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Voice of Palestine:
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Of Israeli Arabs

�an �chueftan

In June of 2000, after Israel unilaterally withdrew its forces from Leba-

non, a “Hezbollah Victory Festival” was held in the Arab city of Umm

el-Fahm, in northern Israel. More than five hundred Arab citizens of Israel

attended, most of them educated, secular supporters of the National Demo-

cratic Assembly party. Party leader Azmi Bishara, himself a Christian and a

member of Israel’s parliament, praised the achievements of Hezbollah, a

radical Shi’ite organization whose stated aims include violent struggle

against the State of Israel. Standing next to Palestinian flags, Bishara

addressed the crowd:

Hezbollah has won. For the first time since 1967, we have tasted vic-

tory. Hezbollah has every right to be proud of its achievement and to

humiliate Israel…. Israel suffered defeat after defeat and was forced to

leave southern Lebanon.… This is the truth…. Lebanon, the weakest of

the Arab states, has presented a miniature model, and if we examine it

closely we will be able to draw the conclusions necessary for success and

victory.1



74  •  Azure

A year later, in June 2001, Bishara set forth another challenge, this

time in front of hundreds of Arab leaders and dignitaries—including

Hezbollah Secretary General Hassan Nasrallah and Iranian Vice President

Hassan Habibi—who had gathered in the Syrian city of Kardaha for a

memorial service for the deceased president of Syria, Hafez Assad. Bishara

called on his listeners to renew and intensify the path of “resistance”

against Israel, so that it would not be able to exploit the Arabs’ inability

to wage an all-out conventional war in order to impose its terms on the

Arab world.2

Bishara’s remarks triggered a wave of protest in Israel and led to his

indictment on charges of supporting a terrorist organization.3 Yet they

were only one example of a trend evident among Arab members of Knesset

in recent years. A close look at their remarks over the past decade and a

half reveals that a deep-seated hostility to the Jewish state has become the

norm among Israeli Arab lawmakers—both those who served until re-

cently and those in office today. And the situation is steadily getting

worse.

This was not always the case. Before the outbreak of the Intifada in

December 1987, the style of Arab members of Knesset was less radical

and provocative. While they were no less proud of their identity as Arabs,

concerned for their constituents, or critical of Israeli policies than are their

counterparts today, the previous generation of Arab leaders in Israel gen-

erally stressed their loyalty to the state, and would sometimes even show

understanding for the national needs of the Jewish majority. Communist

Party MK Tawfik Tubi, for example, served in the Knesset for forty years

and was known as an uncompromising champion of the rights of Arab

citizens. Yet Tubi defined himself as an Israeli patriot and insisted that

there was no contradiction between his Arab and Israeli identities. As late

as the 1980s, he would recall that prior to the establishment of Israel, he

had reached the conclusion that by rejecting the partition plan of Novem-

ber 1947 the Palestinian national movement would lead its people to a

national calamity.4 Tubi’s approach reflected a view that was widely held
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by leaders of the Arab community in Israel for many years: That the

future of the Arab minority depended on its accepting the basic ground

rules inherent in living in a Jewish state.

In the last two decades, however, a new generation of Arab parliamen-

tarians has emerged. While the first generation of the Arabs who remained

in Israel after the War of Independence in 1948 had grown up under a

military government and in the face of severe economic, social, and edu-

cational hardships, this new leadership, which entered political life during

the 1970s, grew up in a very different Israel and adopted a very different

approach from that of the previous generation. The attitudes demon-

strated by prominent Arab figures such as Azmi Bishara, Ahmed Tibi,

Muhammad Barakeh, and Abdulmalik Dehamshe reflect not only more

self-confidence, but also the willingness to express radical positions and to

risk a direct confrontation with the Jewish majority.

This approach is in no way exceptional among the Arab parliamentar-

ians in Israel. On the contrary, it represents the views of most of the Arab

MKs (with one notable exception, Nawaf Mazalha of the Labor Party).

Although the ideological and social backgrounds of the Arab parties vary

considerably, as do many of the specific policies they advocate, the new

generation of Arab leaders has adopted a remarkably broad consensus

with respect to the Jewish state. The two most prominent political move-

ments on the Israeli Arab scene—the Islamic Movement, which ulti-

mately strives for imposing Islamic law (sharia) and stripping the state of

all aspects of its Jewish national identity, and the Arab-led communist

movement, which has historically advocated the idea of “two states for

two peoples”—both employ the terminology of liberal-democratic dis-

course as an instrument in the struggle against the Jewish state,5 even

though both radical Islam and communism reject liberal democracy alto-

gether and identify with Arab regimes that are the antithesis of a pluralis-

tic political order.6

There are, of course, differences in style and emphasis in the way

Arab MKs express themselves. But these do not fundamentally alter the
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overall picture which emerges from a careful consideration of their

statements. The essence of their position is an all-out rejection of the

basic tenets perceived by the Jewish majority in Israel as underlying the

existential interests of the Jewish national collective. There are three com-

ponents to this rejection, each of which is becoming more pronounced

over time: (i) Denial of the political and moral justification for a Jewish

state; (ii) open identification with Israel’s most implacable enemies; and

(iii) sympathy for, and occasionally even advocacy of, acts of violence and

terror against Jewish civilians in Israel. Under such circumstances, the

challenge that the Arab leadership in the Knesset poses to the basic beliefs

of the Jewish majority appears to have crossed the bounds of ordinary

discourse in a democracy, which depends on the preservation of a consen-

sus as to the basic rules of the democratic game. Moreover, it reflects a

deterioration in relations between the Arab and Jewish populations to the

point of a serious crisis, one that makes political dialogue exceedingly

difficult and raises questions about the future of the partnership between

the two communities.

II

Rejection of the Jewish state is a central premise from which the claims,

reactions, and policy positions of today’s Arab MKs are derived.

Their arguments tie into the wider history of the 120-year-old Arab-

Israeli conflict, and specifically the attempt by the Palestinian national

movement to alter the basic political realities that have prevailed since the

creation of a Jewish state half a century ago. Given the failure of all-out

military efforts on the part of the Arab world and the improbability of

their success in the foreseeable future, Arab MKs have joined the ranks of
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those seeking other, “softer” methods of perpetuating the same struggle.

