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			After the formation of a Jewish majority, a considerable Arab population will always remain in Palestine. If things fare badly for this group of inhabitants, then things will fare badly for the entire country. The political, economic and cultural welfare of the Arabs will thus always remain one of the main conditions for the well-being of the Land of Israel.

			—Zev Jabotinsky, 1926

		

	
		
			Introduction

			The Apartheid Myth

			How Does Israel Treat Its Arab Citizens?

			I began writing Arab Citizens of Israel months before Hamas’ horrific attacks on October 7, 2023. Even before Israel responded, many pro-Palestinian activists applauded these attacks as part of the struggle against the oppressive Zionist state that they believe has its origins as a colonial settler enterprise which expelled the indigenous Arab inhabitants and implements apartheid policies in the occupied territories of the West Bank.

			Some even believe that Israel, home to 2 million Arab citizens, can be characterized as an apartheid state comparable to South Africa. This was the position taken by numerous international humanitarian organizations. It was also the conclusion reached by the American writer Ta-Nehisi Coates in his bestselling book The Message, based on a ten-day tour of the West Bank in summer 2023. Instead of addressing the complexity of the current situation, Coates focused his rhetoric on demonstrating that current Israeli practices amount to apartheid by showing alleged parallels to past South African and Jim Crow experiences. This enabled him to portray Israel as engaging in “white supremacy.”

			Like many others, Forward reporter Yirmiyahu Danzig noted:

			For anyone who has spent a substantial amount of time in Israel or studying the history of the Middle East, the notion that Israel is either colonial or European is farcical. A majority of Israeli Jews’ recent ancestors lived in and were driven out of Arab and Muslim majority countries before coming to Israel as refugees.1

			Danzig faults Coates for imposing an American framework on what he saw during his ten-day trip—of Israeli police donning “shades like Georgia sheriffs,” the “reservations” of Gaza, or the “ghettos” of Lydd.

			The prominent American Jewish anti-Zionist Peter Beinart was quick to defend Coates. “In Israel, supremacy is based on Jewishness not (America’s) definition of whiteness,” Beinart noted. “So Black and brown Jews—whatever discrimination they face—enjoy legal supremacy over Palestinians.”2

			The claim of legal supremacy is grossly misleading. Zionism has certainly meant that Israel has exclusively Jewish national symbols and grants citizenship to any Diaspora Jew who immigrates. It also allows Jews to bring in non-Jewish spouses. In contrast, descendants of Arabs who were displaced during the 1948 war are not allowed to return, and Arab citizens of Israel often have difficulties when marrying Arabs from outside Israel. However, despite some history of anti-Arab discrimination, Israel has never been an apartheid state. Meanwhile, due to a series of reforms in recent decades, Arab and Jewish citizens in Israel are increasingly treated equally.

			This book tells the story of Israel’s Arab citizens, honestly documenting their historical struggles as well as the extraordinary improvement in their lives and living conditions over the past twenty years. Today, they populate the highest reaches of Israeli society. They are widely dispersed throughout the Israeli medical system, not only as nurses and doctors but also as senior administrators. Similarly, they are deeply embedded in Israel’s high-tech sector, with Arab Nazareth an important hub, especially for international firms. Israeli Arabs have been members of the ruling coalition, held positions on the Supreme Court of Israel and as other judicial appointees, and hold senior positions in the Israeli police and government agencies.

			These successes reflect sustained educational and occupational affirmative action policies and successive five-year plans aimed at Arab municipalities, substantially reducing the structural funding inequalities that they previously experienced. Perhaps surprisingly, these initiatives were undertaken by conservative Netanyahu-led governments that saw the need to rectify longstanding inequities.

			My personal and professional interest in Israeli Arabs began almost twenty years ago when I was convinced by a member of the board of the Hillel at Brooklyn College to fund a playground in an Arab community in northern Israel. This led me to become a member of a United Jewish Appeal (UJA) committee that gave modest funding to Israeli NGOs that worked in the Arab sector. As a result, I became more deeply involved as a supporter of these organizations: Tsofen, which aids the entry of Arabs into professional positions in the high-tech sector; Sikkuy, which helps pro-Arab initiatives to be legislated and implemented; and Merchavim, which supports the inclusion of Arab teachers in the Jewish school system.

