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Destruction and Appropriation of Palestinian History and
Cultural Property: The Responsibilities of Historians

Joel Beinin
January 15, 2015

Israel as a state and society is premised on the destruction of the

history and living society of the Palestinian Arab people and the
effacement of the multiple histories of the land between the Jordan River
and the Mediterranean Sea for most of the last 1,400 years -since the
Muslim conquest of the Byzantine province of Palcestina in 640. This is

not because all Zionist ideologues and politico-military leaders infended
to destroy Palestinian society. Many did not; only a small minority
understood that this would be the likely outcome of mass Jewish
settlement in Palestine.

Thoughtful historians may reasonably debate: who infended what,

how this process occurred, whether or not ethnic cleansing is the best
term to describe it, whether or not Zionist leaders had a preconceived
plan for expelling Palestinian Arabs during the 1948 war, how many were
directly expelled, how many fled out of fear, and similar questions.
Amateur historians like Joan Peters (From Time Immemorial), Alan
Dershowitz (The Case for Israel), and most recently, the deputy managing
editor of the Jerusalem Post, Caroline Glick (The Israeli Solution: A One-
State Plan) have worked overtime (sometimes using nearly the same
words) attempting to obfuscate the matter. But while their books have
received outsized attention in the U. S. mass media, their arguments
have been thoroughly refuted, often by Israeli scholars (for example,
Yehoshua Porath’s scathing critique of Peters in the New York Review of
Books, January 16, 1986). There is no legitimate debate about whether
or not some 700,000 indigenous inhabitants were expelled or fled from
the territories that became the State of Israel after the 1948 War and that
Palestinian Arab society was devastated in the process.

Important currents in Israeli politics and culture have never denied

this. An outstanding example is S. Yizhar, whose iconic novella, Khirbet Khizeh,
describes one of several expulsions he personally withessed

during the last phases of the 1948 war, when he was serving as the



education officer of a Palmach (elite forces) unit. These expulsions are
perhaps more egregious than others, because they occurred at a stage in
the fighting when Israel’s victory was certain. Although Yizhar is
indisputably the leading Hebrew novelist of the 1948 generation (perhaps
even of the second half of the 20th century), he was nearly unknown
among English speakers until a tiny Israeli press translated Khirbet

Khizeh in 2008. Farrar, Straus & Giroux republished it in December

2014.

In 1969 the much better known Moshe Dayan told students at the
Technion (Israel’s MIT):

Jewish villages were built in the place of Arab

villages. You do not even know the names of these Arab
villages, and | don’t blame you because these geography
books no longer exist. Not only do the books not exist,

the Arab villages are not there either. Nahlal arose in

the place of Mahlul; Kibbutz Gvat in the place of Jibta;
Kibbutz Sarid in the place of Huneifis; and Kfar

Yehoshu‘a in the place of Tal al-Shuman. There is not

one single place built in this country that did not have a
former Arab population.

Dayan's speech was reported in Israel’s most prestigious daily
Ha'aretz (April 4, 1969). The New York Times did not consider it news “fit
to print.”

Shira Robinson’s award-winning book, Citizen Strangers recounts

the fate of those Palestinian Arabs who remained on their lands and
became citizens of Israel. They were subjected to military rule until 1966
and although they received citizenship and the right to vote, they were
effectively excluded from the polity because nationality rather than
citizenship is the key category in Israeli public life. The popular Israeli
terms “Israeli Arabs,” and in official parlance often simply, “minorities,”
efface their national identity, which is rendered simply as “Arab” on their
national identity cards. Palestinian Arab citizens of Israel still suffer

from dozens of discriminatory laws and structural inequalities.

The destruction of Palestinian Arab society includes many

instances of destruction of cultural property and patrimony. Historians
have long been concerned about such matters, and properly so. For
example, AHA Perspectives published an important essay on the
destruction of Iraqi’s cultural heritage in the wake of the 2003 American
invasion (http://www.historians.org/publications-anddirectories/
perspectives-on-history/september-2003/irags-lost-culturalheritage).



The Palestinian cultural patrimony has been subjected to
similar perils.

Dr. Gish Amit, a lecturer at Ben Gurion University, discovered in

the course of the research for his Ph.D. thesis that during the 1948 War
Israeli military forces looted approximately 30,000 books and documents
from Jerusalem, mostly the western parts of the city where the wealthier
and better educated Arab population lived. Another 40-50,000 books
were collected in the post-war years, mainly from Jaffa and Haifa, which
had large Arab populations before 1948, but only several thousand after
the war. About 26,000 of the looted books were shredded because Israeli
officials objected to their contents; about 6,000 were “loaned” to the Near
Eastern Studies Department of the National Library in Jerusalem, where
they remain; others were sold to Arab schools.

Settlers masquerading as archaeologists (in the Elad organization,

an acronym for “To the City of David) have seized important sections of

the Israeli-annexed Silwan neighborhood of East Jerusalem. With

funding from American Jewish physician and bingo magnate Irving

Moskowitz, they have been conducting excavations literally under

Palestinion homes endeavoring to prove that Silwan is the site of the

biblical City of David. No archaeological or other historical evidence has

been found that would confirm the existence of King David's palace or of
Solomon’s temple on a scale described in the Bible. But the unprofessional and
ideologically motivated settler-excavators have destroyed evidence of the
presence of many other peoples and cultures in Silwan - 21 strata from the
Canaanites, who established the first permanent settlement in Siwan some 5,000
years, ago to the Muslims who ruled it from the mid-7th to the early 20th
centuries. In 2008 settler-excavators uncovered human bones from the 8th-9th
centuries — the Muslim ‘Abbasid era. They were disposed of without notifying
Israel’s Ministry of Religious Affairs and halting the excavations, as the
regulations of Israel’s Antiquities Authority require.

The Israeli army occupied Beirut during its 1982 invasion of

Lebanon. Before its evacuation it looted the Palestine Liberation
Organization’s Research Center, seizing the entire library of 25,000
books, microfilms, manuscripts, and archives. Israeli soldiers also broke
into the offices of the Institute for Palestine Studies, a private research
center, and removed items and destroyed property.

