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‘I saw every Arab as an enemy’
Testimonies reveal the ways military rule embittered the lives of Israeli Arabs for almost two decades – and how the state tried to hide it
Adam Raz

T

he origins of the brutality
documented in all its ugliness last week – an Israeli
soldier shooting an unarmed
Palestinian who was trying
to protect the electric generator he
needs to function, amid the abject poverty of the South Hebron Hills – date
back quite a few decades, to the period
of military rule in Israel proper. Testimony from recently declassified documents, together with historical records
in archives, shed light on the acute violence that prevailed in the “state within
a state” that Israel foisted upon extensive areas of the country where Arab
citizens lived, from 1948 until 1966.
For more than 18 years, about 85 percent of the country’s Palestinian citizens
were subject to an oppressive regime.
Among other strictures, any movement outside their own villages had to
be authorized, their communities were
under permanent curfew, they were
forbidden to relocate without formal approval, most political and civil organizing was prohibited, and entire regions
where they had lived before 1948 were
now closed to them. Although this part
of the past has largely been repressed
among most of Israel’s Jewish population, it constitutes an integral part of the
identity and collective memory of the
country’s Arab citizens. Those memories include, in addition to the regime of
authorizations, daily abuse and a web of
informants and collaborators.
In practice, for those subjected to the
military government, Israeli democracy
was substantively different than it was
for the Jews. Yehoshua Palmon, Prime
Minister David Ben-Gurion’s adviser on
Arab affairs, wrote to the headquarters
of the military government – in a letter from October 1950 culled from the
State Archives – that reports had been
received according to which military
government personnel in the Triangle
(a concentration of Arab communities
adjacent to the Green Line, in the center
of the country) were employing “illegal
pressure during interrogations of residents, such as using dogs [against them],
threats and the like.”
A year later, Baruch Yekutieli, Palmon’s deputy, explained to the cabinet secretary that the situation in the Arab areas sometimes required “a strong hand
on the part of the authorities.” Although
he did not go into detail about that policy,

Motti Gabay, 29; lives on
Long Island, arriving
from New York
Hi, where are you returning from?
I was on the New York-Canada border. I work for a company that deals with
at-risk youth and takes them out into
nature. The idea is to take them for two
weeks, without anything, and get them
to manage on their own. All the ego, attitude and criminality disappear when
you don’t know how to light a campfire.
What sort of things do you do with
them?
Nothing, they just survive. They hike,
climb mountains, all with counselors,
but the goal is therapeutic.
Does it change their behavior?
Totally, it has a big affect on them. A
lot of them fall in love with nature itself
and choose to remain or to become counselors in the same framework.
What kind of kids do you deal with?
A lot of African Americans from
tough urban neighborhoods, or whites
who grew up in trailer parks in the
middle of nowhere, whose parents
are hooked on meth and who have no
[social] framework. Jews I haven’t yet
seen there. The kids are very suspicious of everyone. They’re people
who grew up in all sorts of criminal
environments, so when someone new
comes along, especially if you are a
counselor, it takes them a little time
to get to know and respect you, and not
pummel you.
What was it like to encounter them?
I grew up in the Musrara neighborhood of Jerusalem, so I’m familiar
with lawbreakers; it’s not so different.
The style is different, but a kid in distress is a kid in distress. At the end of
the day, they’re really terrific. When
they drop the poses and their masks
and defenses fall away, there are great
guys there who afterward go on to the
army and university. There was even
one who went to Stanford, which is really cool. There was a Hispanic, Ricardo, whom I worked with for a month,
on two outings; we had a good connection. He came from a tough neighborhood in Harlem, and I was also living
in that part of New York at the time.
There was chemistry between us. Israelis and Latinos are somewhat alike
in their hot temperament.
How do they respond to the tattoos?
They’re totally into it, because they
also have tattoos. Though theirs are
different, more from gangs.
How did you end up in the United

testimonies that have been made public
describe its implementation – and all of
them reflect an experience of humiliation and subjugation.
Thus, it became known that representatives of the military government
threatened citizens so as to prevent
them from complaining about actions
taken against them; a military governor (there were three, for the Negev,
the Triangle and the north) demanded
that people frequenting a village café
show their respect by standing up when
he entered and threatened anyone who
disobeyed; soldiers amused themselves
when intimidating an Arab citizen by
leaning on him by placing a firearm
on his shoulder; and others prevented
Muslim citizens from praying. In other
cases, military government represen-