In their public declarations, they have begun appealing to core elements

of the democratic and liberal value system accepted by most of the Jewish

majority, even though these values and the practices that accompany them

frequently contradict the attitudes and behavior of most of the Arab

population which they represent.

The most striking example is the use of the rhetoric of civil equality in

casting doubt on the legitimacy of the Jewish state. In recent years, Arab

MKs have promoted the idea of Israel as a “state of all its citizens,” a

somewhat euphemistic term in Israeli parlance, meant to describe a na-

tionally “neutral” democracy that could serve as an alternative to a Jewish

or Zionist state. MK Ahmed Tibi, who used to serve as a close adviser to

PLO Chairman Yasser Arafat and has remained an overt supporter even

after Arafat established the Palestinian Authority (PA) as a dictatorial

regime, frames this position as a democratic principle:

We maintain that the Jewish character of the State of Israel must be

abolished. We do not accept the fact of exclusive Jewish hegemony in

the state, completely disregarding 20 percent [of the population] who

are not Jewish. We are not subletting here, and the definition of who we

are has to be anchored in the definition of the state; therefore we abso-

lutely support the idea of a “state of all its citizens”…. It is impossible

to talk about a Jewish state and a democratic state in the same breath. It

is either a democratic state or a Jewish state. It would be enough for me

if it were a democratic state.7

Abdulwahab Darawshe, then the leader of the Arab Democratic Party,

used similar rhetoric in a 1998 interview to explain why he would not

celebrate Israel’s Independence Day: “No, I will not celebrate it as long as

there is no just solution for the Palestinian people, and as long as Arabs

are not given equal rights, and until it is decided that this is a state of all

its citizens and not only the Jewish people’s state. This country is not
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democratic but imperialist, an occupier, a racist apartheid state that dis-

criminates against a minority of 20 percent….”8

No less eager to erase Israel’s Jewish identity is Hadash, the predomi-

nantly Arab communist party that officially supports the idea of “two

states for two peoples.” In an October 2000 interview, the party’s leader,

MK Muhammad Barakeh, said that he continues to advocate the idea of

a two-state solution. However, he did not contest the interviewer’s as-

sumption that as far as the Arab MKs are concerned, it is not a Jewish

state that will exist alongside a Palestinian one: “Clearly, the existing

situation will change, and the peace agreement, when it is concluded, is

not the end of the story.” According to Barakeh, “The fact that Israel has

a somewhat democratic character is due in no small part to the struggle

for full democracy that Israeli Arabs are engaged in, and will continue to

be engaged in, until Israel becomes a state of all its citizens.”9 The new

Palestinian national state, in other words, is to live alongside an Israel

stripped of its Jewish national identity.

Further evidence that this is what the Arab MKs have in mind is

found in the proposals some of them have advanced to turn the vision of

a “state of all its citizens” into reality—prescriptions which invariably

include renouncing the political, legal, and cultural elements that give

Israel its distinct Jewish character. Foremost among these is the Law of

Return, granting automatic citizenship to Jewish immigrants; but also

targeted are the national symbols that represent the special status of Israel

as the Jewish state, such as the Star of David on Israel’s flag and the

national anthem, “Hatikva.” As Tibi argues:

The State of Israel must initiate the repeal of the Law of Return…. As

long as there is a Law of Return, as long as Israeli Jewish society does

not renounce it, it is a clear sign that this community is not interested

in full democracy. The Jewish community still wants its Jewish sym-

bols—the Law of Return, the national anthem, the flag…. Strategically,

I seek the abolition of the Law of Return, the flag, and the national

anthem.10
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It is not clear whether all Arab MKs who speak of a “state of all its

citizens” are fully aware of the broader historical and political implications

the term carries, or of the fact that it essentially requires the abdication of

the national and cultural—and sometimes even linguistic—uniqueness of

the minority as well as that of the majority. This kind of integration is

clearly incompatible with their own ideas of Arab identity in Israel. One

finds, for example, an antagonism toward the very term “Israeli Arab,”

and vocal opposition to anything that smacks of “Israelification” of the

Arab minority. “The term ‘Arab Israeli’ is completely unacceptable in my

opinion,” said Darawshe, who prefers to describe himself as “a Palestinian

Arab, citizen of the State of Israel.”11 Azmi Bishara considers the Arab-

Israeli label to be “a twisted creature that created a twisted structure,”12

and he favors the description “the Arabs in [the part of] Palestine that was

occupied in 1948.”13 Hadash’s Muhammad Barakeh prefers to describe

the Arabs in Israel as “members of the Palestinian people in the Galilee,

the Triangle [region], and the Negev.”14

Similarly, those Israeli Arabs who choose to integrate into Israeli soci-

ety and contribute to its defense are often subjected to harsh criticism.

MK Taleb El-Sana (United Arab List) has accused those of his Bedouin

kinsmen who serve in the IDF of being part of the Israeli “genocide

machine” directed against the Palestinians, and urged them to return to

their natural place among their people.15 Abdulwahab Darawshe declared

that every Arab in the IDF was committing a “despicable crime against

society”16 and told Jordanian university students that one of his party’s

successes was in persuading Bedouin serving in the IDF to discard their

uniforms and join “the ranks of their people.”17 In an interview for Egyp-

tian television in May 1998, Azmi Bishara described the mindset at the

core of this approach: “We are opposed to the process of ‘Israelification’

of the Arabs in Israel. There are Arabs who say to them, ‘You are Israelis,’

and push them into becoming Israelis. We should pay attention to this,

and we are waging an important campaign to preserve the Arab nature of

the homeland, the Arab identity, and the democratization of identity.
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Israelification, the abandonment of national identity, leads to factionalism

and on the other hand to a resurgence of the intracommunal problem

[among Arabs in Israel].”18

Such misgivings have spurred Ahmed Tibi to distance himself from

the idea of a “state of all its citizens,” which he had once embraced, and

to adopt demands consistent with the creation of a binational, Arab-

Jewish state. For if the state’s Jewish character were annulled based on the

principle of equal citizenship, then Israeli Arabs would be required to

contribute to the state in the same ways that Jews do, including military

service. To avoid this, Tibi has sought a formula that would allow Arabs

in Israel to gain greater control over land use and to enhance their politi-

cal power in order to further develop their separate national identity,

without having to make any significant contribution in return. In Tibi’s

words:

I am fighting under the banner of securing national and civil rights for

the Arab population, and this is different from the slogan of a “state of

all its citizens”… which is the very embodiment of Israelification. Any

group in the Arab sector that says it is against Israelification contradicts

itself by demanding a state of all its citizens. For on the day after Israel

announces it is no longer a state of the Jews, but rather a state of all its

citizens, it will have to draft all its youth, Jew and Arab, and I am

opposed in principle to the recruitment of Arabs by the IDF—even if it

is in a state of all its citizens. Such a state would seek to obscure or erase

my unique Arab national identity…. I prefer the slogan of securing

national and civil rights for the Arab population as a national minority

within the State of Israel to that of a state of all its citizens. A state of all

its citizens is a flawed and defective utopia. If it happens tomorrow, I

will not object, but as I said, I would prefer a different formula.19

The formula Tibi supports also means giving the Arab minority “equal

rights to the national lands”—that is, those lands within Israel that were

purchased by Jews over generations for the express purpose of Jewish
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settlement—since “anyway these lands were once Arab lands.”20

Muhammad Barakeh voiced a similar determination to turn back the

clock, demanding redress for the Arabs’ calls for increased land allocations

through permitting Arab citizens to return and rebuild the villages de-

stroyed in 1948.21

Nor does the program of the Arab MKs for the dejudaization of Israel

stop with the renunciation of the state’s Jewish character or the repeal of

the Law of Return. The next step would be to impose the so-called “right

of return” of Palestinian refugees on the state, inevitably transforming the

country from a “state of all its citizens,” or a Tibi-style binational state,

into a state with a decisive Arab majority. According to Tibi, the imple-

mentation of the “right of return” is an essential precondition for any

historic reconciliation between Jews and Arabs in the region. Only a small

portion of the millions of refugees would actually exercise this right, he

claims, but the choice must be theirs;22 Bishara stresses that this is an

absolute claim, which even the Palestinian leadership has no right to

relinquish:

I do not say that every Palestinian must return to his village or to the

house in which he once lived… but they must be given the right. It is

anchored in innumerable UN resolutions, and it concerns the personal

human rights of each and every refugee. It cannot, therefore, be given

up…. Neither Arafat nor Abu Mazen has any power to abandon it in

the name of an elderly person from Safed now living in the Yarmuk

[refugee] camp—not even in return for any political compensation that

might be granted the Palestinian Authority.23

Bishara is possibly the most radical of the Arab MKs.24 His colleagues

usually express themselves in a more restrained and ambiguous manner,

and their pronouncements vary widely in emphasis and nuance. What

remains true, however, is that there exists a broad consensus on every

matter concerning the denial of legitimacy to the Jewish state.
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It must be emphasized, moreover, that this attitude is not a product

of the 1967 “occupation,” against which the Arab MKs have long worked

together with significant elements of the Zionist Left in Israel. Rather, it

constitutes no less than a total rejection of the Jewish character of the

State of Israel—a rejection that would remain in place even if Israel were

to meet Palestinian demands for a return to the 1967 borders and the

creation of a Palestinian state. For years, concern for Israel’s character and

a desire to preserve the Jewish features and purposes of the state have

driven many Israelis to call for a pullout from the territories. Today, it has

become a commonplace of mainstream Jewish public opinion in Israel

that in order to maintain and strengthen the Jewish character of the state,

Israel will eventually have to withdraw from the majority of the territory

in the West Bank and Gaza, to allow the establishment of a viable Pales-

tinian entity there, and to dismantle some number of Jewish settlements.

The leadership of the Israeli Arab community, on the other hand, sees a

complete withdrawal, the uprooting of all settlements, and the establish-

ment of a Palestinian state as only the first steps of a more ambitious

program to negate the Jewish character of Israel.

Arab MKs’ statements concerning the nullification of the Jewish state

are best understood in light of the political context in which they appear,

since they have been articulated by people well-versed in the political

realities of Israel and completely aware of the Jewish majority’s “red lines.”

Under the banner of liberal notions of equality and fairness, they have

united in taking aim at the very ideas and assumptions that most Jews

view as the essential foundations of a Jewish state.
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III

The Arab MKs’ active opposition to the Jewish state is not limited,

however, to a legitimate political struggle over the state’s character.

Instead, their remarks at times seem to reflect an identification with al-

most every group, movement, or country that has taken up arms against

Israel. They may not support each of Israel’s enemies in equal measure

(internal Arab politics also has an effect on statements about whom they

back), but one can find declarations of sympathy—if not downright ad-

miration and support—for almost every leader or organization currently

at war with the Jewish state.

The most striking example, of course, is the support of Arab Knesset

members for Yasser Arafat, who continued to wage a violent struggle

against Israel even after the Oslo accords were signed in 1993. Ahmed

Tibi, his former adviser, has continued to express full support of the

Palestinian Authority chairman despite having sworn allegiance to Israel

as a member of its parliament. Arafat is a “gentleman,” Tibi told The

Washington Post this past April: “I am talking to Yasser Arafat every

day.”25 Of course, such statements are mild compared with the extensive

record Tibi built as Arafat’s Israeli mouthpiece in the years prior to his

election. “I have been on close, personal terms with the chairman for

twelve years,” he told the Israeli daily Ma’ariv in November 1996. “Eve-

rything I do is done on his directions. I believe he has faith in me and I

hope I justify that faith.”26 Other MKs who do not enjoy Arafat’s patron-

age have still aligned themselves for many years with the struggle he leads.

During a 1989 visit to Cairo, well before the 1993 Oslo accords and

Arafat’s diplomatic rehabilitation, Abdulwahab Darawshe declared in an

interview with the Saudi newspaper Al-Majalah that “Every step I take
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inside [Israel] is on the instructions of Yasser Arafat and some of the

[Palestine Liberation] Organization’s leadership, and they know about

them.”27 Criticism of the Palestinian leadership is heard occasionally, but

mainly from those who believe, like Azmi Bishara or the leaders of the

Islamic Movement, that Arafat is not aggressive enough in prosecuting

the struggle against Israel.