In 2001 the Israeli army closed the unofficial PLO office in

Jerusalem, known as Orient House, and stole the entire archive. The
papers were handed over to the Research Department of Israel’s Foreign
Ministry. After intelligence officers studied them, those deemed to have
no political or security implications were deposited in the Israel State



Archive, where they are labeled “abandoned documents.” We do not
know what proportion, if any, of the original archive remains intact but
inaccessible or if any of it was lost or destroyed.

In 2004, the Simon Wiesenthal Center announced plans to build a

Center for Human Dignity over part of the Muslim Mamilla cemetery in
West Jerusalem, used as a burial site since the 7th century. The center
ignored a 2006 court order by Israel’s shari‘a court (which, like

rabbinical courts, is an official part of Israel’s judicial system) to stop
construction due to the discovery of skeletons. Final permission for
construction was granted in 2011. According to Prof. Rashid Khalidi of
Columbia University, a “parking lot was built over [part of the] cemetery [in
1964]....50, the Israeli authorities are basically pushing ahead with

the desecration of a cemetery that they have been, unfortunately, slowly
nibbling away at for over three decades....What they have now done is to
dig down and disinter four layers, according to the chief archaeologist for
the Israeli Archaeological Authority” (Democracy Now, February 10,
2010). The cemetery is located across the street from the U.S. Consulate

in West Jerusalem.

In the same way that linguists and anthropologists are committed

to preserving endangered languages and cultures, historians are
committed to retrieving endangered histories. In doing so we should be
careful not to claim the capacity to speak for the subjects of those
histories. Our obligations in this respect are to engage in historical
reconstruction and debate so that suppressed or marginalized, even if for
some uncomfortable, narratives and experiences are preserved as part of
the historical record. They also entail defending the freedom of speech
and academic freedom of scholars and students who study, teach, and
speak publicly about subaltern narratives, no matter how unpopular

their views may be, and even if some deem them “offensive.” Prof. Steven
Salaita was recently “unhired” by the University of lllinois Urbana-
Champaign for his allegedly “uncivil” tweets about Israel/Palestine

during Israel’s assault on the Gaza Strip last summer. Emails among

those responsible for the decision suggest that the actual problem was
that the tweets were politically offensive and might negatively affect
fundraising.

This is hardly a unique case. Norman Finkelstein’s Beyond

Chutzpah thoroughly debunked Alan Dershowitz's The Case for Israel — a
quite possibly plagiarized and scholarly incompetent book. In 2007,
under pressure from Dershowitz, De Paul University denied Finkelstein
tenure in highly irregular circumstances. Unlike in the case of Prof.
Salaita, AAUP’'s Committee A did not initiate a investigation of DePaul.
So there has been some progress on this front.



Much current discussion of Israel/Palestine in academia is focused

on the Palestinian call for an academic and cultural boycott of Israeli
institutions. | do not think historians have any particular professional
competence on whether or not this is an appropriate measure. We do
have an obligation, like all scholars, to point out that advocating an
academic and cultural boycoftt of Israeli institutions has nothing to do
with anti-Semitism and does not violate the academic freedom of any
individual scholars, who remain free to meet, collaborate, and discuss
anything they wish.

Some oppose an academic boycott because they believe (or hope)
that scholarly or other forms of “dialogue” contribute to peace. An
absolute faith in the efficacy of dialogue often relies on historical amnesia
and category errors. Dialogue between slaves and slave-holders or
between abolitionists and slaveholders did not (and could not) bring
about emancipation. Dialogue between French colonial settlers and
Algerian Muslims did not lead to independence. Dialogue can be
meaningful only when conducted among parties of equal status. In the
case of Israel/Palestine, dialogue has most often served to perpetuate the
status quo. Israeli scholars and institutions are generally pleased to

regard Western scholars as their colleagues. Relatively few are willing to
consider Palestinian scholars their peers, an expression of the underlying
inequality that lies at the heart of any relationship between occupiers
and occupied.



12/27/2019 Burying the Nakba: How Israel systematically hides evidence of 1948 expulsion of Arabs - Israel News - Haaretz.com

All

| Israel News

Hanukkah

Iran | Auschwitz Lebanon

Netanyahu - Sa'ar

Archaeology Trump - Whistleblower

International forces overseeing the evacuation of Iraq al-Manshiyya, near today's Kiryat Gat, in March, 1949. Credit: Collection
of Benno Rothenberg/Israel State Archives

Burying the Nakba:
How Israel

Systematically Hides
Evidence of 1948
Expulsion of Arabs

Since early last decade, Defense
Ministry teams have scoured local
archives and removed troves of historic

documents to conceal proof of the
Nakba

By Hagar Shezaf | Jul 05, 2019
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Haviva. The document, which seemed to describe events that took

place during the 1948 war, began:

“Safsaf [former Palestinian village near Safed] — 52 men were
caught, tied them to one another, dug a pit and shot them. 10 were
still twitching. Women came, begged for mercy. Found bodies of 6
elderly men. There were 61 bodies. 3 cases of rape, one east of from
Safed, girl of 14, 4 men shot and killed. From one they cut off his
fingers with a knife to take the ring.”

The writer goes on to describe additional massacres, looting and
abuse perpetrated by Israeli forces in Israel’s War of Independence.
“There’s no name on the document and it’s not clear who’s behind
it,” Dr. Novick tells Haaretz. “It also breaks off in the middle. I
found it very disturbing. I knew that finding a document like this
made me responsible for clarifying what happened.”

The Upper Galilee village of Safsaf was captured by the Israel
Defense Forces in Operation Hiram toward the end of 1948. Moshav
Safsufa was established on its ruins. Allegations were made over the
years that the Seventh Brigade committed war crimes in the village.
Those charges are supported by the document Novick found, which
was not previously known to scholars. It could also constitute
additional evidence that the Israeli top brass knew about what was

going on in real time.