Were you ‘imbued with
the feeling that the Arabs
are the enemies of the
State of Israel?’ one officer
was asked – to which he
replied ‘Yes.’ The officer
was asked, ‘Would you kill
anyone? Even a woman, a
child?’ ‘Yes,’ he reiterated.
tatives harassed farmers and destroyed
their property; people were humiliated
regularly and addressed in coarse language; violence was perpetrated on children; and military government personnel made threats against Arab citizens
if they didn’t vote in elections for the
candidates favored by the authorities.
The military governor in the south,
Yehoshua Verbin, maintained in testimony he gave in early 1956 to a government committee – and recently made
public at the request of the Akevot Institute for Israeli-Palestinian Conflict Research – that “the military government
is too liberal and gentle. Let us not speak
of cruelty at all, because that is groundless, it is a calumny for which there is no
basis in any case.”
However, remarks by the governor of
the Triangle, Zalman Mart, in his 1957
testimony in a trial relating to the Kafr
Qasem massacre the previous year –

when Border Police shot and killed 49
Arab villagers who were unaware that
a curfew had been imposed – refute
Verbin’s assertions. According to Mart,
there was no obligation to kill a person
who violated a curfew, but there was a
sort of protocol for punishment: “You
can slap him, hit him with a rifle on the
leg, you can shout at him.”
A cluster of lengthy testimonies by
Border Police personnel, who acted as
the police force in the Arab villages, offers a picture of day-to-day life under
the shadow of the military government.
The officers’ unabashed candor in their
testimony in the Kafr Qasem trial is harrowing. Were you “imbued with the feeling that the Arabs are the enemies of the
State of Israel?” one officer was asked
– to which he replied, simply, “Yes.” The
police officer was asked, “Would you kill
anyone? Even a woman, a child?” “Yes,”
he reiterated. Another police officer
testified that had he been ordered to do
so, he would have opened fire at a bus
packed with Arab women. And another
explained, “I was always told that every
Arab was an enemy of the state and a
fifth column.”
The officers showed little sense of
pity when asked about shooting helpless
individuals, most of them affirming
that they would do so if required. One
of them noted that if he were to come
across an infant who had “violated” curfew – “It might sound cruel, but I would
shoot him. I would be obligated to do so.”
Some of the complaints made by
the subjects of the military government were submitted anonymously. A
report of the Jewish-Arab Association
for Peace, sent in 1958 to a ministerial
committee, opened by explaining the
reasons for the anonymous charges:
“In previous cases the military government apparatus employed threats
and pressure against people [meaning
Palestinian citizens of Israel] who gave
testimony against it.” The association
compiled a large number of accounts
and appended the complainant’s name to
each one, requesting that “the honorable
ministers ensure that there be no such
pressure and that people not be made to
suffer because of their testimony.”
Several testimonies from the village
of Jish (Gush Halav) dating from 1950,
stored in the Yad Yaari Archive, shed
light on what the military government
tried to conceal. A local resident, Nama
Antanas related how its personnel had
burst into his house in the middle of the
night and taken him for an interrogation.
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States?
I’ve been there for 10 years. I went in
the wake of someone and I stayed on: She
was a lone soldier from the United States
who’d come to Israel do army service.
So we went [back] there together. We’re
not together now, but we’re still good
friends. Since then I’ve lived in New
York, Montana, Texas, all over. Now I’m
with my girlfriend in Long Island.
What made you remain after you had
broken up?
The wide-open spaces. The option
to travel a lot, see landscapes and places you never thought you’d see in your
life. I was a climber for years, until
I got injured, but thanks to that I got
to see a lot of places. And with all my
love for Israel – and I love Israel – it’s
not the same thing.
Where do you like to travel there?
Montana is a place I really love.
I absolutely crisscrossed the state.
There are plenty of mountains, you
can see glaciers there, it’s true nature,
with bears and so on. I go on two-week
hunting trips there with friends; we
hunt deer. We track them in the wild,
hunt and eat them. It’s a huge animal
so there’s plenty of meat, and it can
last for a winter and a half. It has a
taste of nature; the meat is more muscular because the animal is constantly
moving. It’s not a cow that’s in a shed