Radical Islamic organizations also get their share of support from

Arab leaders in Israel—despite their denial of Israel’s right to exist and

their campaign of terror against its civilians. Abdulmalik Dehamshe, an

attorney who is the leader of the United Arab List, has represented Hamas

leader Sheikh Ahmed Yassin in court, and proudly displays a photograph

of him in his home. According to Dehamshe, Yassin is “a wonderful

person,” “a great man and a man of peace.” Hamas, he explained, does

not actually send suicide bombers because it is, at its essence, a political

organization, and only military organizations “do such things.”28 Other

Arab-Israeli leaders usually do not express open admiration for Hamas,

and they sometimes condemn the terrorist activities of the Islamic organi-

zations—although their reasoning often focuses more on Palestinian in-

terests than moral considerations. Thus, for example, when Ahmed Tibi

spoke out against an attack by Hamas on a bus carrying children from the

Kfar Darom settlement in Gaza in 1998, he emphasized the political cost

to the Palestinians: “The attempt to blow up the school bus from Kfar

Darom is grave and dangerous beyond comparison. Whoever sent the

perpetrators was in effect saying to [then Prime Minister Benjamin]

Netanyahu, ‘Do not pull out, do not implement the agreement,’ thereby

causing damage to the most important Palestinian interest. Whoever did

this betrayed the Palestinian people, even if he is a Palestinian.”29

The Iranian-backed Hezbollah likewise has a place in the pantheon of

Arab MKs’ heroes. Its attacks against Israel, both in Lebanon and within

Israel’s borders, are considered acceptable—at times applauded—even by

figures whose ideology is far removed from Islamic radicalism. During a

meeting with Arab students in Haifa in early 1999, MK Hashem
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Mahameed, of the communist Hadash party, called the Hezbollah “a

national liberation movement of the first order” and praised its members

as “freedom fighters.” He reported that “Lebanon has turned into a vast

graveyard for the occupation soldiers.”30 In February 1999, at the opening

of his party’s national convention, Azmi Bishara continued his consistent

support for the Shi’ite organization by declaring that “Hezbollah is a

courageous national force that has taught Israel a lesson. Despite being a

fundamentalist party, it has become the vanguard of the Arab world,

proudly carrying the nationalist banner and willing to make sacrifices to

achieve this end.”31

Most telling, perhaps, is the attitude Arab MKs display toward the

brutal dictatorships of the Middle East—which seems to see no contradic-

tion between an insistence upon an uncompromising implementation of

liberal-democratic principles and absolute equality in Israel and a toler-

ance for, or even admiration of, tyranny in Arab states. At most, they

express timid reservations of the kind permissible even in totalitarian

societies. In 1994, Darawshe organized the first delegation of Arab citi-

zens of Israel to visit Syria in order to offer condolences to President

Hafez Assad following the death of his son. While there, Darawshe took

the opportunity to meet with three of the most notorious figures in the

history of Palestinian terrorism—Ahmed Jibril, George Habash, and Naif

Hawatmeh. During another visit, in 1997, Darawshe met President Assad

and told him, “You are the greatest of them all, the most senior of all the

world’s leaders.” In an interview with an Israeli reporter, Darawshe de-

scribed his impressions of his visit to Syria:

Anyone who comes here and sees the reality, the longing for peace—real

peace and not the peace of occupation and lies that Israel seeks—cannot

but be impressed. Until now, we were prisoners of Israeli propaganda to

the effect that Syria was a backward country. Come and see the progress

here…. The villages have modern conditions, everything is in abun-

dance, prices are low…. We are enchanted, not fawning.32
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Darawshe expressed approval of Syria’s de facto military control of Leba-

non as well. The moral illegitimacy of occupation does not apply to the

massive Syrian military presence there, he argued, since the army is “there

by agreement” and the Syrian soldiers in Lebanon “ensure calm, order,

and discipline.… Syria and Lebanon are as one country… an alliance of

blood brothers that cannot be disbanded.” Darawshe even recalled how he

met “Lebanese who are content that the Syrian army is in Lebanon and

say that it is a calming influence that brings internal peace and economic

prosperity.”33

At the end of 1997, Azmi Bishara, a self-proclaimed “humanist” and

champion of pluralism, democracy, and freedom, also enjoyed Assad’s

hospitality during a week-long visit to Syria. The visit had an official air:

Bishara was met at the airport by the government’s chief of protocol and

taken by limousine to an exclusive hotel. He held discussions with Syrian

leaders, including Vice President Abdul Halim Haddam and Foreign

Minister Farouk Al-Shara. Bishara had no difficulty identifying with the

Syrian government’s attitude towards Israel, as he later told the Tel Aviv

weekly Ha’ir :

Haddam’s review of the Israel-Syria situation completely matched what

I already thought before meeting him…. When I sit down with Haddam,

I am no less an Arab than he is. I have a different background and

perspective, and my own very intensive life within the Israeli experience,

but I in no way represent the Israeli side when I am with him and have

no interest in doing so. Perhaps I could try to explain that side, but I

certainly could not represent it.34

When asked if the Syrians showed any understanding of Israel’s fears that

if Syria were to return to the Golan Heights, the Galilee might be vulner-

able to shelling as it was prior to 1967, Bishara answered: “It is a little

hard for me to look for understanding on their part or to explain a fear

which I personally do not share. I think that this fear is the product of a
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deliberate effort on the part of the [Israeli] Right to play on the ghettoiza-

tion of Israel.” It is the Syrians who fear Israel, he explained, since it is

their land that has been occupied. Israel is the nuclear power that “went

over the heads” of the Syrians and entered into a strategic pact with

Turkey. Bishara himself expressed belief in Syria’s peaceful intentions:

The Syrians “are not looking for war,” and their views were presented to

him “in a rational, logical, moderate way.”35

On his second visit to Syria, in the summer of 2001, Bishara was

again accorded a state welcome, and even held a two-hour meeting with

the new president, Bashar Assad. Bishara later reported that he and the

Syrian leader were of one mind concerning the conditions necessary for

agreement between the two countries. “He cannot give up one inch of the

Golan Heights,” Bishara said, adding that “such a concession would be

madness from the point of view of his moral and substantive legitimacy in

Syrian society.”36

Bishara, moreover, feels no need to justify the apparent contradiction

between his adamant calls for liberal reforms in Israel and his open sym-

pathy for the Syrian regime. During his first visit to Syria, his only criti-

cism of that government’s brutal practices was that “They are certainly

not my cup of tea.”37 After meeting with Bashar Assad during his second

visit, he explained that the new president of Syria was not “a liberal

democrat in the Western mold…. Bashar does not believe that liberal

democracy is an option for Syria at the present time…. [Democratization

in the West] is a process that took several hundred years.”38 It is worth

noting the contrast between Bishara’s lukewarm criticism of Syria and the

concrete call for democratic reform that was published in 2001 by a

number of Syrian intellectuals. In an interview on the Lebanese television

channel LBC, Bishara mocked their efforts—triggering a sharp response

from the reform-minded Syrians. One of them, Subhi Hadidi, described

Bishara as “the Syrian information minister” and assailed him for support-

ing the oppression of Syrians while he benefits from the open society in
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Israel. “How, in the name of Allah, can he be patronizing to his Syrian

brothers who are demanding the rights that he enjoys in Palestine, cour-

tesy of his Zionist enemy?”39

Nor is Assad the only despot to enjoy the public admiration of Arab

MKs. During and after the Gulf War, several of them showed sympathy

for Saddam Hussein’s objectives, if not always full support for his actions.

In an interview he gave to the Hadash party newspaper, Al Itihad, on the

day after Iraqi Scud missiles hit Israeli cities in January 1991, Hashem

Mahameed declared that by invading Kuwait, Hussein had restored the

glory of the Muslim tradition to the Arab nation.40 Prior to the start of

the Gulf War, Ahmed Tibi offered an explanation for this pro-Iraqi mood:

There is more sympathy among Israeli Arabs for Iraq than for other

Gulf states. Saddam is seen as a courageous man who can stand up to

the United States, which in our eyes was always the most consistently

anti-Arab power and has granted approval and provided political,

military, and economic backing for [Israel’s] occupation of the territo-

ries. Second, there is no love lost between Arabs in Israel and the cor-

rupt oil princes. Third, even we, the Arabs of this country, would like

to see a strong military force… with bargaining power against the U.S.-

Israel axis.

Tibi went on to say that “in no way does this mean we would call on

Saddam to launch missiles with chemical warheads at Tel Aviv.” But this

reservation, he explained, was not due to any fear that Arabs might be

hurt alongside Jews, but because no “serious person” in the Arab world

considers the destruction of Israel to be a practical option: “There are also

Arabs who do not want to destroy Israel, not because it is illegal or

inhuman, but because it is unrealistic.”41

Occasionally, the solidarity with Israel’s enemies shown by Arab mem-

bers of Knesset goes so far as to include encouragement for continuing the

armed struggle against the Jewish state. In a response to Hezbollah attacks
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after the IDF pullout from Lebanon in late May 2000, Israel bombed a

Syrian radar installation, killing three Syrian soldiers. United Arab List

leader Abdulmalik Dehamshe lost no time in sending a telegram offering

condolences to the Syrian president on the “martyrdom” of three “sons of

Syria… during a criminal attack by Israel’s fascist government… that is

bent on war and refuses to take the road to peace.” The attack, he wrote,

“shows the need for Arabs to close ranks and put an end to Israel’s

extreme actions.” He even referred to the place from which the telegram

was sent as “Nazareth, Palestine 1948” and signed it “in the name of our

people, ‘the inside Arabs’ of 1948.” Dehamshe also sent a telegram to the

king of Jordan asking him to cancel the proposed visit of the Jordanian

foreign minister to Israel as a means of protesting the attack on Syria.42

Again, it is important to emphasize that the solidarity shown by Arab

MKs for groups and regimes engaged in armed struggle against Israel is

not limited to a rejection of the 1967 “occupation” or of Israel’s presence

in Lebanon. Hezbollah maintains its commitment to its struggle against

Israel even though Israel withdrew from Lebanon; the leaders of most

Palestinian terror organizations, Islamic as well as secular—including

Hamas, Islamic Jihad, and the Popular Front for the Liberation of Pales-

tine—openly advocate armed opposition to Israel regardless of any con-

cessions the Jewish state might make regarding the West Bank or Gaza;

likewise, at no time has Saddam Hussein distinguished between the “Zi-

onist occupation” of 1948 and that of 1967. Arab MKs’ identification

with the PLO dates back to well before that organization officially recog-

nized Israel in 1993, to a time when the PLO’s stated aim was the

destruction of Israel, and it has not wavered even since the Palestinians

launched the current war in September 2000 and rejected Israel’s offers

at Camp David and Taba to satisfy almost all of their territorial de-

mands. Moreover, the fact that Arab MKs regularly support individuals

and organizations whose ideology is far removed from their own strength-

ens the conclusion that at the root of this solidarity stands no common
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ideological or political vision other than their commitment to undermine

the foundations of the Jewish state. To this end, even Christians, Marx-

ists, and Islamic radicals are prepared to work hand-in-hand; even self-

proclaimed liberals and humanists are willing to ally themselves with

tyranny.

IV

The support Arab members of Knesset have shown for the struggle

against Israel has often included expressions of understanding for,

or even identification with, violent acts committed against Israel, includ-

ing those that are unmistakably terrorist in nature. Arab MKs have repeat-

edly encouraged Palestinian violence against Israel through veiled state-

ments of support or even explicit calls to carry out terrorist acts. In a

speech delivered in Gaza during a visit of Israeli Arab representatives in

1992, Hashem Mahameed called upon the Palestinian people “to use all

means in the fight against oppression and occupation—stones are not

enough, Intifada is not enough.”43 A month after the Palestinians launched

the current campaign of violence in September 2000, Hadash leader

Muhammad Barakeh told students at Bir Zeit University that “we wel-

come and applaud this Intifada and believe it is the right response at the

right time.…”44

Abdulmalik Dehamshe has been particularly consistent in his glorifi-

cation of violent struggle against Israel. During a 1997 visit to Syria, he

announced that “the Arab nation will win by the sword on its way to the

honor that it longs for and to victory, and we will return to our homeland

with our head held high. The victory will come thanks to the Arab

nation’s jihad.”45 In July 2000, when he visited the Al Aksa mosque on

the Temple Mount in Jerusalem at the invitation of the PA-appointed
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Mufti of Jerusalem, Dehamshe declared that he was ready to be “leading

