Jewish state and to attempt to depict the Jews as agitators; their objective was to divert the image of the Jew from that of a typical victim.10

The background to the UN convention was the Nazi crimes in World War II, and foremost was the annihilation of the Jews. The convention, which began the process of adoption in 1946 and whose draft was amended a number of times, was discussed and unanimously approved on December 9, 1948, by the UN General Assembly meeting in Paris.

It is worth considering the optimistic international atmosphere—real or imagined (the early years of the Cold War)—at the time of the convention’s approval. On December 10, 1948, the day after the Convention for the Suppression and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide had been approved, the United Nations General Assembly approved the declaration known as the Declaration of Human Rights. The profound influence of the results of World War II and the Holocaust were also felt here. At the same time, it should be remembered, war was raging in Eretz Yisrael.

These two United Nations’ decisions also expressed the hope of the world’s nations that deeds such as these would not recur, as well as the need to ensure the peace, freedom and rights of the individual—in addition, of course, to his right to life—as well as the obligation to take action internationally to achieve these goals.

The significance of the convention is that genocide is not a nation’s internal matter, but rather an international matter. Nevertheless, it did not say that genocide is an international crime (as was determined, for example, regarding crimes of piracy), but only “a crime according to international law”—a less unequivocal and obligatory formulation.

The fact that the Convention for the Suppression and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide is the product of an international political forum with its power struggles and various interest groups, sometimes in opposition to each other, has influenced its decisions and operations and has created and continues to create a lack of clarity regarding definitions and their implementation. The UN definition has sometimes given rise to controversy, and there were those who questioned its meaning, effectiveness and intellectual, scientific and practical value. There were those who maintained that it has only symbolic and declarative value, that it has perhaps only moral significance but lacks practical or judicial significance, and there were those who maintained that over the years its political and historical powerlessness has been proven. And most important of all: the United Nations has not managed to prevent the occurrence of genocide, even after the convention’s approval, and only rarely has it managed to bring the murderers to justice.

Controversy exists regarding the use of the term genocide for deeds that took place in the twentieth century and also regarding events which have taken place before our eyes in the last decade of the twentieth century. In the former Yugoslavia, were there “only” genocide acts or genocide? In Rwanda, due to American opposition, the Security Council abstained from calling the acts genocide while they were occurring, only agreeing to do so after the genocide had ended and nearly a million human beings had been killed.11 Did genocide take place in Darfur?12

The term “genocide” is compounded from two words: genos in Greek, meaning race, nation, tribe; cide = caeds in Latin for slaughter, murder. The Jewish-Polish jurist Raphael Lemkin (1901–1959), whose entire family was killed in the Holocaust and who immigrated to the United States, coined this term during World War II. Lemkin is principally remembered as the “father” of the United Nations convention on genocide, although it should be noted that the version of the convention adopted by the UN was different from Lemkin’s draft.13

According to Clause 2 in the 1948 United Nations convention, “The meaning of genocide is one of the crimes detailed above which is done with the intention to annihilate, completely or partially annihilate a national, ethnic, racial or religious group, with respect to being such a group.”

The definition of genocide in the convention aroused questions and reservations. Among them were the exclusion of political groups in the definition (they were included in Lemkin’s draft), the meaning of the word “intention” in the second clause, and the meaning of the words “completely or partially annihilate,” etc.

Due to the lack of clarity in a number of the convention’s clauses and the difficulty to implement, over the years various scholars have suggested alternate and typological definitions which have aroused sometimes sharp controversy. This matter, which does not always provide unequivocal answers, will not be discussed within the framework of this book.14

Nonetheless, due to theoretical and practical reasons, the attempt to define genocide is always complicated, frustrating, and even difficult to implement for punishment (e.g., when does slaughter “end” and genocide “begin”?). In the course of time, chances are that the matter of definition will never be completely solved.

It should be noted that despite the 1948 UN convention’s weaknesses in definition and despite alternate definitions raised over the years, the International Criminal Court also adopted the definition of genocide from the 1948 UN convention. This court was established in July 2002 as an outcome of the Rome Statute of July 1998 where the Committee’s decision and charter was approved by more than sixty nations.