			As I learned more about the difficulties that Arab citizens faced, I noticed that they seemed to have some parallels with the Black experience in the United States, a topic I have studied and written about since the 1970s. There are also parallels with the experiences of second- and third-generation Eastern European Jewish immigrants in the immediate postwar era, including my own family.

			When I was growing up in Brooklyn in the 1950s, discrimination against Jews was still widespread, and my parents had experienced even worse in the 1930s. My mother was not religious—we did not go to synagogue even on the high holy days. But she vividly remembered how Jews could be fired if they took time off on those holidays. As a result, she ensured that we dressed in our best clothes on those days and walked proudly through our neighborhood, which had many non-Jewish people. Indeed, it was welcome news in Jewish communities throughout the United States when Dodgers’ pitcher Sandy Koufax refused to pitch on a Jewish holy day during the 1965 World Series.

			While things were better for me than for my parents’ generation, in the ’50s and ’60s many firms would still not hire Jews. There were still communities that had covenants that did not allow housing to be sold or rented to Jews. There were still non-Jewish neighborhoods that were off-limits, and walking through them would incite harassment, if not outright violence. Further, negative Jewish stereotypes were still widespread. These are issues that many Arab citizens of Israel faced at the time, and still face today.

			Despite these injustices, our extended family members were more or less assimilated Americans with no interest in making Aliyah. Fortunately, overt anti-Semitism diminished significantly in my lifetime, partially due to increased social interaction between Jews and non-Jews. All my parents’ close social interactions were with other Jews, but as the first in my extended family to attend college, my social life was much more integrated. While all my close high school friends were Jews, that wasn’t the case in college and even less in my professional career. While I have a Jewish spouse, neither of our married children do. This progress reflects full integration, and it is an important aspect of the American Jewish experience. For many reasons, the religious and ethnic forces in Israel are stronger. Still, I have always believed that increased interfaith and intercultural socialization is an important part of the evolving attitudes of Israel’s Arab and Jewish citizens.

			In early 2014, I wrote a research paper for Israel Studies arguing that sustained reforms had crucially shifted the political perspective of Arab citizens since the founding of the country. Rather than demanding autonomy and supporting the struggle for a Palestinian state, they increasingly favored legislative measures to upgrade their local infrastructures, including improved roads, bus routes, and sewerage systems, and their occupational and educational opportunities. I anticipated that these desires would be prominent in a joint Arab political coalition that would spur further reforms. The 2015 elections seemed to bring that prediction to fruition: the four major Arab parties ran together on an Arab Joint List that pledged to work for reforms to benefit Arab citizens.

			Thanks to information from the NGOs I have worked with, I have written essays in each of the past dozen years pointing to government policies that have brought about positive educational and occupational changes in Arab communities. For example, Tsofen aided the dramatic increase in Technion’s Arab enrollment and Arabs’ placement in high-tech companies while Mechavim was able to more than double the Arab share of teachers in Jewish K–12 schools.

			However, one problem I encountered was that virtually all the liberal supporters of Arab advancement were implacably hostile to the Netanyahu-led governments that promoted these changes, ignoring their positive achievements and emphasizing their shortcomings. Thus, you would not know of the substantial Arab advances made in Israel if you only read The New York Times or The Washington Post. Nor are they reflected in the pronouncements of the New Israel Fund (NIF), which advocates civil and human rights, religious tolerance and pluralism, and closing social and economic gaps within Israeli society, especially between Jews and Arabs. While it funds a range of nonprofits working in the Arab sector, the NIF also supports fiercely anti-Zionist organizations, including Breaking the Silence, Adalah, and B’Tselem. These groups (except for Adalah) frequently circulate biased anti-Israel content to an international press that looks for material that puts Israel on the defensive.

			This anti-Zionist stance figured prominently in NIF’s 2022 annual report, which leads with a story on combatting police brutality: “The Human Rights Defenders Fund has negotiated the release of over 250 protesters, and the Public Committee against Torture in Israel has filed over 70 reports of police brutality at various demonstrations since July 2020.” Nowhere in the report is it mentioned that an Arab was promoted to be second-in-command of the Israeli police force and led an initiative that more than doubled the number of Arab officers. Nor that to combat sexual violence, almost a hundred Arab women were recruited, including some who were allowed to wear a hijab while on duty. Instead, the report highlighted Arab–Jewish conflicts in mixed during the 2021 Gaza conflict rather than the unity that was formed afterwards.  Indeed, the unity of Jewish and Muslim organization was the reason that there was no repeat of violent confrontations during the IDF-Hamas war two years later.  