Novick decided to consult with other historians about the
document. Benny Morris, whose books are basic texts in the study
of the Nakba — the “calamity,” as the Palestinians refer to the mass
emigration of Arabs from the country during the 1948 war — told
her that he, too, had come across similar documentation in the past.
He was referring to notes made by Mapam Central Committee
member Aharon Cohen on the basis of a briefing given in November
1948 by Israel Galili, the former chief of staff of the Haganah militia,
which became the IDF. Cohen’s notes in this instance, which Morris
published, stated: “Safsaf 52 men tied with a rope. Dropped into a
pit and shot. 10 were killed. Women pleaded for mercy. [There
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Refugee Problem, 1947-1949”) states that this document was also
found in the Yad Yaari Archive. But when Novick returned to

examine the document, she was surprised to discover that it was no

longer there.

Palestine refugees initially displaced to Gaza board boats to Lebanon or Egypt, in 1949. Credit: Hrant
Nakashian/1949 UN Archives

“At first I thought that maybe Morris hadn’t been accurate in his
footnote, that perhaps he had made a mistake,” Novick recalls. “It
took me time to consider the possibility that the document had
simply disappeared.” When she asked those in charge where the
document was, she was told that it had been placed behind lock and
key at Yad Yaari — by order of the Ministry of Defense.
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Israel’s Secret plan to expel Araps
¢ Palestinians uncover history of the Nakba, even as
Israel cuts them off from their sources

Since the start of the last decade, Defense Ministry teams have been
scouring Israel’s archives and removing historic documents. But it’s
not just papers relating to Israel’s nuclear project or to the country’s
foreign relations that are being transferred to vaults: Hundreds of
documents have been concealed as part of a systematic effort to hide
evidence of the Nakba.

The phenomenon was first detected by the Akevot Institute for
Israeli-Palestinian Conflict Research. According to a report drawn
up by the institute, the operation is being spearheaded by Malmab,
the Defense Ministry’s secretive security department (the name is a
Hebrew acronym for “director of security of the defense
establishment”), whose activities and budget are classified. The
report asserts that Malmab removed historical documentation
illegally and with no authority, and at least in some cases has sealed
documents that had previously been cleared for publication by the
military censor. Some of the documents that were placed in vaults
had already been published.

An investigative report by Haaretz found that Malmab has
concealed testimony from IDF generals about the killing of civilians
and the demolition of villages, as well as documentation of the
expulsion of Bedouin during the first decade of statehood.
Conversations conducted by Haaretz with directors of public and
private archives alike revealed that staff of the security department
had treated the archives as their property, in some cases threatening
the directors themselves.

Yehiel Horev, who headed Malmab for two decades, until 2007,
acknowledged to Haaretz that he launched the project, which is still
ongoing. He maintains that it makes sense to conceal the events of
1948, because uncovering them could generate unrest among the
country’s Arab population. Asked what the point is of removing
documents that have already been published, he explained that the
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as an allegation that cannot be proved or refuted.

According to a document from '48, 70
percent of the Arabs left as a result of
Jewish military operations.

The document Novick was looking for might have reinforced Morris’
work. During the investigation, Haaretz was in fact able to find the
Aharon Cohen memo, which sums up a meeting of Mapam’s
Political Committee on the subject of massacres and expulsions in
1948. Participants in the meeting called for cooperation with a
commission of inquiry that would investigate the events. One case
the committee discussed concerned “grave actions” carried out in
the village of Al-Dawayima, east of Kiryat Gat. One participant
mentioned the then-disbanded Lehi underground militia in this
connection. Acts of looting were also reported: “Lod and Ramle,
Be’er Sheva, there isn’t [an Arab] store that hasn’t been broken into.
oth Brigade says 7, 7th Brigade says 8.”

“The party,” the document states near the end, “is against expulsion
if there is no military necessity for it. There are different approaches
concerning the evaluation of necessity. And further clarification is
best. What happened in Galilee — those are Nazi acts! Every one of
our members must report what he knows.”

The Israeli version

One of the most fascinating documents about the origin of the
Palestinian refugee problem was written by an officer in Shai, the
precursor to the Shin Bet security service. It discusses why the
country was emptied of so many of its Arab inhabitants, dwelling on
the circumstances of each village. Compiled in late June 1948, it was
titled “The Emigration of the Arabs of Palestine.”

Read a translation of the document here

This document was the basis for an article that Benny Morris
published in 1986. After the article appeared, the document was
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few years later researchers from Akevot would find a copy of the text

and run it past the military censors — who authorized its publication
unconditionally. Now, after years of concealment, the gist of the
document is being revealed here.

The 25-page document begins with an introduction that
unabashedly approves of the evacuation of the Arab villages.
According to the author, the month of April “excelled in an increase
of emigration,” while May “was blessed with the evacuation of
maximum places.” The report then addresses “the causes of the
Arab emigration.” According to the Israeli narrative that was
disseminated over the years, responsibility for the exodus from
Israel rests with Arab politicians who encouraged the population to
leave. However, according to the document, 70 percent of the Arabs
left as a result of Jewish military operations.
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Palestinian children awaiting distribution of milk by UNICEF at the Nazareth Franciscan Sisters’ convent,
on January 1, 1950. Credit: AW / UN Photo

The unnamed author of the text ranks the reasons for the Arabs’
departure in order of importance. The first reason: “Direct Jewish
acts of hostility against Arab places of settlement.” The second
reason was the impact of those actions on neighboring villages.
Third in importance came “operations by the breakaways,” namely
the Irgun and Lehi undergrounds. The fourth reason for the Arab
exodus was orders issued by Arab institutions and “gangs” (as the
document refers to all Arab fighting groups); fifth was “Jewish
'whispering operations' to induce the Arab inhabitants to flee”; and
the sixth factor was “evacuation ultimatums.”

The author asserts that, “without a doubt, the hostile operations
were the main cause of the movement of the population.” In
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villages of central Galilee started to flee following the abduction of
the notables of Sheikh Muwannis [a village north of Tel Aviv]. The
Arab learned that it is not enough to forge an agreement with the

Haganah and that there are other Jews [i.e., the breakaway militias]
to beware of.”

The author notes that ultimatums to leave were especially employed
in central Galilee, less so in the Mount Gilboa region. “Naturally, the
act of this ultimatum, like the effect of the 'friendly advice,' came
after a certain preparing of the ground by means of hostile actions
in the area.”