the martyrs in the defense of Al Aksa.”46 Two weeks before the outbreak

of rioting by Arab citizens of Israel in October 2000, he attended a

meeting of the Supreme Monitoring Committee of the Israeli Arab lead-

ership and openly advocated violence against police officers carrying out

their duties: “We will break the arms and legs of any policeman who

destroys an Arab house. The Arab public is going through a difficult

period. We are on the verge of a new, massive, and popular Intifada of

Israeli Arabs.”47

In an interview he gave after the Palestinian Authority’s violent cam-

paign began in September 2000, Dehamshe described the new reality

created by Prime Minister Ariel Sharon’s visit to the Temple Mount,

which Palestinians cite as the trigger for the current violence. “This is a

war that every Muslim will take part in. There is no Green Line at Al

Aksa; it will be continued throughout the entire State of Israel.”48 About

a year later, he again spoke of his willingness to be a martyr: “I am

prepared to be a martyr in the defense of the Al Aksa mosque and the

sanctuaries of Islam against anyone who tries to harm them.”49 Next to

the Sarafand mosque near Caesarea, which according to Palestinians was

destroyed by Jews, he promised that the structure would be rebuilt “even

if blood is spilled.” Similarly, he is quoted as contending that the only

way to deal with the expropriation of land from Arabs is through sacrifice

and bloodshed: “Only martyrs will stop this process. The time has come

to fight with all our might, and if this means blood will be spilled, so be

it…. Only through combat can we stop the expropriations.”50

While Arab MKs normally avoid explicit support for violence against

Israelis, preferring instead transparent innuendoes well-understood by their

constituents (primarily in order to avoid Knesset censure or possible crimi-

nal charges), unambiguous support for terrorist activities is not entirely

absent. Consider, for example, a statement by Taleb El-Sana in an August

2001 interview for Abu Dhabi television, concerning a shooting attack in

the center of Tel Aviv:
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This is a case of an act of special quality, in the sense that it was targeted

not against civilians but against soldiers in the heart of the State of

Israel. Israelis have to understand that if there is no security for Palestin-

ians, there will be no security for Israelis either. Just as they [i.e., the

IDF] reach Nablus, so the Palestinians reach Tel Aviv.

He added that “there is no cause here for guilt feelings; we shall not

apologize for it. This is a legitimate struggle of the first order for the

Palestinians, and it was carried out against soldiers and not against women

and children.”51

Indeed, the idea that certain types of Israelis—settlers or soldiers—are

fair game for terrorist groups is frequently advanced by Arab MKs. When

Saleh Saleem (Hadash) was asked in 1998 about his attitude towards the

Hamas squads that kill Israeli soldiers in ambushes, he answered: “Every

person has the right to act in occupied territory against soldiers who are

abusing the population. The Palestinian people has suffered greatly. Every

occupied people has acted in the same way.” Nor does Saleem have any

particular sympathy for the loss of life among the Jewish families living

across the Green Line; in his view, the Jews in Hebron “are neither

citizens nor soldiers; they are mosquitoes.”52 In an interview, Hashem

Mahameed explained why he would not protest if Palestinians attacked a

settlers’ bus in the occupied areas, even if there were children aboard: “If

a child rides a settlers’ bus or [a bus] with armed occupation soldiers, do

you really expect them not to be attacked because of one child who might

be sitting with them and who might be hurt?”53

Even when MKs are pressured into denouncing an attack on Israelis,

their criticism is frequently forced or accompanied by explanations that

place the real onus on Israel by ascribing to it acts of terror of a more

extensive and severe nature. In an interview in 1999, Dehamshe said the

Palestinian suicide bombers “were compelled to blow themselves up”

because the settlers were killing Palestinians.54 Referring to Hezbollah

attacks in northern Israel, Hashem Mahameed said he had no wish to see

Jewish civilians killed by bombs launched by the Shi’ite organization, but
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added immediately that Israel bears responsibility for the casualties since

Hezbollah’s attacks are a result of Israeli policies, because those attacks

would not have occurred if there were peace.55 Similarly, Ahmed Tibi

blamed Israel for the kidnapping of three Israeli soldiers by Hezbollah in

September 2000 since, he said, Israel invented the practice of abduction

in the first place. “The Lebanese resistance was forced to abduct the

soldiers,” he told the Kul al-Arab newspaper in May 2001, “in light of the

mindset of the Israeli leadership and its stupidity.”56 Muhammad Barakeh

offered a similar opinion in an interview in the Jerusalem weekly Kol

Ha’ir in October of last year:

I think that Hassan Nasrallah and Lebanese nationalism—that is, the

Hezbollah and others—did what they were entitled to do and had to do:

To take action to drive out the Israeli occupiers…. To resist the occu-

pation, they were forced to kidnap three soldiers after the Israelis kid-

napped several Hezbollah leaders…. Israel kidnapped [Mustafa] Dirani

and [Sheikh Abd al-Karim] Obeid and thereby behaved like the Mafia

and not like a state…. The behavior of the Israeli establishment was

what led to the kidnapping of the soldiers.57

However, the Arab MKs save the brunt of their contempt for those

Arabs who choose to assist Israel—Israeli Arabs serving in the IDF, Pales-

tinians providing Israel with information on terrorist groups in the terri-

tories, soldiers in the South Lebanese Army, Arabs who sell land to Jews,

and others. These they label as traitors to their people, who may be

legitimately killed. During a tour of the Old City of Jerusalem by the

Knesset Internal Affairs Committee in August 1998, Saleh Saleem, then

Hadash faction chairman and deputy speaker of the Knesset, expressed his

opinion about Arabs who sell land to Jews. “I am surprised at the Pales-

tinians for putting an end to their policy of assassinating Arab land dealers

who betray their people,” he said. “They should be ‘taken out,’ turned

into hamburger meat.” In an interview with an Israeli Arab newspaper, he

added that these “traitors” belong in the trash dump at Ramat Hovav.58
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Similarly, Muhammad Barakeh told Kol Ha’ir in October 2001 that he

was certainly “against the death penalty anywhere,” but then added that

“there is no doubt that the collaborators are one of the worst infected

abscesses of Palestinian society…. [The Palestinian people] cannot toler-

ate subhuman creatures in their midst, who are in the service of those who

starve, oppress, and occupy.”59 Hashem Mahameed recalled his reaction

to a murder committed in Umm el-Fahm while he served as the city’s

mayor:

I saw a man lying dead on the floor and asked what happened. They

told me: It is a collaborator. I will be frank with you—I felt nothing for

him. His blood is worthless…. I sat down and drank coffee…. If some-

body else had been killed, I might have fasted for a whole day, because

I cannot eat when someone has died. But this simply did not move me.