			The report also focused on Palestinian deaths in the West Bank without ever mentioning the escalating violence perpetrated by sections of the Muslim population there, aided by Hamas militants and arms from Iran, nor the many ways that the new ruling coalition promoted accommodations to “shrink the conflict.” Instead, it focused solely on the retaliatory actions of Zionist settlers without describing the incidents to which they were responding.

			This stance paralleled the writings in the US press by members of the Arab Joint List. While campaigning on strengthening reforms to benefit Arab citizens, many of its elected officials continued to prioritize political support for Palestinians in the occupied territories. They also maintained a harsh attitude toward the Netanyahu-led government, even when it implemented affirmative action programs and dedicated funding to Arab communities. Many of their public statements, particularly those outside of Israel, speak harshly of the government, rarely mentioning the reforms that had been won. All this contributes to a biased and inaccurate view of the condition of Israeli Arabs, as well as a tendency to elide their situation with that of Arabs in the West Bank, who are not Israeli citizens.

			The Apartheid Canard

			As noted, the integration of Arab citizens into the highest reaches of Israeli society undermines any notion that Israel practices apartheid or Jewish supremacy. While significant wealth and income gaps remain, recent policies have dramatically reduced them. Among other things, this book shows that these gaps are substantially smaller than those between Palestinian refugees and native populations in all adjacent Arab countries.

			The 1949 Israeli census counted 156,000 Arab citizens. As Chart 1 below indicates, over the ensuing seventy years, as the Israeli population reached 10 million by the end of 2024, the Arab population has grown from 12.2 percent in 1950 to 24.3 percent. When disaggregated, 18.7 percent are non-Bedouin Muslims, 2.3 percent are Bedouin, 1.8 percent are Christian Arabs, and 1.6 percent are Druze.3 All these groups, except for almost 300,000 living in East Jerusalem, have Israeli citizenship, and enjoy full civil rights. I refer to them as Arab citizens or Israeli Arabs.
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			Some of these citizens would characterize themselves as “Palestinian Israelis,” which is a term I never use. While some individuals might characterize themselves in this way, few Christian Arabs, Druze, or Bedouin think of themselves first as Palestinians. Most individuals in these groups have no problem being labeled an Arab citizen or even an Israeli Arab.

			Things are a bit different among non-Bedouin Muslims. Among those associated with the Palestinian nationalist party, Balad, and many like-minded university students and graduates, “Palestinian Israeli” is preferred as a means of sustaining solidarity with those in the occupied territories. However, many other Muslims have no problem being called Israeli Arabs, or by the generic term Arab citizens. Indeed, Times of Israel reporter Gavriel Fisk noted that in a recent poll, only 9 percent of Arab Israeli respondents said that “their Palestinian identity is the dominant component of their identity.”4

			Things are different for the Arabs living in East Jerusalem. These individuals do not have Israeli citizenship. However, as full citizens of Jerusalem, they qualify for government benefits, including healthcare, freedom to travel and work throughout Israel, and voting rights in Jerusalem’s elections. They can gain Israeli citizenship, although few do, and virtually none vote in municipal elections. Thus, I always refer to them as Palestinians.

			The False Rashid Khalidi Narrative

			For two years, pro-Palestinian student protests against Israel’s war with Hamas have dominated American campuses. These protests, which hold Israel solely responsible for the war’s devastating impact on Gazan civilians, not only contributed to President Joe Biden’s defeat by Donald Trump in 2024, but have also harmed the safety and well-being of American Jews. These critics claim that Israel practices apartheid to control its Arab citizens. For them, the reforms that have benefitted Israeli Arabs in the past few years are nothing more than window-dressing meant to distract from the inhumanity of past and current Zionist practices.

			These critics rally around the slogan “Globalize the Intifada.” They use it as a call to disrupt and harass Jews wherever and whenever possible—dining in restaurants, attending social and cultural events—and defacing Jewish institutions and even homes of prominent Jews. Even worse, the rhetoric of “justified resistance” has led to actual violence against Jews, including arson, beatings, and fatal shootings, all based on the idea that Israel is a foreign colonialist enterprise that displaces and kills indigenous Arabs.