An appendix to the document describes the specific causes of the
exodus from each of scores of Arab locales: Ein Zeitun — “our
destruction of the village”; Qeitiya — “harassment, threat of action”;
Almaniya — “our action, many killed”; Tira — “friendly Jewish
advice”; AI’Amarir — “after robbery and murder carried out by the
breakaways”; Sumsum — “our ultimatum”; Bir Salim — “attack on
the orphanage”; and Zarnuga — “conquest and expulsion.”

Short fuse

In the early 2000s, the Yitzhak Rabin Center conducted a series of
interviews with former public and military figures as part of a
project to document their activity in the service of the state. The
long arm of Malmab seized on these interviews, too. Haaretz, which
obtained the original texts of several of the interviews, compared
them to the versions that are now available to the public, after large
swaths of them were declared classified.

These included, for example, sections of the testimony of Brig. Gen.
(res.) Aryeh Shalev about the expulsion across the border of the
residents of a village he called “Sabra.” Later in the interview, the
following sentences were deleted: “There was a very serious
problem in the valley. There were refugees who wanted to return to
the valley, to the Triangle [a concentration of Arab towns and
villages in eastern Israel]. We expelled them. I met with them to
persuade them not to want that. I have papers about it.”
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Lev Tov: “We're talking about a population — women and children?”
Peled: “All, all. Yes.”
Lev Tov: “Don’t you distinguish between them?”

Peled: “The problem is very simple. The war is between two
populations. They come out of their home.”

Lev Tov: “If the home exists, they have somewhere to return to?”

Peled: “It’s not armies yet, it’s gangs. We're also actually gangs. We
come out of the house and return to the house. They come out of the
house and return to the house. It’s either their house or our house.”

Lev Tov: “Qualms belong to the more recent generation?”

Peled: “Yes, today. When I sit in an armchair here and think about
what happened, all kinds of thoughts come to mind.”

Lev Tov: “Wasn’t that the case then?”

Peled: “Look, let me tell you something even less nice and cruel,
about the big raid in Sasa [Palestinian village in Upper Galilee]. The
goal was actually to deter them, to tell them, ‘Dear friends, the
Palmach [the Haganah “shock troops”] can reach every place, you
are not immune.’ That was the heart of the Arab settlement. But
what did we do? My platoon blew up 20 homes with everything that
was there.”

Lev Tov: “While people were sleeping there?”

Peled: “I suppose so. What happened there, we came, we entered
the village, planted a bomb next to every house, and afterward
Homesh blew on a trumpet, because we didn’t have radios, and that
was the signal [for our forces] to leave. We're running in reverse, the
sappers stay, they pull, it’s all primitive. They light the fuse or pull
the detonator and all those houses are gone.”
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IDF soldiers guarding Palestinians in Ramle, in 1948. Credit: Collection of Benno Rothenberg/The IDF and
Defense Establishment Archives

Another passage that the Defense Ministry wanted to keep from the
public came from Dr. Lev Tov’s conversation with Maj. Gen.
Avraham Tamir:

Tamir: “I was under Chera [Maj. Gen. Tzvi Tzur, later IDF chief of
staff], and I had excellent working relations with him. He gave me
freedom of action — don’t ask — and I happened to be in charge of
staff and operations work during two developments deriving from
[Prime Minister David] Ben-Gurion’s policy. One development was
when reports arrived about marches of refugees from Jordan
toward the abandoned villages [in Israel]. And then Ben-Gurion lays
down as policy that we have to demolish [the villages] so they won’t
have anywhere to return to. That is, all the Arab villages, most of
which were in [the area covered by] Central Command, most of
them.”

Lev Tov: “The ones that were still standing?”

Tamir: “The ones that weren’t yet inhabited by Israelis. There were
places where we had already settled Israelis, like Zakariyya and
others. But most of them were still abandoned villages.”
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Command, and within 48 hours I knocked all those villages to the
ground. Period. There’s no place to return to.”

Lev Tov: “Without hesitation, I imagine.”

Tamir: “Without hesitation. That was the policy. I mobilized, I
carried it out and I did it.”

Crates in vaults

The vault of the Yad Yaari Research and Documentation Center is
one floor below ground level. In the vault, which is actually a small,
well-secured room, are stacks of crates containing classified
documents. The archive houses the materials of the Hashomer
Hatzair movement, the Kibbutz Ha’artzi kibbutz movement,
Mapam, Meretz and other bodies, such as Peace Now.

Revealing the events of '48 could
generate unrest among Israel's Arabs,
says Yehiel Horey, the ex-official who
launched the project.

The archive’s director is Dudu Amitai, who is also chairman of the
Association of Israel Archivists. According to Amitai, Malmab
personnel visited the archive regularly between 2009 and 2011.
Staff of the archive relate that security department teams — two
Defense Ministry retirees with no archival training — would show up
two or three times a week. They searched for documents according

2 <

to such keywords as “nuclear,” “security” and “censorship,” and also
devoted considerable time to the War of Independence and the fate

of the pre-1948 Arab villages.

“In the end, they submitted a summary to us, saying that they had
located a few dozen sensitive documents,” Amitai says. “We don’t
usually take apart files, so dozens of files, in their entirety, found
their way into our vault and were removed from the public catalog.”
A file might contain more than 100 documents.
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inaccessible to scholars. Recently, in the wake ot a request by Prof.

Gadi Algazi, a historian from Tel Aviv University, Amitai examined
the file himself and ruled that there was no reason not to unseal it,
Malmab’s opinion notwithstanding.

According to Algazi, there could be several reasons for Malmab’s
decision to keep the file classified. One of them has to do with a
secret annex it contains to a report by a committee that examined
the operation of the military government. The report deals almost
entirely with land-ownership battles between the state and Arab
citizens, and barely touches on security matters.

Another possibility is a 1958 report by the ministerial committee
that oversaw the military government. In one of the report’s secret
appendixes, Col. Mishael Shaham, a senior officer in the military
government, explains that one reason for not dismantling the
martial law apparatus is the need to restrict Arab citizens’ access to
the labor market and to prevent the reestablishment of destroyed
villages.