Those annihilated by genocide are not parts of the warring armies and also not “innocent citizens” (“non-combatants”) who are killed by accident during war operations. The act of genocide is directed against individuals, human beings, not due to their being individuals, but due to their being part of a group that the instigator seeks “to completely or partially annihilate.” In an act of genocide, the one who determines what constitutes the group designated for annihilation and who defines it is the perpetrator of the genocide. The crime of genocide is the most severe crime in international law, more severe than “crimes against humanity” and “war crimes.” It should be noted that in 1950, during the same year it also enacted the Knesset Law regarding the Suppression and Punishment of Crimes of Genocide, the Israeli Knesset legislated the “Nazi and Nazi Collaborators Punishment Law 5710—1950.” This also contains crimes against the Jewish people, formulated according to the clauses appearing in the genocide convention, but referring to the Jewish people: “One of the acts detailed above done with the intention to annihilate the Jewish people completely or partially.”

It is important to emphasize that acts of genocide, including these and the many others committed during wartime, are not part of the war. The perpetrator seeks to annihilate the victim because he belongs to the group of victims, because, according to his definition, he is Jewish, Roman, Armenian, etc.

As stated, genocide is not part of an act of war, but a great part of the acts of genocide—at least according to the UN’s definition that does not include political groups—took place during wartime. In all these instances, to varying degrees, the war is perceived as a “good time” to murder, and afterward to deny or at least to try to deny the act of annihilation.

War is also a “good time” to murder because it constitutes a state of emergency. When the nation is in danger, whether real or imagined, people are often enlisted and even sometimes killed, national patriotism is strengthened, and there is also the “fog of battle.” The state of war allows for the strengthening and the raising of walls between “them” and “us.” It is easier in a state of war to contain a “universe of obligation” to “us,” to remove “the other” from it, and to relate to them as the enemy. Toward the enemy, real or imagined, processes of dehumanization are instigated, nurturing negative racial stereotypes, shaping a world of images of the enemy as an animal, sometimes the most despicable and repulsive. This stereotyping, some of which begins years before the actual annihilation, eases the process of removing the victim from the “universe of obligation,” and consequently, of annihilating him.

The question is raised more and more in the debate regarding Israel’s conduct in the Palestinian issue: how would we define Israel’s acts in the present and in the past? The debate about the present does not interest us here. The debate, which has intensified in recent years, about what happened in 1948 has many points of view, contrary and even polar. These controversies in recent years have penetrated into the Israeli and international academia.

TYPES OF WAR CRIMES

Below we will briefly introduce the concepts, and toward the conclusion of the book we will examine whether what happened in 1948 in Eretz Yisrael fits these concepts: massacre, ethnic cleansing, war crimes, crimes against humanity, genocide.

Massacres: Intentional killing of people due to their affiliation with a certain group. Usually, a massacre is “targeted.” For example, residents of one village will be attacked, whereas members of another village with the same characteristics will not be attacked.

Genocidal massacres: Acts of mass killing can possess the nature of genocide even if they are not termed “genocide” by the narrow meaning of the UN’s definition. One example sometimes given for acts such as these is the massacres which took place in Algeria in the early 1990s.

Mass murder: Murder, with no distinction, of a large group of people by the government. It is clear that in their significance, the terms “genocide” and “politicide” overlap, but it is also possible to include instances of murder of civilians, such as the retaliation by the Germans for partisan operations in Yugoslavia in World War II, the bombing of Hiroshima, and the destruction of Nanking by the Japanese.

Ethnic cleansing: The forcible, systematic, and intentional removal of a specific ethnic group from a specific territory. The group removed from the territory is considered unwanted and even harmful to the ruling group in that territory. There are those who suggest using the term “population cleansing,” which includes not only ethnic groups but also groups defined by religion, race, status, and political or sexual tendencies. Although the term “ethnic cleansing” has only recently been coined, it can be said that acts which fit this definition have been executed since antiquity. The most prominent modern example is the ethnic cleansing in Bosnia-Herzegovina, which took place from 1992 through 1995. The Bosnian Serbs used violent and nonviolent means to forcibly remove the Bosnian Muslims from Serbian territory. Since the concept took root, ethnic cleansing has sometimes been carried out by forced expulsion and transfer, and occasionally is accompanied by atrocities, massacre, and even mass murder. “Ethnic cleansing” is defined by international law as a crime against humanity.