These men worked against the interests of their own people.60

In general, Arab members of Knesset do not view as legitimate any assist-

ance given to the Israeli authorities by Arab citizens, even when that

assistance is required to prevent acts of terror against civilians in Israeli

population centers. The charge of treason they level at any Arab who

works against those fighting Israel is as uncompromising as their support

for this struggle is enthusiastic.

V

The prevailing consensus among the current generation of Arab po-

litical leaders in Israel negates the Jewish state and accords broad

legitimacy to the struggle against it. A number of reasons may be cited

to explain the change that came to pass in the last two decades: The

improvement in economic and educational standards for Israeli Arabs
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gradually reduced their sense of helplessness vis-a-vis the Jewish major-

ity; the freedom of movement across what had been an international

border prior to the Six Day War helped foster a sense of fraternity with

the Palestinians in the territories and rekindled powerful national senti-

ments; and the setbacks Israel suffered from time to time in its ongoing

conflict with its enemies provided encouragement that the Jewish state

was not invincible. Ahmed Tibi’s description of his response to the news

that the Egyptian army had crossed the Suez Canal in 1973 offers a

telling example:

To hear that any Arab has succeeded in breaking out of the bubble of

defeat, and that an Arab flag was flying over liberated Arab land, was

a source of pride…. I have no doubt that this was the overall feeling

of the Arabs in Israel. Anyone who says otherwise is being misleading

and not telling the truth…. I am certain that at least some Arabs…

hoped to humble the Israeli arrogance…. When you hope the Egyptians

will conquer Sinai and the Syrians the Golan, it is clear what the results

will be.61

The sense of pride Tibi describes has grown whenever Israel has been

put on the defensive: During the Yom Kippur War and its aftermath; the

energy crisis and Israel’s international isolation during the 1970s; the

internal crisis that developed in the wake of Israel’s invasion of Lebanon

in 1982; the frustration caused by Israel’s inability to deal with the Intifada

when it first broke out in late 1987; and culminating in the revolutionary

change of Israeli policies in the 1993 Oslo accords, the creation of the

Palestinian Authority, and the dependence of the Rabin government on

Arab MKs to sustain its parliamentary majority. These events played a

considerable role in shaping the attitudes of the new generation of Arab

leaders in Israel, and in creating the model of a political leader who would

truly represent them: An MK whose self-confidence (and parliamentary

immunity) enabled him to challenge the foundations upon which the

country had been established.



96  •  Azure

Paradoxically, the greatest shift in the attitudes of Arab leaders in

Israel happened in the 1990s, at a time when the Arab population was

making its most significant advances towards integration into Israeli soci-

ety, on both the symbolic and substantive levels: It was during this time,

for example, that government child allowances, originally reserved for

families of IDF veterans (and subsequently extended, in other ways, to the

haredi population that does not serve in the army) were extended to the

Arab sector; the Arab population benefited substantially from the Na-

tional Health Law, which extended health-care benefits to all citizens

while placing the principal burden—billions of shekels’ worth—on Jewish

taxpayers; and the High Court issued its landmark ruling regarding the

community of Katzir, which for the first time undermined the legitimacy

of establishing exclusively Jewish communities.62 These changes, and oth-

ers like them, clearly did not presume to resolve all Arab grievances, to

eliminate the economic disparity between Arabs and Jews, or to undo the

preferential status accorded to the Jewish collective. But they reflected an

unprecedented willingness on the part of the Israeli authorities to recog-

nize the needs and sensitivities of the Arab community, to the extent of

challenging some of the basic elements in the character of the state. Just

when the Arabs’ struggle for equality was beginning to bear real fruit, the

change of course by their political leadership has made it clear to the

Jewish majority that the national struggle, rather than civic equality, is

their main priority. Indeed, no one aspiring to leadership of the Arab

community in Israel can hope to win public support without placing the

struggle against the Jewish state at the forefront of his agenda.

Yet there is at least one outstanding counterexample, offering an alter-

native model of leadership for the Arab community. Nawaf Mazalha of

the Labor Party, a former deputy speaker of the Knesset, deputy health

minister (in the Rabin government), and deputy foreign minister (in the

government of Ehud Barak), has dedicated his parliamentary career to the

struggle for the protection of the Arab minority’s rights. Despite holding
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political views that differ greatly from those acceptable to the Jewish

majority,63 Mazalha has refrained from denying the legitimacy of the

Jewish state and has offered a more balanced picture of the situation of

Arab citizens. While he works to end the discrimination faced by Arabs in

Israel, he does not advocate forcing the Jewish majority to make radical

changes in the basic nature of the country. “I know exactly how to make

headlines that will make me a hero,” he said in an August 1999 interview,

“but that does not interest me. I really do believe in compromise.”64 Even

though he has mixed feelings about Israeli policies, Mazalha refuses to

identify with those Arab MKs who support Israel’s enemies:

I am totally against appearing as if we prefer to identify with the

Hezbollah, or even with the PLO, more than with our own Israeliness….