A third possible explanation for hiding the file concerns previously
unpublished historical testimony about the expulsion of Bedouin.
On the eve of Israel’s establishment, nearly 100,000 Bedouin lived
in the Negev. Three years later, their number was down to 13,000.
In the years during and after the independence war, a number of
expulsion operations were carried out in the country’s south. In one
case, United Nations observers reported that Israel had expelled
400 Bedouin from the Azazma tribe and cited testimonies of tents
being burned. The letter that appears in the classified file describes
a similar expulsion carried out as late as 1956, as related by
geologist Avraham Parnes:

https://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/ premium MAGAZINE-how-israel-systematically-hides-evidence-of-1948-expulsion-of-arabs-1.7435103?fbclid=IwAR2sIH...  12/30


https://www.haaretz.com/
https://www.haaretz.com/israel-news
https://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/elections/.premium-netanyahu-seeks-to-fend-off-challenger-sa-ar-as-likud-primary-polls-close-1.8321310
https://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/.premium-as-israel-eyes-harsher-strikes-on-iran-targets-end-goal-remains-murky-1.8321284
https://www.haaretz.com/jewish/.premium.MAGAZINE-auschwitz-the-director-s-cut-how-poland-is-rewriting-the-holocaust-narrative-1.8320961
https://www.haaretz.com/jewish/.premium.MAGAZINE-how-the-hanukkah-myth-gave-rise-to-israeli-toxic-masculinity-1.8319828
https://www.haaretz.com/archaeology/.premium.MAGAZINE-rethinking-childhood-in-biblical-times-1.8320142
https://www.haaretz.com/middle-east-news/.premium-in-next-phase-of-demonstrations-lebanon-protesters-wield-ultimate-weapon-1.8318460
https://www.haaretz.com/us-news/trump-retweets-attack-article-that-names-alleged-whistleblower-1.8321701

12/27/2019 Burying the Nakba: How Israel systematically hides evidence of 1948 expulsion of Arabs - Israel News - Haaretz.com

The evacuation of Iraq al-Manshiyya, near today's Kiryat Gat, in March, 1949. Credit: Collection of Benno
Rothenberg/The IDF and Defense Establishment Archives

“A month ago we toured Ramon [crater]. The Bedouin in the Mohila
area came to us with their flocks and their families and asked us to
break bread with them. I replied that we had a great deal of work to
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We learned that three days earlier the IDF had ‘screwed’ the
Bedouin, and their flocks were destroyed — the camels by shooting,

the sheep with grenades. One of the Bedouin, who started to
complain, was killed, the rest fled.”

The testimony continued, “Two weeks earlier, they’d been ordered
to stay where they were for the time being, afterward they were
ordered to leave, and to speed things up 500 head were
slaughtered.... The expulsion was executed ‘efficiently.” The letter
goes on to quote what one of the soldiers said to Parnes, according
to his testimony: “They won’t go unless we’ve screwed their flocks. A
young girl of about 16 approached us. She had a beaded necklace of
brass snakes. We tore the necklace and each of us took a bead for a
souvenir.”

The letter was originally sent to MK Yaakov Uri, from Mapai
(forerunner of Labor), who passed it on to Development Minister
Mordechai Bentov (Mapam). “His letter shocked me,” Uri wrote
Bentov. The latter circulated the letter among all the cabinet
ministers, writing, “It is my opinion that the government cannot
simply ignore the facts related in the letter.” Bentov added that, in
light of the appalling contents of the letter, he asked security experts
to check its credibility. They had confirmed that the contents “do in
fact generally conform to the truth.”

Nuclear excuse

It was during the tenure of historian Tuvia Friling as Israel’s chief
archivist, from 2001 to 2004, that Malmab carried out its first
archival incursions. What began as an operation to prevent the
leakage of nuclear secrets, he says, became, in time, a large-scale
censorship project.

“I resigned after three years, and that was one of the reasons,” Prof.
Friling says. “The classification placed on the document about the
Arabs’ emigration in 1948 is precisely an example of what I was
apprehensive about. The storage and archival system is not an arm
of the state’s public relations. If there’s something you don’t like —
well, that’s life. A healthy society also learns from its mistakes.”
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implications of digitizing the material, concern was expressed that

references in the documents to a “certain topic” would be made
public by mistake. The topic, of course, is Israel’s nuclear project.
Friling insists that the only authorization Malmab received was to
search for documents on that subject.

But Malmab’s activity is only one example of a broader problem,
Friling notes: “In 1998, the confidentiality of the [oldest documents
in the] Shin Bet and Mossad archives expired. For years those two
institutions disdained the chief archivist. When I took over, they
requested that the confidentiality of all the material be extended
[from 50] to 70 years, which is ridiculous — most of the material can
be opened.”

In 2010, the confidentiality period was extended to 70 years; last
February it was extended again, to 90 years, despite the opposition
of the Supreme Council of Archives. “The state may impose
confidentiality on some of its documentation,” Friling says. “The
question is whether the issue of security doesn’t act as a kind of
cover. In many cases, it’s already become a joke.”

In the view of Yad Yaari’s Dudu Amitai, the confidentiality imposed
by the Defense Ministry must be challenged. In his period at the
helm, he says, one of the documents placed in the vault was an
order issued by an IDF general, during a truce in the War of
Independence, for his troops to refrain from rape and looting.
Amitai now intends to go over the documents that were deposited in
the vault, especially 1948 documents, and open whatever is
possible. “We’ll do it cautiously and responsibly, but recognizing
that the State of Israel has to learn how to cope with the less
pleasant aspects of its history.”

In contrast to Yad Yaari, where ministry personnel no longer visit,
they are continuing to peruse documents at Yad Tabenkin, the
research and documentation center of the United Kibbutz
Movement. The director, Aharon Azati, reached an agreement with
the Malmab teams under which documents will be transferred to
the vault only if he is convinced that this is justified. But in Yad
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perused material about the history of the settlements in the

occupied territories.