Although ethnic cleansing is principally executed by means of expulsion and transfer, in many cases it spills over into massacre. The difference between ethnic cleansing and genocide is in the intention behind the deeds of slaughter: whereas in genocide, massacre is planned and constitutes a part of the comprehensive plan, in ethnic cleansing the deeds are localized and usually stem from hatred and vengeance. Additionally and importantly: the objective of genocide is the killing of populations, whereas the objective of ethnic cleansing is to expel populations.

The origin of “ethnic cleansing” is from a Serbo-Croatian concept by that name. As has been stated, this term appeared in wide use for the first time in the media in the early 1990s, when the Bosnian and Croatian Wars erupted following the breakup of Yugoslavia.

Ethnic cleansing is considered a crime against humanity, and was defined as such by the International Criminal Court. There are those who abstain from using the term “ethnic cleansing” because they view it as an attempt to provide a positive connotation (the word “cleansing”) for terrible deeds.

The concept ethnic cleansing has not been judicially defined. It can refer to situations that include acts which constitute genocide—crimes against humanity and war crimes, and also as a moderate violation of human rights.15

Alon Confino suggests a new definition to the events of 1948, “forced migration.” The intention of genocide, in his opinion, is the killing of a group, whereas the intention of forced migration is moving a group from one territory to another. The definition “forced migration” applied to a number of cases in modern times: the Great Eastern Crisis of 1875–1878 when the Ottoman Empire lost its European territories; the decade surrounding World War I (the Balkan Wars 1912–1913, The Greco-Turkish War 1921–1922); the period before, during, and after World War II, 1936–1949. In his opinion, the case of Palestine fits the general, key characteristics of the concept “forced migration.”16

The Palestinians, both in and outside Israel, have referred to their tragedy using harsh terms. Generally they use the term “Nakba,” which means “catastrophe,” to denote what happened to them in 1948. (The Jewish Holocaust is termed by them “Alkrisa”). Many Palestinians protest that the subject of the Nakba is barely studied in Israeli schools, including very little in Arab schools in Israel. Together with the emphasis on the difference between the Holocaust and the Nakba, it is important to remember that in Arab-Israeli society, as in Jewish-Israeli society, the feeling of victimhood is an important element in self-identity.

A war crime is a severe violation of international jurisprudence rules of combat by an individual or a group, military or civilian. Because of the severity of the violation, criminal responsibility is imposed upon the perpetrators of the crimes and they can be placed on trial.

In the category of war crimes, the following types of acts are included (on condition that they constitute a violation of the rules of combat and inflict serious injury upon people):

•Improper treatment of prisoners of war: ex-judiciary execution, prevention of treatment of wounds, use of torture, etc.

•Improper treatment of civilian population: murder, rape, exile, enslavement, torture, random destruction of civilian infrastructure (with no military justification), etc.

•Use of unconventional weapons

•Use of child combatants

War crimes can be included in the definition of crimes against humanity, if it is proven that they were committed on a grand scale (“a grand scale” is a very vague definition) in a systematic manner, and as part of the prevailing policy (overt or covert) of the governing authority.

CRIMES AGAINST HUMANITY

“Crimes against humanity” is a term in public international law that describes widespread or systematic aggression of a civilian population, usually mass murder or enslavement. A crime against humanity is considered a severe criminal offense. The term first appears in the 1907 Hague Convention and is included in the accusations in the 1945 Nuremberg Trials in which Nazi criminals were tried for their part in the Holocaust and other crimes.

Prominent examples of crimes against humanity:

•The Armenian Genocide: From 1914 to 1918, the Turks expelled the Armenians to the desert and murdered them in a host of ways. The number of those killed has been estimated at one million. The Turks claim that the number is much smaller and maintain that this was not genocide.

•The Holocaust: From 1933 to 1945, the Nazis systematically killed six million Jews and nearly half a million gypsies, homosexuals, and political opponents.

•Euthanasia: From 1940 to 1945, the Nazis killed approximately 80,000 German citizens who were handicapped or chronically ill, many of whom were children.

•Stalin’s purges—Joseph Stalin, the leader of the Soviet Union from 1922 to 1953, was responsible for the deaths of millions of citizens, mainly Russians. The number of estimated victims ranges between several million to twenty million.