			These distorted and violence-inciting views have been significantly bolstered by the writings of Rashid Khalidi, the most prominent American–Palestinian historian and, until recently, a long-time Columbia University professor from one of the wealthiest and most influential Jerusalem families of the pre-1948 era. Khalidi’s recent book, The Hundred Years’ War on Palestine, was given a big boost when a photo was widely circulated of President Biden buying a copy at a Cape Cod bookstore during his 2023 summer vacation. One can only assume that this photo was purposely staged to lend support to Khalidi’s argument at the height of the Gaza conflict.

			Leading liberal Jewish organizations immediately praised the book. Daniel Sokatch, CEO of the New Israel Fund, wrote, “There is no better or more important introduction to this history from the Palestinian perspective than Khalidi’s book.” The Forward claimed that its “abiding relevance is just one reason why American Jews and Israel supporters should…read Khalidi’s book, now.”

			I am highly critical of Khalidi’s work—but not because he is an anti-Zionist. You will note in what follows that I quote a number of strong critics of Israeli policies, in particular Ilan Pappé and Sabri Jiyris. I do so because prior to the last decade, scholarly approaches dominated research rather than ideological agendas. Thus, while Pappé’s recent works are plainly politically driven, I believe his earlier works to be academically sound. Unfortunately, Khalidi’s effort falls short on academic grounds.

			For example, Khalidi asserts that Israel is a settler colonialist enterprise because prior to 1882, when Jewish European immigration began, few Jews resided in the section of the Ottoman Empire that in 1920 became the British Mandate of Palestine. But he fails to note that it was the Crusades that destroyed the Jewish community, which until then was a vibrant part of Palestine. Even so, within a century, Jews rebuilt a number of communities, and even before European immigration began, they constituted a plurality of Jerusalem’s population. Khalidi also ignores the fact that a substantial share of the Arab population were themselves descendants of Arab immigrants who came there during the nineteenth century, largely from Egypt.

			He further fails to note the large internal migration of Arabs from the West Bank to the coastal areas during the Mandate period. Many of these migrants married women from their home villages and often went back to help to harvest crops. Thus, the notion that 1948 Palestinian refugees from present-day Israel were displaced from their ancestral homelands is simplistic and misleading.

			Khalidi’s book has no discussion of the situation of the two million Arab citizens, focusing solely on the Palestinians living in the occupied territories. He is only interested in their alleged oppression by Israeli policies and ignores any discussion of internal dynamics or situations where Israeli policies have been beneficial. Khalidi is unwilling to assess the changing situation of those Palestinians living in East Jerusalem, for instance. In the one reference he makes to these Arabs, he writes:

			According to a 2018 European Union report, the contribution of Arab East Jerusalem to the Palestinian GDP has shrunk from 15 percent in 1993 to 7 percent today.… Due to its physical isolation and the strict Israeli permit policy, the city has largely ceased to be the economic, urban, and commercial center that it once was.

			This weakened influence on the West Bank reflected East Jerusalem becoming increasingly integrally tied to the Israeli state. After the 1967 war, Israel agreed to the Palestinian demand that East Jerusalem schools follow the Jordanian curriculum. Over the past decade, in response to many parents’ demands, Israeli curriculum replaced the Jordanian, enabling thousands of Palestinians there to attend Israeli universities. As Jerusalem Post reporter Peggy Cidor wrote, at the Hebrew University alone, 710 East Jerusalem Arab students were enrolled in 2022, compared with only thirty-six five years earlier.5 There have also been substantial expansions of high-tech infrastructure to bring higher-paying jobs.

			Khalidi also ignores any issues that complicate his victimization narrative when discussing Gaza and the West Bank. Focusing on the restrictions on goods that can be brought into Gaza through Israel, he simply labels Gaza an “open air prison” as a result of Israel’s “full blown siege.” There is no mention of restrictive Egyptian policies or of how Hamas could amass and divert material and manpower to build a tunnel network in Gaza as large as the London subway system.

			Further inquiry finds that life in Gaza before the current war was not as bleak as Israel’s critics claim. Journalist Ari Yashar reported:

			Western media has often been criticized by Israel for only on rare occasions presenting Gaza as anything other than an open-air prison suffering from Israeli blockades, but an unusual glimpse into the glamorous life of Gaza’s middle class made its way to light on Sunday.