Malmab has, for example, shown interest in the Hebrew-language
book “A Decade of Discretion: Settlement Policy in the Territories
1967-1977,” published by Yad Tabenkin in 1992, and written by
Yehiel Admoni, director of the Jewish Agency’s Settlement
Department during the decade he writes about. The book mentions
a plan to settle Palestinian refugees in the Jordan Valley and to the
uprooting of 1,540 Bedouin families from the Rafah area of the Gaza
Strip in 1972, including an operation that included the sealing of
wells by the IDF. Ironically, in the case of the Bedouin, Admoni
quotes former Justice Minister Yaakov Shimshon Shapira as saying,
“It is not necessary to stretch the security rationale too far. The
whole Bedouin episode is not a glorious chapter of the State of
Israel.”

Palestinian refugees leaving their village, unknown location, 1948. Credit: UNRWA
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direction.”
Unauthorized secrecy

About a year ago, the legal adviser to the State Archives, attorney
Naomi Aldouby, wrote an opinion titled “Files Closed Without
Authorization in Public Archives.” According to her, the accessibility
policy of public archives is the exclusive purview of the director of
each institution.

Despite Aldouby’s opinion, however, in the vast majority of cases,
archivists who encountered unreasonable decisions by Malmab did
not raise objections — that is, until 2014, when Defense Ministry
personnel arrived at the archive of the Harry S. Truman Research
Institute at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem. To the visitors’
surprise, their request to examine the archive — which contains
collections of former minister and diplomat Abba Eban and Ma;.
Gen. (res.) Shlomo Gazit — was turned down by its then director,
Menahem Blondheim.

According to Blondheim, “I told them that the documents in
question were decades old, and that I could not imagine that there
was any security problem that would warrant restricting their access
to researchers. In response, they said, ‘And let’s say there is
testimony here that wells were poisoned in the War of
Independence?’ I replied, ‘Fine, those people should be brought to
trial.”

Blondheim’s refusal led to a meeting with a more senior ministry
official, only this time the attitude he encountered was different and
explicit threats were made. Finally the two sides reached an
accommodation.

'3 cases of rape, one east of from
Safed, girl of 14, 4 men shot and killed.
From one they cut off his fingers with
a knife to take the ring.'
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sealed. There were documents trom the IDF Archive that I used for

an article about Deir Yassin, and which are now sealed. When I
came to the archive, I was no longer allowed to see the original, so I
pointed out in a footnote [in the article] that the State Archive had
denied access to documents that I had published 15 years earlier.”

The Malmab case is only one example of the battle being waged for
access to archives in Israel. According to the executive director of
the Akevot Institute, Lior Yavne, “The IDF Archive, which is the
largest archive in Israel, is sealed almost hermetically. About 1
percent of the material is open. The Shin Bet archive, which
contains materials of immense importance [to scholars], is totally
closed apart from a handful of documents.”

A report written by Yaacov Lozowick, the previous chief archivist at
the State Archives, upon his retirement, refers to the defense
establishment’s grip on the country’s archival materials. In it, he
writes, “A democracy must not conceal information because it is
liable to embarrass the state. In practice, the security establishment
in Israel, and to a certain extent that of foreign relations as well, are
interfering with the [public] discussion.”

Advocates of concealment put forward several arguments, Lozowick
notes: “The uncovering of the facts could provide our enemies with
a battering ram against us and weaken the determination of our
friends; it’s liable to stir up the Arab population; it could enfeeble
the state’s arguments in courts of law; and what is revealed could be
interpreted as Israeli war crimes.” However, he says, “All these
arguments must be rejected. This is an attempt to hide part of the
historical truth in order to construct a more convenient version.”

What Malmab says

Yehiel Horev was the keeper of the security establishment’s secrets
for more than two decades. He headed the Defense Ministry’s
security department from 1986 until 2007 and naturally kept out of
the limelight. To his credit, he now agreed to talk forthrightly to
Haaretz about the archives project.
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examine all outgoing material.”

From conversations with archive directors, it’s clear that a good
deal of the documents on which confidentiality was imposed relate
to the War of Independence. Is concealing the events of 1948 part
of the purpose of Malmab?
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Palestinian refugees in the Ramle area, 1948. Credit: Boris Carmi/ The IDF and Defense Establishment
Archives

“What does ‘part of the purpose’ mean? The subject is examined
based on an approach of whether it could harm Israel’s foreign
relations and the defense establishment. Those are the criteria. I
think it’s still relevant. There has not been peace since 1948. I may
be wrong, but to the best of my knowledge the Arab-Israeli conflict
has not been resolved. So yes, it could be that problematic subjects
remain.”

Asked in what way such documents might be problematic, Horev
speaks of the possibility of agitation among the country’s Arab
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this approach is the right one. That is not the case. Many
testimonies and studies have appeared about the history of the
refugee problem. What'’s the point of hiding things?

“The question is whether it can do harm or not. It’s a very sensitive
matter. Not everything has been published about the refugee issue,
and there are all kinds of narratives. Some say there was no flight at
all, only expulsion. Others say there was flight. It’s not black-and-
white. There’s a difference between flight and those who say they
were forcibly expelled. It’s a different picture. I can’t say now if it
merits total confidentiality, but it’s a subject that definitely has to be
discussed before a decision is made about what to publish.”

For years, the Defense Ministry has imposed confidentiality on a
detailed document that describes the reasons for the departure of
those who became refugees. Benny Morris has already written
about the document, so what’s the logic of keeping it hidden?

“I don’t remember the document you're referring to, but if he
quoted from it and the document itself is not there [i.e., where
Morris says it is], then his facts aren’t strong. If he says, ‘Yes, I have
the document,’ I can’t argue with that. But if he says that it’s written
there, that could be right and it could be wrong. If the document
were already outside and were sealed in the archive, I would say
that that’s folly. But if someone quoted from it — there’s a difference
of day and night in terms of the validity of the evidence he cited.”

In this case, we’re talking about the most quoted scholar when it
comes to the Palestinian refugees.

“The fact that you say ‘scholar’ makes no impression on me. I know
people in academia who spout nonsense about subjects that I know
from A to Z. When the state imposes confidentiality, the published
work is weakened, because he doesn’t have the document.”