They [the Arabs] are my peoples, and I love them, but I do not want to

tie our fate to that of Syria or anyone else. I will not hate the Syrians,

and when [Attorney General] Elyakim Rubinstein calls Syria an “enemy

state,” I have to laugh. Nasrallah is an enemy of the State of Israel, but

not my enemy. On the other hand, [while] I can support Syria’s claims

in the Golan, I cannot identify with someone who is an enemy of the

state, even though he is not my enemy.65

Mazalha’s position is indeed exceptional among the political leaders of

the Arab minority in Israel. Many observers may nonetheless perceive this

position as better serving the “true needs” of the Arab community—

immeasurably better than the threats most Arab MKs represent to the

vital interests of the Jewish majority. Up to this point, one can accept or

reject this approach. It becomes problematic, however, when one assumes

that these “true needs” also exclusively determine the “real positions” of

the Arab population, which are presumably not reflected in the radical

policies promoted by their elected representatives. Supporters of the “true

needs” theory point to the dependence of the Israeli Arab population on

good (or at least tolerable) economic relations with the Jewish majority,
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and conclude that it is inconceivable that this community would continue

over time to support the radical agenda of the Arab MKs. According to

this approach, the inflammatory statements of the Arab leadership are

merely an unfortunate byproduct of the fierce competition that exists

today for the attention of the Arab constituency (as well as the Jewish

public), and a provocative means of gaining the widest possible media

coverage.

This argument, however, rests on two highly questionable assump-

tions. One is that there is no substantive link between the positions held

by elected representatives and those of their voters, even in a democracy

like Israel. Second, it assumes that the position adopted by every commu-

nity invariably reflects its “true needs” in the long run. Such a concept, of

course, is hard to reconcile with a great many instances in history in

which individuals and collectives adopted policies that led down a long

road to disaster. There is no need to look far for a pertinent example:

From the earliest days of the Palestinian national movement in the open-

ing decades of the twentieth century, its leadership adopted a political

strategy that led to a long chain of calamities, eventually culminating in

the “Catastrophe” (al-nakba) of 1948, in which hundreds of thousands of

Palestinians were displaced. At that time, there was no shortage of Pal-

estinian observers who read the political map correctly and foresaw the

ruin that their leaders’ strategy—an uncompromising march toward radi-

cal goals coupled with a systematic disregard for the balance of power—

was likely to bring about. Nonetheless, the knowledge of what was to

come, which reached even the upper ranks of the Palestinians’ political

leadership, did not elevate to positions of power leaders who were willing

to challenge the Palestinian strategy and to confront the public with

a compelling argument concerning realistic limits on their national

objectives. Nor did the leadership’s miscalculations stem only from the

lack of a democratic tradition that might have made leaders more ac-

countable to the people; other undemocratic regimes in the Arab world
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had the sense to adopt a realistic strategy from the outset (the Hashemite

regime in Jordan, for example), or to abandon a radical strategy that led

to a dead end (as did Anwar Sadat after succeeding Nasser as president of

Egypt).

Likewise, the growing radicalism in the attitudes and rhetoric of the

Arab members of Knesset cannot be dismissed as a public relations exer-

cise. It seems more plausible that the leadership is to a significant degree

responding to the aspirations of the public it seeks to represent and lead.

The political radicalization of the Arab MKs reflects, in all likelihood,

changes that have taken place in the Arab-Israeli community over the last

several years, particularly among its more educated members. The younger

generation has adopted a militant Palestinian national identity and does

not shrink from direct confrontation with the Jewish public—as was

clearly illustrated by the angry demonstrations by Arab students in the

spring of 2000. In an interview appearing in Ma’ariv a few weeks later,

three Arab student leaders, all young women in their early twenties, dis-

played their outright hostility towards Israel, identification with its en-

emies, and understanding for the terror waged against it. They expressed

a complete lack of faith in the institutions of Israeli society, including the

universities, the health-care system, and the media, and rejected out of

hand any suggestion of community service as an alternative to serving in

the army. Most important, however, was their attitude toward the na-

tional standing of Jews and Arabs in Israel. Khulood Badawi, head of the

Haifa University Arab students’ committee and a local Hadash activist,

“informed” the founder of Zionism, Theodor Herzl, that “You do not

have, nor did you ever have, a place here. This is my country. It was and

it still is. It will never belong to anyone else.” Her deputy on the commit-

tee, Adin Hamoud, announced that “As far as I am concerned, Israel is

the occupied Palestinian state.” Badawi succinctly summed up the long-

term role she sees for the Arab citizens of Israel willing to reject the status

quo: “We are a time bomb.”66 These words are part of a new reality in
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Israeli Arab discourse, in which the all-out rejection of the idea of a state

of the Jewish people—which until two decades ago was articulated pub-

licly by only a small group of marginal figures—has become an article of

faith among student activists, and a premise that can be gainsaid only at

the greatest cost by anyone in a leadership position in the Arab-Israeli

community.

One should not underestimate the impact that this escalating

radicalization of the Arab leadership has on the Jewish majority’s percep-

tion of the Arab minority. For the Jews who constitute this majority, it

is hard to tell to what degree the statements of Arab elected officials

accurately reflect the “real” views of every individual Arab constituent.

Israeli Jews are exposed to a constant flow of increasingly hostile state-

ments by Arab MKs, including the rejection of everything that is dear

and vital to the Jewish collective, declarations of support for the enemies

of Israel, and sympathy for terror attacks. When combined with other

manifestations of Arab radicalization, such as the invective of activist

Arab students in the universities, the riots by Arab citizens of Israel in

October 2000, and the growing involvement of Israeli Arabs in acts of

terror (albeit in small numbers), it becomes difficult to avoid the conclu-

sion that these sentiments are not limited to the elected leadership, but

instead reflect a genuine change in attitude on the part of the Arabs of

Israel. Public opinion polls give further evidence of the effect this has

had, with mistrust of the Arab minority by Israeli Jews reaching record

levels.67

Arab MKs, who possess firsthand knowledge of the discourse of

the Jewish majority, are aware of the effect their radical statements are

having on the country. Yet they persist, even at the cost of widening the

social and political chasm dividing Arab and Jew. The Arab public, and

particularly the younger elites who will soon assume the mantle of leader-

ship, support this trend and continuously carry it further. Under such

circumstances, it is hard to offer an optimistic perspective on Jewish-Arab



winter 5763 / 2003  •  101

relations in Israel—regardless of whether the state offers viable solutions

for the problems of civic and economic inequality. These issues no longer

hold the attention of Arab politicians and their voters; instead, the Arabs

of Israel have taken up a set of radical, nationalist demands which the

Jewish majority cannot possibly satisfy. Given the ongoing challenges

facing the Jewish state, from within and without, the signs are not en-

couraging for a compromise in the near future.
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Bitan, 1999).
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