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The cleansing of the Golan Heights
The popular propaganda film ‘Six Days’ glorified Israel’s achievements in the 1967 war – but an intolerable price was exacted during its shooting
Adam Raz

and many of its windows were shattered. The purpose: a film.”
The results were shocking: Those
who had remained in the Golan fled
in a panic.
“Why did the Israelis not inform the
inhabitants that this was only a reenactment in order to shoot a film?” the
mukhtar of Quneitra was quoted as asking the ICRC personnel. From the village of Mansura alone, on the outskirts
of Quneitra, some 300 people fled.
On July 17, the delegation reported,
“These residents fled in the wake of
a reenactment, very realistic, three
days earlier, which we also saw with
our own eyes, of the Israeli takeover
of Quneitra. The battle noises frightened them so badly that they preferred
to sneak away. The next day, when we
left, we verified the flight: Six people
remained.”
A census of the Golan Heights conducted by the Israeli military government on August 10 confirmed the Red
Cross’ meager tally for Mansura of six.

N

early 130,000 Syrians lived
on the Golan Heights at the
beginning of June 1967.
Two months later, their
number had dwindled to
6,396, nearly all of them Druze. In the
aftermath of the Six-Day War, the fate
of these Syrians was of little concern
to the Israeli public, and the rapid
conquest of the land and subsequent
Jewish settlement there helped erase
their memories of them. Indeed, local
history books rarely talk about what
befell the native residents of the Golan
Heights.
Historian Yigal Kipnis’ informative
book “The Golan Heights: Political History, Settlement and Geography since
1949” (Routledge, 2013), relates that
“the number of Golan civilian inhabitants who left the area with the [advent
of the] Israeli occupation was between
115,000 and 120,000.” The numbers are
correct, but what does “left” mean?
For various reasons, scholars have not
addressed the fate of the tens of thousands of Arab residents of the Heights,
whose ruined villages still mar the area’s landscape. The available archival
documentation is also very meager,
and as with other politically sensitive
subjects, accessible documents have
been partially redacted.
The Israel Defense Forces captured
the Golan Heights on June 9 and 10,
after three days of heavy shelling that
sparked a flight to the north by those
who were living there. The flood of
civilians was joined by Syrian troops
who were scattered in various command posts. Their senior officer corps,
headquartered in the city of Quneitra,
also abandoned the area.
Today, there are a variety of estimates, none of them entirely reliable,
concerning the number of locals who
remained with the end of the fighting,
on June 10; they range from a few thousand to tens of thousands. In any event,
no proper record of those who stayed
put after the war was drawn up until
August 10.
Following Israel’s conquest of the
Heights, the villagers who remained
were placed under a nighttime curfew. Residents who had fled to nearby
fields and hills while the fighting raged
were, if they were caught, not allowed
to return home. In short order those
Sunni Muslims who did remain were
removed from their towns, taken to Quneitra and sent across the border. At
the same time, no entry was permitted to the more than 100 villages that
had been abandoned (or whose people
had been forcibly expelled by Israeli
troops).
Documents stored in the archive of
the Yitzhak Rabin Center, and whose

‘Deathly silence’

A scene from the film “Six Days.” It turned out that very few of the battles had been documented on film by official bodies, so
they were reenacted.
Alfred Steinhardt/Israel Information Center’s Film Service
texts have been redacted by the
Malmab, the Defense Ministry’s security department, shed light on the
subsequent annihilation of these villages. Thus, Elad Peled, commander
of the IDF’S Ga’ash Formation, which
conquered the southern Golan Heights,
relates how the decision was made “to
eliminate the villages with bulldozers,
so there would be nowhere to return
to.” Additional evidence is provided by
Itzhaki Gal, who conducted an archaeological survey in the region between
1968 and 1971. “What the war did not
consume, the bulldozers destroyed,” he
wrote in his diary. “Well done, IDF!” he
added sarcastically about the demolition of an ancient structure in one of
the villages.