			Articles such as an Economist expose in 2012 detailing golden Porsches and Hummers cruising the streets of Gaza under corrupt Hamas rule were joined by a Washington Post report, revealing on Sunday how the “other half lives” in the terrorist enclave.6

			The Israel National News article begins by noting how underreported the middle-class aspect of Gazan life is in Western media, commenting, “this is the Gaza outside the war photographer’s frame.” He continues:

			There is a parallel reality where the wafer-thin Palestinian middle class here is wooed by massage therapists, spin classes and private beach resorts, listing a handful of new luxury-car dealerships, boutiques selling designer jeans and, coming soon to a hip downtown restaurant, “Sushi Nights.”7

			The centerpiece of this slice of the “other” Gaza is the Blue Beach Hotel financed by billionaire Murib al Masri. As an Economic Times investigation reported:

			During the 2023 Israel–Hamas war, dozens of Hamas militants fired anti-tank missiles at the Israeli forces from the hotel premises and its guest rooms.… The IDF claimed having discovered an underground infrastructure, which included seven shafts that led to tunnels, and inside of it the living rooms of Hamas militants. Many weapons were also found, [and] video footage was brought as proof that access to several tunnels was available from many guest corridors in the hotel.8

			Khalidi points to the cumbersome check points Israel imposed on Palestinian movement in the West Bank. But he also notes how damaging the Second Intifada had been: “With horrifying scenes of recurrent suicide bombings transmitting globally…Israel ceased to be seen as oppressors, reverting to the more familiar role of victims of irrational, fanatical tormentors.”9

			It was this recent experience that justified the checkpoints that are highlighted by Israel’s detractors. However, except for the checkpoints, Khalidi gives no insight into the dynamics in the West Bank in the decade after the ending of the Second Intifada. In particular, there is no mention of Salam Fayyad, who was prime minister of the West Bank from 2007 through 2013. During his tenure, Fayyad rejected confrontation with Israel, pursuing a state-building agenda focused on developing government institutions and creating economic growth in the West Bank. In a comprehensive study of the West Bank economy during much of Fayyad’s time in office, a Washington Institute study concluded:

			Following the establishment of Prime Minister Salam Fayyad’s government in 2007, the West Bank witnessed rapid GDP growth each year through 2010, including a 12% spike in 2008, 10% in 2009, and 8% in 2010. The IMF attributes this growth to donor aid, improved security conditions, decreased Israeli restrictions on movement, and private-sector confidence due to good management by the Palestinian Authority (PA).10

			Fayyad was forced out in 2013 due to continued Palestinian activist unhappiness with his approach. Palestinian Authority leader Mahmoud Abbas was unwilling to continue to present an image of constructive collaboration with Israel, even when it benefitted Palestinians. “Fatah has been critical of Fayyad for the last five years because he came to put things in order,” said Mahdi Abdul Hadi, director of the Palestinian Academic Society for the Study of International Affairs, an independent institute in East Jerusalem.11

			The Nakba Narrative

			For many Israel critics, it is the colonial settler enterprise—particularly the influx of Jews from Europe in the 1920s and ’30s—that ultimately led to the Nakba (the Catastrophe), the expulsion of 700,000 Palestinians when the Israeli state was founded. However, this narrative does not reflect the Jewish immigration experience. Most Jewish immigrants to Israel joined a Jewish community that had resided there for centuries. A plurality of Israeli Jews are descendants of Mizrahi Jews who were expelled from the Arab world, and they are complemented by Ethiopian Jews, as well. Thus, any association of Israel with the migration of Ashkenazi European Jews to Mandatory Palestine is simplistic and outdated.

			The Mandate period began in 1920 after three Ottoman districts were consolidated under British administration following the breakup of the Ottoman Empire. While Jewish immigrants continued to enter Palestine, it is difficult to characterize them as colonizers. Indeed, Palestine was ruled by the British and not by these Jewish immigrants. Furthermore, the British administration was not very sympathetic to Jewish interests. It appointed Haj Amin al-Husseini as grand mufti of Jerusalem despite his leadership of a 1921 pogrom. Khalidi minimizes the harmful role of the Mufti as he was called, never mentioning the pogroms he led in 1921 and 1929, his anti-Semitic actions while in exile in Iraq, nor why, given his activities in support of Hitler. Indeed, after learning in 1943 of Hitler’s extermination of three million Jews, the Mufti declared that Germany had “recognized the Jews for what they are and resolved to find a definitive solution for the Jewish danger that will eliminate the scourge that Jews represent in the world.”12 Despite these attitudes and actions in support of the Nazis, the Mufti was given a hero’s welcome when he found his way to Egypt after World War II where the Arab leadership installed him as the leader of the Arabs in Mandate Palestine.