But isn’t concealing documents based on footnotes in books an
attempt to lock the barn door after the horses have bolted?
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DSDE's Concealment of Documents in Archives

Akevot Institute Report, July 2019

"Even if somebody writes the horse is black, if the horse is not outside the stable,
it cannot be proven it is actually black"
Yehiel Horev, former Director of Security of the Defense Establishment?
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Introduction

The online catalogue for one of the major labor movement archives in Israel? contains a comment
regarding one of its documents: “Booklet stored in vault [...]. Not to be provided to researchers
(Order of State Archive, June 2004). The booklet in question is a document from 1948 entitled
“Migration of Eretz Yisrael Arabs between December 1, 1947, and June 1, 1948”. Penned during the
first truce in 1948 war, the document provides an analysis of data concerning the depopulation of
Arab villages during the war. Its content is discussed in the research literature about the time. Despite
its historical importance, the document has been locked in a vault under orders from officials who
had no legal authority to issue them and has remained in the vault until now. This report addresses
the illegal practice of secretly denying public access to archival materials kept in private and public
archives.

L In an interview to Hagar Shezaf, "Security Establishment conceals Nakba documents in vaults", Haaretz, 5 July 2019.
2 Hashomer Hatzair (Yad Ya'ari) archives in Givat Haviva.
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A team, usually of two, periodically visits various archives in Israel. Archive staff know them as “State
Archive declassifiers” or “IDF Archive Officials”. Others know their true organizational affiliation. The
team instructs the archive director to give them certain files, sometimes large batches of files
(deposits) stored in the archives. The team then goes through the materials and orders the director
to place entire files, or individual documents, in a vault and deny archive users access to these
materials.

Our research indicates that the materials put away by this team fall into three major categories:
materials connected to nuclear issues; materials regarding the 1948 war, particularly those
concerning the uprooting of Palestinian population during and after the war, and materials relating
to Israel’s foreign relations. These materials usually date back decades, and, in some cases, had been
accessible to the public for years, and have been discussed in books, newspapers and academic
papers. One archive director related that the team tends to put away documents in his archive after
they are referenced in the footnotes of academic articles or books.

The members of these teams do not work for or on behalf of the Israel State Archive (ISA), but for
the Director of Security of the Defense Establishment (DSDE), a department within the Ministry of
Defense that has no legal powers outside the defense establishment. DSDE teams order to put away
documents stored in both public and private archives based on their discretion, without legal basis
or legal powers and usually without archive users being aware that materials stored in the archive
are inaccessible to them. There is also no option to appeal these unlawful concealment decisions.

This report summarizes the findings of research conducted by Akevot Institute researchers between
2017 and 2019, which shows the DSDE operates without legal authority in private and public archives
to deny public access to archival materials, including materials there is no legal or security grounds
to conceal. Akevot Institute spent two years researching the work of the DSDE “declassification
teams” in the various archives. The report provides the findings of this research, based on interviews
and conversations with 15 archive employees and directors, information received under Freedom of
Information applications and the contents of several dozen files the ISA declassified and cleared for
access at our request.

Several years ago, following dissent at one archive against the instructions of DSDE personnel, former
Chief State Archivist Dr. Yaakov Lozowick looked into the matter and concluded that the law makes
no provision for DSDE powers to operate in archives. Despite this finding, the DSDE continues this
work and its officials still conceal files and documents in various archives with no legal power to do
so and in contravention of the law.

As the research the findings of which are published in this report drew to a close, Akevot Institute
contacted the DSDE asking to interview the department official in charge of archive work. The
response we received read: “The DSDE does not normally provide details about its operations”.3

3 Email from Dina Polyak, Head of Public Liaison and Complaints, Ministry of Defense to Akevot Institute, April 15, 2019.
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Section 1: The work of DSDE “declassification teams”

DSDE teams periodically visit various archives, both public* and private, throughout the country. In
some cases, they arrive once every few years, in others, once a week.

Our research indicates that the DSDE has several teams working in archives under the moniker
“declassification team”. The teams normally comprise of two individuals, senior retired officials from
various security agencies, the IDF Information Security Department, the Israeli Military Censor, the
Israel Atomic Energy Commission and others. They hold permanent, paid, most likely part-time
positions performing this function.

After the team sets up in the archive, its members ask to see the catalogue. In other cases, they arrive
with lists, prepared in advance, of materials they wish to examine. Sometimes the team soon realizes
the archive has no records of interest to it. Other times, they examine entire deposits - hundreds of
files and other documentary items, according to a prepared plan. In the latter case, the team arrives
at the archive several times a week and systematically goes through the materials, document by
document, looking at everything from political party internal meeting minutes to the personal files
of past senior government officials, politician interviews and oral history accounts, collections of
press clippings, street posters and copies of public speeches.

The accounts given by archivists with whom we spoke during this research indicate the team is mainly

interested in three topics:

a. Documentation connected to nuclear issues.

b. Documentation regarding the depopulation of Palestinian villages through 1948 and 1949, and
events that occurred during the 1948 war.

c. Documentation relating to Israel’s foreign relations.

The teams instruct archive directors to place some of the materials examined, files, documents, even
posters, in a vault and deny the public access to them. They occasionally instruct to restore from the
vault materials to which, according to their assessment, the public may regain access. Our research
indicates there is no procedure in place that allows archivists or researchers who use the archives’
services to challenge the decision made by the DSDE teams. In at least one archive, Akevot Institute
was informed the team removes the materials it wishes to examine from the premises and does not
return the items it wishes to keep the public from accessing.