all the time and has more fat.
Is hunting accepted there?
Very much. People who don’t know
better think it harms nature, but in
many places it helps nature, because
many of these animals over-breed.
Deer, for example, are as common
as mice there, and some states allow hunting all year round. I don’t
buy meat in the supermarket, I don’t
support the meat industry, because
it’s abuse. Sometimes I buy from the
Amish, who grow and kill animals
more humanely, as much as it’s possible to kill humanely. I will never become a vegan, but people who eat meat
should know where it comes from and
see how the animals die. People today
buy meat in quantities, and there’s
McDonald’s and disgusting things like
that, and no one knows where it comes
from. I prefer to see it – bottom line,
it’s fairest that way.
What brings you to Israel now?
I came to visit family. I haven’t been
back nearly two years, so I said we’d
come to visit a bit.
Do you see yourself continuing to live
in the United States?
For now, yes. I have a girlfriend there,
and naturally you make friends, establish yourself somewhere, and then it’s
not so simple to turn around again and
come back.

Military policemen inspect a suspicious sack of onions found in possession of Arab citizens, in 1952. 
Antanas was accused of buying a pair
of smuggled shoes. The interrogators
told him that if he wasn’t going to talk,
they would see to it that he did. According to his testimony, “Amid this, I was
ordered to take off my shoes and remove
my head covering. When I did so, I was
forced to sit on the floor and my legs
were lifted and placed on a chair. At that
moment, two soldiers approached me
and started to beat me on the soles of my
feet with a wooden stick made from the
rough branch of a date tree.” Afterward,
he was thrown out, unable to walk.
Another person, who was identified
as al-Tafi, also related that security forces had burst into his house and beat him
mercilessly. One military government
official explained that they were going
to execute him and ordered him into a
car, as his wife stood by, distraught.
After a short drive the car pulled over
to the side of the road and a pistol was
pressed against Al-Tafi’s head. After he
was pummeled again and thrown into
an animal pen, where, he said, he languished for two weeks.

Hana Yakub Jerassi was subjected
to similar treatment, after the military
governor told him he was “garbage.” He
was beaten on his hands until they bled.
“Afterward I was taken out and one of
my friends was brought in, and they did
the same to him as to me. Then a third
was brought in and they did the same.”
For many, that was the routine.
The diverse sets of testimony we have
uncovered compel us to doubt the words
of Mishael Shaham the commander of
the military government between 1955
and 1960. In 1956 he told a government
committee that was debating the future
of that body that it was “not serious,” and
that it even “constitutes an element for
education to good citizenship.”
What’s clear is that the state took steps
to conceal from the public information
about what went on within the realm of
the military government. In February
1951, then-Israel Defense Forces Chief
of Staff Yigael Yadin was furious at the
publication of a report about the expulsion of 13 Arab villagers from their
villages. According to Yadin, “Reports
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Muhammad Suliman,
40; lives in Bu’eine
Nujeidat (northern
Israel), flying to Dubai
Hi, where are you flying off to?
Dubai, like everyone. I’m a tour guide
and I take groups abroad. I was in Dubai
last week for seven days and I really enjoyed it, so I said, “Yallah, I’ll take the
family and go back again.” And that’s
exactly what I did.
What did you enjoy there?
We were treated well, you feel at
home. That really surprised me, you
can walk around freely there, even
with a kippa. As a guide who escorts
Jewish groups, even in Europe, I’d say
it’s better for Jews not to walk around
with a show of “here I am.” Instead of
a kippa it’s better to wear a hat there.
In Dubai it’s free, no one asks, everyone does what he wants. And there’s
everything there, whatever you need
you can find there.
Where do you work as a guide in
Israel?
I’m a northerner, and I love the Golan
Heights and Upper Galilee. I love Western Galilee with all my heart.
Did the connection with nature come