			Though the 1917 Balfour Declaration opened the door to Zionist national aspirations, the British government eventually rejected it. In 1937, to quell an Arab uprising led by the Mufti’s supporters, the Peel Commission did recommend a two-state solution, with a Zionist state comprising only 12 percent of Palestine. Khalidi substantially understates the violence perpetrated by the Mufti and his supporters.

			When the Woodhead Commission arrived to examine the prospects for implementing the Peel partition plan, the Mufti’s supporters were instructed “to kill every Arab who communicates with the commission in any form.” When the Mufti learned that one of the notables planned to testify, he wrote: “Those who go to meet the partition commission should take their shrouds with them.”13 Indeed, mufti supporters killed as many as a thousand Arabs to quell opposition to his political positions. This led the British to withdraw their recommendation for a two-state solution. Indeed, the Mufti even rejected the subsequent 1939 White Paper that no longer supported an independent Jewish state but still allowed modest Jewish immigration.

			During the rest of the Mandate period, the British administration placed substantial restrictions on further Jewish immigration and never again proposed an independent Zionist state. Only after the British turned the situation over to the United Nations and President Harry Truman championed Jewish national aspirations was a two-state solution proposed and eventually adopted.

			There are many problems with the Nakba narrative. First, as this book documents, a significant share of Arabs voluntarily left their homes, desiring to avoid war with an expectation that they could return after the conflict ended. It was only in the second stage of the war, when Zionist victory was assured, that expulsion, unfortunately, became a policy for many conquered Arab villages.

			Second, at the time, population transfers were an acceptable, if not desirable, solution to ethnic conflicts. When India and Pakistan gained independence, there was substantial bidirectional migration:

			Partition triggered riots, mass casualties, and a colossal wave of migration. Millions of people moved to what they hoped would be safer territory, with Muslims heading towards Pakistan, and Hindus and Sikhs in the direction of India. As many as 14–16m people may have been eventually displaced, traveling on foot, in bullock carts and by train.14

			Millions of ethnic Poles and ethnic Germans were uprooted after World War II. Germans from Poland and Czechoslovakia were forcibly transferred to Germany. Similarly, Poles from a section of eastern Poland assigned to the Soviet Union were transferred to western Poland on land ceded from Germany. Whereas all these groups adapted to their new homelands based on ethnic and religious solidarity, only the Arab refugees, who had yet to develop a Palestinian consciousness, were unable to build new lives in adjoining Arab countries.

			Third, and probably most important, when the term Nakba was first enunciated in 1948, and for the next forty years, it had little to do with the displacement of Arab refugees. It was singularly focused on the catastrophe of having any Jewish state on what was perceived as Muslim ancestral lands.

			This is why most of the Arab world has never accepted a Jewish state, even the minuscule one proposed by the Peel Commission. This is still the position of Islamists like the members of Hamas, that vehemently oppose any two-state solution. Indeed, throughout the Arab world, most Arabs simply do not believe that the state of Israel should exist at all. A 2022 survey found the rate of refusal to recognize Israel to be over 90 percent in Algeria, Libya, Jordan, Iraq, and Tunisia.15

			The association of the Nakba with the refugees only emerged after the Oslo Accords in the 1990s when negotiations over a two-state solution began. It made the “right of return” for Palestinian refugees to Israel a central demand, raising their victimization status. As a result, the “catastrophe” became the dispersal of Palestinians from their homes in what became the Israeli state. By passing refugee status on to future generations, the right of return continues—even after three generations.