Shocking results
Zeev Rav Nof, the film critic of the
newspaper Davar, noted in 1968 that
“when the war ended it was clear that
anyone who had a bit of filmed celluloid
from it was in possession of first-class
merchandise. The market was thirsty
for a movie about the Six-Day War.”
It turned out that very few of the
battles had been documented on film

by official bodies. The Film Service of
the Israel Information Center came up
with a solution: They would reenact the
war. Thus it was that, within weeks of
the end of the fighting, a propaganda
film entitled “Sheshet Hayamim” (“Six
Days”) was made, directed by Alfred
Steinhardt, who is credited in it as an
adviser.
In 2007, Steinhardt (1923-2012), in an
interview with the Israeli Cinema Testimonial Database, recalled the considerable assistance the IDF had provided
during the shooting of the film.
“We started to do reenactments,”
he said. “The whole army was mobilized… In each place, the commanding officer came and explained to me
what had happened and how things had
gone. We would signal to the commanders, so that the soldiers wouldn’t step
(by accident) on the pyrotechnics and
the explosives… It cost a great deal of
money. It is a total reenactment of the
whole war.”
Released in March 1968, the 90-minute movie was viewed by nearly 750,000
people within three months, according
to newspaper reports at the time. Zeev
Rav Nof wrote, “The impression is that
you are viewing a first-rate historical

document, and there’s nothing to be
ashamed of in terms of its cinematic
form, either.”
Information about the behind-thescenes events of the production can be
gleaned from foreign sources. Whereas
Israeli archives provide sparse documentation of the subject, the archive of
the International Committee of the Red
Cross in Geneva offers a broad picture.
The ICRC had opened a small office in
Quneitra after the war, and its staff reported to Geneva about developments
on the Golan Heights. Their accounts
reflect the dire situation of the Syrian
inhabitants who were now under Israeli
occupation, the widespread looting of
the abandoned villages, and also the ruinous consequences of the filmmakers’
reenactment of the battles: The cameras began rolling about a month after
the end of the war, but, at least in the
Golan, Israel failed to inform residents
that the shelling wasn’t real.
“We took part – whether we liked it
or not – in an impressive and extremely
reliable reenactment of the takeover
of Quneitra by the Israeli forces,” Red
Cross representatives reported on
July 13. “The reenactment took place
directly opposite the house we lived in,

The ICRC representatives were
critical of the “staged shelling” that
had prompted the residents to flee,
describing it as an insufferable act.
A “deathly silence prevails in the village,” they wrote after visiting Mansura on July 18.
They added that an IDF representative, who accompanied the ICRC staff,
tried “to get us to believe that the people left in order to look for their relatives in Syria and to bring them back.”
But no one believed that explanation:
It was a “myth,” the Red Cross people
told their Israeli escort, according to a
report dated July 18. They noted that,
in response, “he smiled and expressed
his agreement.” The hundreds of people who fled in the wake of the filming
never returned to their homes.
During the initial months of the occupation, Israel strove to empty the
Golan Heights of its Arab population,
particularly the Sunni Muslims, who
made up 80 percent of the population.
The Israeli authorities decided to allow
the Druze to remain in their homes,
and they fared far better. Residents
of other villages were condemned to
expulsion.
An ICRC report following a visit to
the village of Faraj on July 19 stated
that it was completely abandoned,
with not a trace of its 60 inhabitants.
Moreover, the IDF tried to hamper the
Red Cross team from visiting there.
When one of the representatives finally made it to the village, he described
it as having been hastily abandoned,
adding that some of the houses had
been looted and ransacked. Other
homes had been torched, with all their
contents inside.

The delegation concluded that the
IDF had systematically expelled the
denizens and that most of those who
had remained after the war had in
the meantime been moved elsewhere.
A document, documented August 27,
1967, summarizing the international
organization’s position concerning
the post-war expulsions states that on
June 11, 1967, Israel reported the presence of 1,000 non-Druze on the Golan
Heights; a month later Israel reported
600 inhabitants, and a month after that,
only 300 non-Druze.
A thorough examination conducted
that same summer by the ICRC in Israel and in Syria found that “the majority of the refugees were expelled
– whether violently, upon the arrival
of the armed forces, or by means of
bringing pressure to bear [on them] at
a later stage.”