from the place where you grew up?
In the Arab community, you usually
die where you were born. I live in a village that is right next to Beit Netofa Valley. As a boy I always wanted to take a
backpack and some potatoes, to go with
kids out to the valley to do a barbecue
and all kinds of things. Then I grew up
and went to university to study Hebrew
literature and geography, and suddenly
I felt I was more attached to that [way
of life]. I also really like history. Once
I made myself a three-year plan: Every
month I would have to read 1,000 pages,
which is about four books, generally history books. That’s how I learned about
the world, and the more you read and
know, the more you feel that you know
less but enjoy it more.
And you connect your knowledge to
the outings?
That’s what sets me apart as a guide.
Let’s say we’re in a huge cathedral or
church in Europe – I can tell them, “Do
you see that painting? That [scene] took
place in the River Jordan.” Or, “That
place could be Qasr al Yahud [Jordan
River baptism site].” I let them feel the
things. They like that and also sense
that it’s close to them, it’s not from another world.
What stories go with trips to Dubai?
There aren’t a lot of stories yet, that’s
the problem in Dubai. You barely have
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of this sort are liable to be harmful to
the state’s security, so a way needs to be
found for the censorship to delay their
publication.” The poet Natan Alterman
knew what he was talking about when he
wrote “Whisper a Secret,” a poem that
criticized the tough censorship regime,
a year later.
The military government apparatus
was dismantled years ago, but its spirit
lives on in Israel and outside it – in the occupied territories. Back then this apparatus supervised and ruled the country’s
Palestinian citizens within the Green
Line, whereas now policing actions are
conducted by soldiers against a civilian
population across the Green Line. And
there is another similarity. Now, as then,
the majority of the Israeli public lives
with the wrongs being perpetrated and
is silent.
Adam Raz is a researcher at the Akevot
Institute for Israeli-Palestinian Conflict
Research. This article is based upon the book
“Military Rule, 1948-1966: A Collection of
Documents,” published this month by Akevot.

time to grab the microphone and explain.
Aren’t you afraid of the coronavirus.
I’m not afraid, because I have antibodies. I have had COVID-19, and so have my
friends. Only my wife hasn’t, but she’s
losing out. It was actually a light case. I
got through it really well, I gave myself
positive energy, I got up every day early,
I sat on the porch, I did all kinds of jobs
in the house and did errands.
Were there many sick people in your
village?
People are still sick, for a few weeks
Bueine was a “red” village. But now
many residents are getting vaccinated.
There are photos of everyone getting
vaccinated on Facebook, in Instagram,
and that’s good. Everyone is encouraging each other.
Did you always want to be a tour
guide?
No, I like being free, I did a lot of
things and had a lot of jobs. But because I have a small family and I am
economically established – my wife
also works, she’s an early-childhood
teacher – I allow myself to change all
the time. Once I was a teacher, I resigned; once I was an importer, I resigned; once I did electrical work on
trucks, I resigned. I’m enjoying my
work in the meantime, but I’m not tied
down, I’m not a tree. If I find something
else – Yallah, I like change.
How many children do you have?
Two girls, which is something special
in our society. Generally you are supposed to have a lot more children, and
there should be a son, not only daughters. But a new era is starting.
What does that mean from your point
of view?
Every time I visit my parents, my
mother asks, “What’s going on with
you? When are there going to be more
children?” She never says son or daughter, but “more.” And she starts to cry,
tears, so I don’t let her be alone for
long. In the village I’m known as “Abu
Jamal” [father of Jamal], which is my
dad’s name, but I don’t have a son. So
that also does something to her. But
from my point of view my daughters
are worth the whole world, it’s not that
I’m not pleased – I’m pleased no end.
Are you exceptional in that?
No, it’s an attitude that’s starting to
spread. We are a selfish generation, who
think only of ourselves. Why do my wife
and I not want more children? Because
we want to enjoy life, to travel, to work
and do our own things. We took a big step
– I grew up in a family with nine siblings.
And with us it’s a really sharp drop in the
number of children. I know it’s negative,
but I only think about myself.