			The descendants of the original refugees have become political pawns. They are kept in utter poverty in Lebanon. As this book further documents, any attempts to integrate them are rejected because if Palestinians were integrated into Lebanese society, it would undermine the demand for the right of return. The situation is exactly the same in Jordan for the million stateless Palestinian refugees who have their origins in Kuwait and Gaza. Rula Alhroob, a former member of the Jordanian parliament and chair of the Jordanian human rights committee, said her advocacy of extending benefits to Palestinian refugees was met with fierce opposition within the government: “When we talk about civil rights, political rights, and so on, they would say ‘Well, we don’t want to help Israelis achieve their goals by giving those people access to all types of activities and normal living so that they could forget about their right of return.’”16

			The right of return at all costs must be maintained. In 2023, the UN Human Rights Commission demanded that it should be given priority.17 After all, it is the sole justification for the continued existence of the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA). Thus, descendants of Palestinian refugees are unable to move forward in the countries in which they reside by shedding their refugee status or emigrating elsewhere for a better future.

			Khalidi follows the general strategy of Israel critics by ignoring the evolving situation of the country’s Arab citizens. This in turn has allowed uninformed claims of Israeli oppression, like those made by Ta-Nehisi Coates, to go substantially unchallenged. What such critics ignore is that, unlike the descendants of refugees in neighboring Arab countries, there has been substantial improvement in the lives of Arab citizens in Israel. Moreover, most of these gains were made under conservative Netanyahu-led coalitions that employed substantial, sustained affirmative action programs. While gaps remain large in many areas, new government initiatives are continuing to close them.

			This doesn’t mean that Jews were blameless in the misfortunes of local Arab populations. But the matter is complex and deserves a more nuanced treatment than that afforded by the likes of Khalidi.

			The Historical Background

			There have been several distinct waves of Jewish immigration. In 1882, Europe immigration began when the Rothschild family funded a group of Polish Jews. These immigrants soon outnumbered an indigenous group of mostly religious Jews who had been permanent residents for hundreds of years. These Jewish immigrants came to work the land and had no national aspirations.

			In the 1890s, Zionist organizations were created in Europe and the United States, and national aspirations emerged. The Second Aliyah, which began in 1904, comprised Zionists who brought these aspirations to the area that would become Mandate Palestine. Almost all the leaders of the future state of Israel, including David Ben-Gurion, came from this group.

			I document how aggressive Zionist behavior created a conflict that was sustained over the next few decades. Arab leaders argued that Zionist purchases of land from absentee Arab owners—albeit perfectly legal—undermined the agricultural economy that anchored village life. In contrast, Zionists pointed to the prosperity that Jewish productivity generated and how it benefitted Arab society.

			During the Mandate period, the Mufti’s prestige in the Arab world grew as a result of his restoration of the Al-Aqsa Mosque. However, he was not able to create organizations that were broadly accepted throughout Palestine. While Khalidi does discuss some of the reasons for the Mufti’s lack of success, he ignores crucial details, particularly his violent suppression of dissident Arab voices.

			Armed conflict began immediately after the UN passed its partition plan in November 1947. Initially, it was a civil war as foreign armies from neighboring Arab countries chose not to enter until the British left in May 1948. Khalidi spends little time analyzing why Jewish forces were so victorious during the civil war stage of the 1948 conflict. He never mentions that the leadership of the volunteer Arab Liberation Army (ALA) was Fawzi al-Qawuqji, a Lebanese who had volunteered during the 1936–1939 revolt and later served in Nazi fighting units. He was motivated by pan-Arabism: the belief that the Middle East regions, from Egypt through Iraq, should be united in one country. Without Palestinian leadership and little nationalist consciousness, up to 90 percent of ALA volunteers were foreigners.18 Without much local support, it was hard to sustain military campaigns. I document the Zionist successes during the civil war stage and the subsequent period after foreign armies entered the conflict.

			The Zionist triumph made the Jewish state larger than the rejected partition plan. It also resulted in 700,000 Arab refugees who had lived in areas that became the state of Israel. Only about 5 percent of these refugees were allowed to return after the war ended. There were several explanations for why these Arab refugees fled: voluntarily to avoid the ravages of war; military reasons for Zionist removing inhabitants from certain villages; and conscious ethnic cleansing policies to reduce the Arabs that would reside in the new Israeli state. This book assesses each of these explanations and how the strength of each varied as the war unfolded.