DSDE teams devote a great deal of attention to the nuclear issue, which seems to be the main focus
of their archive operations. One archive director said a DSDE team arrived at his archive with a
recently published academic paper and demanded access to the documents cited in it. The DSDE
team later instructed the removal of specific files and documents cited by the paper’s author, which

4 The status of a Public Archive (non-governmental) was created by the 1955 Archives Law. At the time the law was
enacted more than a few archives had already been operating in the country, including some with extensive collections.
These and other archives which were not government run but were considered publicly important were given the
status of “public archive”. Section 1 of the Archive Law defines a public archive as “an Archive that is owned or
operated by a non-profit organization and has been certified by the government as a ‘public archive’ in a notice
published in the official gazette”. There are currently 22 public archives, including the Central Zionist Archives, the
Weizmann Archive in Rehovot, the Yad Vashem Archives and others. The Archive Law stipulates that archival materials
stored in public archives will not be subject to ‘foreclosure or encumbrance’ and can only be transferred to the ISA or
another public archive. According to a current memorandum issued by the ISA legal advisor, decisions regarding public
access to records stored in public archives rest with public archive directors. See letter from Adv. Naomi Aldobi to Chief
State Archivist to Dr. Yaakov Lazovik, Files closed without legal authority in public archives, August 12, 2018.

3



Akevot weasSc MaApy

had been available for public access for many years. Another archive director told Akevot Institute
that the DSDE team instructed the removal of files containing newspaper clippings about nuclear
issues from the 1960s. Posters that were put up throughout the country during the same era, inviting
the public to conferences on “nuclear non-proliferation” were removed from one of the files. The
DSDE has, on more than one occasion, removed a document from a specific file, with no records kept
of the removal. At least in one case uncovered by Akevot Institute, archive staff were unable to find
out what happened to the document.

As a rule, archive users are not aware that materials stored in the archive have been removed from
access (using an unlawful procedure) on the instructions of DSDE personnel. In a small number of
cases, the archive catalogue contains an annotation that certain records have been banned from
access, alluding to the practice addressed in this report. So, for instance, in the catalogue of Yad Ya’ari
Research & Documentation Center, the archive of Hashomer Hatzair and the United Workers Party
(MAPAM) in Givat Haviva, the annotation “deposited in the vault per instructions of State Archive
declassifiers,” or a similar phrase, appears in connection to certain files or documents. The catalogue
of the Labor Party archive in Beit Berl notes “temporarily confidential” with respect to files removed
from public access by DSDE teams. These annotations sometimes pave the way for a review of the
confidentiality decision. For instance, a DSDE team instructed the director of the Labor Party archive
in Beit Berl to remove a file containing the transcript of a talk David Ben Gurion gave at a Workers'
Party of the Land of Israel (MAPAI) conference in Kibbutz Tel Yosef on January 19, 1965, in which he
addressed the Lavon Affair. The archive’s online catalogue notes that the file is a copy of a file kept
at the Ben-Gurion Heritage Institute Archive, Akevot has learnt this file is accessible to the public at
the Ben Gurion Archive. A review of the 63-page transcript uncovers no reason for confidentiality.
Ahead of the publication of this report, we submitted the document to the Israeli Military Censor,
which unconditionally cleared it for publication.

A director of a public archive believes DSDE teams provide convenient and gainful “job opportunities”
for security establishment retirees. The director shared with Akevot that he was under the impression
team members are idle for much of the time they spend at his archive, since they had looked through
the records held there numerous times in the past. This being the case, he has them assist in routine
archive tasks. He says he also seeks their professional advice on various issues pertaining to the
opening of archival records for public access in areas outside their usual subject matter, such as
privacy protection as they relate to opening archival records for public access.

Another public archive director told Akevot Institute that while he was aware there was no legal basis
for the work performed by the DSDE in the archive, he benefits from the current arrangement. The
director said that when he feels unqualified to judge how sensitive opening certain materials for
public access may be, he asks DSDE staff he knows from their work in his archive to review them. He
noted the fact that this service requires no monetary contribution on the part of the archive, which
he views as an advantage.

The work of the DSDE in ISA branches

In addition to their work in public and private archives, DSDE teams also work in the archives of the
heritage centers commemorating former prime ministers of Israel, David Ben Gurion, Menachem
Begin and Yitzhak Rabin. These archives operate under laws enacted to commemorate their heritage,
and unlike public or private archives, they are formally considered branches of the ISA and subject to
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the provisions of the Archive Law 1955 (hereinafter: Archive Law) and the Archive Regulations (Access
to Archival Materials Deposited in the Archive) 2010 (hereinafter: Access Regulations).>

As part of its work in these archives, the DSDE has ordered the closure of a large collection of records
at the Rabin Center Archives and demanded the center pay a sizeable amount of money to have the
records reviewed. The center refused to pay, and more than a decade went by before the removed
records were finally cleared for access (with certain sections redacted), several months ago, after a
DSDE review.

At the David Ben Gurion Heritage Institute Archives, the DSDE often removes archival records for
review and simply does not return records to which it had decided to deny access. This has led, among
other things, to the removal of public access to materials researchers had copied in various archives
abroad for the purpose of their work and subsequently deposited in the archive. These records
remain open to the public in archives abroad.

The Begin Archive, located in the Begin Heritage Center, was established in 2000. Most of the records
in the archive were transferred to it at its inception from the Jabotinsky Institute, and the majority of
them are personal and political. In past years, the archive ran an extensive oral history project,
holding interviews with more than 150 different public figures. The Begin Archive told Akevot
Institute that a “Ministry of Defense staffer” would go over the transcripts of interviews conducted
as part of the project and disqualify sections in them, according to his discretion. Archive staff are
under the impression that the process is a requirement given that the archive is subject to the
provisions of the Archive Law.

Involvement of IDF and Defense Establishment Archive

Though the classification teams operate under the DSDE, it appears the IDF and Defense
Establishment Archive (also part of the Ministry of Defense)® has played a role in their operation until
recently. IDF Archive documents entitled “Staff Task Plan” for the years 2010 to 2015 include an entry
entitled “Special declassification tasks in public archives” and the description “coordination with the
Archivist and DSDE” (for 2013 to 2015, the entry also includes the remark “including B.G. [Ben Gurion]
Archive)”. The 2010 document mentions the “130 files, 1,200 photocopies”. The documents from
2013 to 2015 note that operations for each of those years would also include roughly 50 files in the
Begin [Heritage Center] Archive.’ Special Declassification Tasks are not included in the Staff Task Plan
document for 2016, perhaps following the ISA determination that these activities have no legal basis.
In any event, DSDE teams have continued their archive operations.

5 David Ben Gurion Law 1976, Section 20; Rabin Memorial Center Law 1997; Sec