On July 17, the Red Cross
delegation reported: ‘These
residents fled in the wake
of a reenactment of the
Israeli takeover of Quneitra.
The next day, when we
left, we verified the flight:
Six people remained.’
Col. Shlomo Gazit, chairman of the
political-security coordinating committee in the territories (and later the
director of Military Intelligence), had
an explanation for the phenomenon:
The fact that Syrian residents returned
to Syria should not be considered expulsion. That was also Israel’s response
to the complaints about the expulsion
of Palestinians from the West Bank to
Jordan in the early 1970s.
The Red Cross continued to call for
a halt to Israel’s ongoing expulsions.
In July 1968, Michael Comay, who was
Israel’s ambassador to the United Nations from 1960 until 1967, wrote, “The
fact remains that the expulsion of the
Arabs from Quneitra, which has been
continuing for several months, leaves
us repeatedly having to address allegations and clarifications of the Red
Cross.”
Comay’s suggestion? “It seems to us
that if there is no other choice, it is best
to remove the problem instantaneously
in the most humane way.”
And thus the Golan Heights was
cleansed.
Adam Raz, a historian, is a researcher for
the Akevot Institute for Israeli-Palestinian
Conflict Research.

A small ray of darkness
World sensitivity to racism and oppression is surging, but historical injustice
in Israel is hardly drawing to an end. In fact, it’s only getting worse
Ofri Ilany

F

or a few weeks, a furious
debate has been raging in
the German media, centering around the Cameroonian
philosopher Achille Mbembe.
In the eyes of many, Mbembe, who has
taught at Yale and Berkeley, is the most
influential African intellectual of our
time. He is one of the most prominent
and most incisive thinkers about postcolonialism in the present period. He
coined the term “necropolitics,” referring to the use of political power to determine who will live and who will die.
Mbembe is well known among the
educated public in Germany; some of
his books have been published there,
and he has been the recipient of prestigious awards. He is also an active
participant in the debate over the rise
of authoritarian regimes worldwide.
But the attitude toward him underwent
a sea-change lately, when he was accused of being anti-Israel and of “relativizing the Holocaust.”
Felix Klein, Germany’s federal
commissioner for the fight against antisemitism, demanded the revocation
of Mbembe’s invitation to participate
in a culture festival, on the grounds
that the philosopher had denied the
distinctive status of the Holocaust and
had supported BDS. Indeed, Mbembe
has frequently likened the colonial occupation of Palestine to the apartheid
regime in South Africa.
In previous cases, anyone accused
of denying Israel’s right to exist would
immediately find him- or herself persona non grata in Germany. But in this
case, the dilemma was especially difficult. Mbembe is a popular interview-

ee in the culture and thought columns
of the German press; when the opinion
of an African intellectual is wanted,
he is sought out.
Furthermore, postcolonial theory is
a popular field in academic and literary realms in Germany, and the delegitimation of Mbembe spells the complete rejection of that line of thought.
What’s the solution? To pontificate
about postcolonialism and resistance

What’s odd is that the
Palestinians don’t especially
interest even President
Trump’s avowed opponents
– all those young, sensitive
people who are waking
up and venting their
wrath on the streets and
in the social media.
to racism, but to mark out Israel as a
special case to which the rules of the
postcolonial debate do not apply.
The German case is exceptional,
because German politicians and media outlets are known for their shameless refusal to countenance any and all
criticism of Israel. But the Mbembe
affair marks a fundamental paradox
that characterizes current public
discourse in Europe and the United
States. Sensitivity toward racism and
white arrogance is on the rise in liberal circles. In the wake of the recent
protests in the United States, lively