•The Cultural Revolution in China—During 1966–1976, Chinese leader Mao Zedong was responsible for the deaths of tens of millions of Chinese citizens.

•Khmer Rouge—During 1975–1979, the army of Cambodian ruler Pol Pot murdered approximately two million Cambodian citizens.

•Rwanda Genocide—During the civil war between the two ethnic groups in 1994, nearly 800,000 citizens were killed.

•Darfur, Sudan Genocide—A systematic massacre carried out since 2003 by militias supported by the government.

The incidents mentioned above are also considered genocide or democide.

The United Nations Convention for the Suppression and Punishment of Crimes of Genoide

On December 9, 1948, the United Nations General Assembly approved a Convention for the Prevention of Genocide and the Punishment of its Perpetrators, against the backdrop of the Nazi crimes, first and foremost the annihilation of the Jews. In the Convention, “genocide” is defined as:

•Killing humans who are among the group’s members

•Causing severe damage to body or person of people included in the group

•Intentionally placing the group initially in living conditions which potentially lead to physical annihilation of the entire group or part of it

•Establishing measures which intend to prevent births in the group

•Forcibly transferring the group’s children to other groups

NAKBA, NOT GENOCIDE

At this point, without entering into a detailed discussion about the definition in its application to the occurrences in Eretz Yisrael in 1948, there is no doubt that in recent years there has been a growing use of the term “ethnic cleansing.” This can be seen in the title of Ilan Pappés book, The Ethnic Cleansing of Palestine (2006). Also, the concept “genocide” has been used regarding what took place in Eretz Yisrael in 1948. In my estimation, as has been stated, the use of these concepts will increase even more, both within and outside academia, also because the question of Eretz Yisrael and the refugees has remained unsolved for sixty-nine years. There are those, too, who see the acts of the settlements in the territories as genocidal acts or acts with genocidal characteristics. Moreover, there has been an increase in the academic preoccupation with European colonialism as an instigator of genocide, and in this context there are those who also raise the events in nineteenth- and twentieth-century Eretz Yisrael, which climaxed in 1948. One example is the article of Martin Shaw, a professor of political science at Sussex University, England: “Palestine in an International Historical Perspective on Genocide.”17

In the aftermath of the article and other events related to the debate about 1948 Eretz Yisrael, a discussion on the subject appeared between Martin Shaw and Omer Bartov in the publication Journal of Genocide Research.18

By analyzing the various elements, the article examines the possibility to generalize the destruction of the major part of Palestinian Arab society (in Eretz Yisrael) as a phenomenon of genocide. Shaw maintains that the concept genocide is a general sociological concept which can be implemented in many historical instances, each varying in scope and scale (murderousness), in ideological motives, etc. Accordingly, implementation and analysis of the phenomenon of genocide do not necessitate comparison to any other unique instance.

The article analyzes the Palestinian case from an international perspective and context of the historical development of the concept of genocide, and discusses the significance of differentiating historical perceptions in relation to the events of 1948 from the perspective of genocide. For more than sixty years, researchers have not related to the Israeli-Palestinian issue from the perspective of genocide. The question arises, therefore, why at this point in time, the end of the first decade in the third millennium, the need has emerged to add such a sensitive and controversial concept as genocide to the already-crowded arena of debate in relation to Israel and the Palestinians.

If the Nakba were to be defined as genocide, those who side with the Palestinian claim could place the Palestinian genocide in contrast to the deep Israeli myth (Shaw claims that he uses the concept “myth” in this context not in order to argue that the facts aren’t true, but because they also serve an important political and cultural role, even with the importance of all the true elements in the myth). The implications may lead to an intensification of the political component, without necessarily shedding new light on the situation.

In Shaw’s opinion,19 the ideology of transfer is expressed when discussing genocide, even if on its own it is not a sufficient condition for implementing the concept of genocide. Benny Morris maintains that transfer is an understood element within Zionism because Zionism sought to turn “Arab” land into the “Jewish” state and because a Jewish state could have been established without a significant transfer of the Palestinian population. This argument cannot be denied, yet Morris maintains that the Zionist consensus before the war in 1948 regarding transfer wasn’t subordinate to the initial planning or to the organized plan for expulsion.20 According to Shaw, we can therefore assume that prior to the 1948 War, Zionism contained and developed a genocidal mentality toward Arab society. This attitude was similar to the attitude customary among Europeans at that period toward “other/foreign” populations living in territory the Europeans perceived as “their” national state.