discussions are being held on questions of diversity, appropriation and
recognition of colonial crimes. Yet simultaneously, the commitment to the
Palestinian cause and the struggle
against the occupation is on the wane.
In Britain, former Labor Party
leader Jeremy Corbyn mustered considerable support but was marked as a
dangerous fanatic mainly because of
his statements against Israel. Increasing numbers of platforms and media
outlets worldwide can be seen to shy
away from even using the word “occupation” – and this is at a time when Israel is declaring its intention to found
an almost overtly apartheid regime in
the Jordan Valley.
Different rules have always applied
to Israel, both from within and without.
Here, anti-African racism is more or
less official policy. When it comes to
asylum seekers in Israel, there isn’t
even an attempt to pretend that black
lives matter. The authorities work overtime to embitter the lives of refugees
from Africa, at times invoking openly
white-supremacist rhetoric. Palestinian resistance – even verbal – to the
violence of the army, the police and the
Shin Bet security service is also classified as “support for terrorism.”
Moreover, when soldiers kill a Palestinian child, the Israeli media tend to
worry principally about the PR damage the event might entail. The Israeli
government knows that there is hardly
any effective barrier today against
whatever policy it wants to implement
in the territories. At most, there will
be feeble remonstrations from Europe.
Precisely at a time of a worldwide
awakening of opposition to racism, Israel is considering a horrific scenario
that the left has been warning about

An anti-annexation demonstration in Tel Aviv, this week. Resistance is scattered and hesitant.
for 50 years: annexation of the territories. At the moment of truth, attempts
to prevent the move seem to be both
scattered and hesitant. Racism is infuriating, but the occupation is a yawn.
Different explanations exist for the
indifference to the Palestinians shown
by world public opinion. It’s related
to the political changes in the United
States and Europe, the disintegration
of Arab nationalism and also the weakness of the Palestinian national project.
But what’s odd is that the Palestinians
don’t especially interest even President
Trump’s avowed opponents – all those
young, sensitive people who are waking up and venting their wrath on the
streets and in the social media. Most
of them couldn’t give two hoots about
any annexation plan.

Poor visuals
The explanation for this paradox
may lie in the fact that the occupation
has yet to be transformed into a dilemma associated with the morality of
one’s lifestyle. The questions that currently engage the liberal classes touch
on the individual’s consumer choices.

Should one use cow’s milk or soy milk?
Is it right to watch reruns of the television series “Friends” even though
there are no blacks in it? And what do
we do with the books of J.K. Rowling,
who spoke out against trans people?
The occupation, in contrast, is an old,
musty political issue. It doesn’t have a
visual representation like blackface,
and to understand what it’s all about
you have to be acquainted with maps
and historical dates.
In Israel, too, there are many who
want to take part in the current discussion about the issues of racism and
cultural appropriation. If it plays well
in Hollywood and on HBO, naturally it
will sooner or later reach Israel’s hip
consumers of culture. As such, we can
imagine a group of with-it young folks
from the Har Adar settlement or from
Ariel University conducting a discussion about whether the safari ad campaign featuring model Rotem Sela, for
the clothing retailer Castro, is racist,
and whether it’s legitimate for a celebrity to have their photo taken for
Instagram next to Black Lives Matter
demonstrators. Enlightened Israelis
too want to engage in historical rec-
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ognition and reckoning, and to take a
knee on behalf of the oppressed.
The problem is that in Israel, historical injustice isn’t even approaching its
conclusion. In fact, it’s just getting
worse. One can’t deal with processing
the crimes of the past when the crimes
belong to the present and the future.
Admittedly, issues of the “new politics” – the politics of self, focusing on
the body and identity – have shunted
the Palestinian question to the margins
of consciousness, both in Israel and everywhere else. Even so, perhaps this
situation will ultimately give rise to
hope for the Palestinian people, which
is being crushed under the occupation.
Possibly all that’s needed is to adapt resistance to the occupation to the logic of
the contemporary political discourse.
To frame the anti-Palestinian racism
as a question of lifestyle and cultural
representation.
Some are already moving in this direction, with slogans like “Palestinian
Lives Matter,” but they are having little
success. Still, it might happen – if, say,
a young Palestinian-American woman
who’s queer and vegan is discovered as
the next hot thing on Netflix.