Pappé does not mention the term “genocide.” He chooses to use the concept “ethnic cleansing” to describe Israeli policy in 1948. Mark Levene, another researcher who has dealt with these areas, has absolutely adopted Pappé’s concept of “ethnic cleansing.”21 However, Shaw argues, Pappé’s approach22 can be called “naïve.” He relies upon the definitions of ethnic cleansing taken from dictionaries and elsewhere, and completely ignores the references of other scholars to the concept. He also ignores those who have criticized his use of the concept.

Pappé refers to the concept ethnic cleansing as to a solidly defined paradigm, when this is not the case. While Pappé and Levene compare the ethnic cleansing executed in Palestine in 1948 to the cleansing executed by the Serbians in Bosnia-Herzegovina in the 1990s, they ignore the fact that scholars usually refer to the Serbian case as an incident with genocidal elements.

Shaw maintains23 that when we approach the Nakba as an episode of genocide, there is no need to prove an initial, consistent, and full intention on the part of the Zionist leadership. The opposite is true. It would be surprising to discover that within the historical context of that time with its rapid political changes, such a policy didn’t develop, despite possibilities having been created for it. In Shaw’s opinion, there is also no need to prove that decisions connected to the destruction of Arab society were approved only at the highest levels of the Zionist leadership. They were approved at lower levels of army commanders and junior political leadership. The issue of the affinity of the unofficial policy and its implementation, similar to the issue of the relationship between the central leadership and those in other positions, is empirical and does not fit the criteria for the definition of genocide.

Another significant and relevant point to our matter: Levene and Shaw argue that it is not surprising, in light of what had happened to European Jewry, that many have found the Palestinian history of loss and violence particularly upsetting. The fact that these deeds took place two to three years after the Holocaust’s end, the ease with which they took place in the sense of standard operating procedures is little short of sickening. The mention of the contiguity of the Holocaust and the Nakba is significant and it may indeed be because it is upsetting.

Shaw’s conclusion is essentially different: a society based on an act of genocide is in a state of constant war. As long as Israel doesn’t recognize the genocide of 1948 and the ongoing injustice resulting from it, its leaders will continue to act with force and brutality vis-à-vis the Palestinians. Such a society cannot expect security and existence as a just society, in his opinion.

The tendency to examine the Nakba from the perspective of genocide in the public and academic realms will grow and gain strength, in my opinion, in the coming years. On the one hand is the ongoing Israeli-Palestinian conflict whose solution is not on the horizon, and the continued suffering of the Palestinians. And on the other hand, there is the distance of time from the Holocaust and its related suffering. These may strengthen trends placing the blame on Israel for having committed genocide, and there will even be those, among them Jewish-Israelis, who will go further and say “a Palestinian Holocaust” took place, as it were, during the events of 1948.

The Holocaust was certainly the greatest harm perpetrated to human life and human rights. The indifference to the suffering of others endangers the very essence of human existence. It appears that the Holocaust was the greatest moral failure in human history. Before and after the Holocaust, severe instances of genocide have occurred. The relationship between the Holocaust and genocide is not within the realm of this book (although I have dealt with this issue in previous books). There are differences of opinion among scholars and politicians who argue whether the relationship between the Holocaust and genocide is hierarchical or horizontal. From my perspective, I don’t believe that hierarchies of victims’ suffering should be created.

I seek to reject, despite the harsh criticism raised in the book on the Israeli side, the claim that in 1948, Israel committed genocide. It is important for me to state this loudly and clearly: Israel sought to expel Palestinians (a large number of them), but Israel did not kill them. It is not my intention to enter a detailed discussion about genocide’s definitions, characteristics, and motives. Various scholars have various definitions of the phenomenon, and there is also the aforementioned UN Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide. There are those who maintain that instances of genocide have taken place in history under three conditions:

•During wartime or after defeat in war

•During colonization, either internal or external imperialism.

•As a result of deeply rooted conflicts between local populations

In my opinion, not all three conditions exist in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, which as I have said, is not genocide.
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