			For the first two decades after independence, Israel displayed many aspects similar to the Jim Crow South. This didn’t involve physical threats of violence, lack of legal recourse, or most of the other restrictions that typified Jim Crow. However, Arab villages were under military rule so that any exit had to be approved. Additionally, a series of new laws enabled the government to not only confiscate the land of those who fled Israel during the war but also a sizable group that simply moved temporarily to other locations within Israel. As Arabs increasingly found jobs outside of agriculture, they were forced to work in Jewish-owned manufacturing establishments, often in appalling conditions. Moreover, little was invested in improving village infrastructure: impassible roads and outdoor sewerage were commonplace. These were the hardships that the grandparents of today’s Arab citizens experienced and the narratives they tell are one of the reasons for an intense anger many feel today, even if their own life experiences are much more favorable.

			It must also be noted that all of these abuses came under the liberal administration of David Ben-Gurion. Indeed, he pushed back against his own left wing that for ethical reasons rejected military rule, as did (for political reasons) the rightist Herut party. Only after Ben-Gurion left office in the mid-1960s was military rule ended and a modest attempt to improve Arab lives materialized.

			During the 1960s, a new Arab political class began to develop, replacing the older leadership that had fled during the war. This political class only started to mature in 1976 when the first broad indigenous protest against land confiscations unfolded on what became known as Land Day. Arab Citizens of Israel assesses to which degree the emergence of Arab political organizations was delayed due to Zionist suppression efforts as opposed to resistance from traditional village clan leaders who relied on personal negotiations with government officials.

			Some aspects of Palestinian nationalism emerged, particularly after the formation of the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) in the 1960s and especially after the Israeli–Egyptian peace treaty in 1979. Slowly, however, acceptance of living in Israel grew as reforms began the integration of Arab citizens into the fabric of the country. This was especially true for those who did not consider their Islamic faith their core identity. The Israeli sociologist Sammy Smooha characterizes this process as “Israelization”:

			The comprehensive Israelization that Arab citizens have undergone binds them strongly to the state. Although they do not admit it, Arab Citizenship is dear to them because it gives them vital cultural collective rights, access to modernity, welfare services, an ability to wage a democratic struggle without having to face state repression, an exemption from a duty of military service and immunity from displacement, population transfer, and Islamic religious coercion. They continue to live in their homeland and feel that they have a good life in Israel.19

			In 1987, political militancy erupted in Gaza, then the West Bank, leading to what became known as the First Intifada. Liberal Zionists began to publicly support a Palestinian state in the occupied territories. The Oslo Accords committed the Israeli government and the PLO to work toward the creation of a Palestinian state alongside Israel. In addition, Arab support for the Rabin-led government led to further domestic reforms to partially close societal gaps. Thus, during much of the 1990s, Arab citizens were hopeful.

			When two-state negotiations broke down in 2000 after the Camp David meetings, the Second (Al-Aqsa) Intifada soon began. More deadly than the first, it included violence within Israel. As it dragged on for four years, hundreds died on both sides, and it generated a new stance among Arab citizens articulated in the four 2006 Vision Documents. They were generated by organizations representing leading social and institutional groups in the Arab community. All of the documents rejected further struggle for integration but instead advocated Arab control of educational and social institutions in their own communities. Arab Citizens assesses the reasons for this shift and why demands for autonomy failed.

			After military rule ended, Arab citizens gained agency by various means and barriers lessened. Still, despite Zionist rhetoric and some efforts to promote equality of opportunity for all its citizens, Israel remained two separate and very unequal societies when the Vision Statements appeared. Thus, it is not surprising that Ta-Nehisi Coates could cite some historical parallels in his otherwise superficial treatment of the issue.

			A core motivation behind my own scholarly efforts over the past decade has been to tell the story of the Israeli government’s reaction to the inequalities that generated the 2006 Vision Documents. These reactions have led to dramatic improvements in the well-being of Arabs living in Israel. While advocates had feared that government initiatives would be short lived, ending once certain political objectives were attained, Arab Citizens explains why successive Netanyahu-led administrations sustained strong affirmative action policies over the long term.

			Some critics contend that continued efforts to improve the well-being of Arab citizens and their communities were only sustained because of pressures from Arab organizations and their liberal Jewish supporters. Arab Citizens demonstrates that many of these policies were in fact sustained due to pragmatic considerations independent of any political pressures. Indeed, these pressures sometimes proved counterproductive. For example, the adoption of adversarial stances caused a split in the Arab Joint List, leading to three separate Arab parties competing in the 2022 elections, even as an Arab party for the first time was able and willing to be part of a governing coalition.

			This book also appraises how the current Netanyahu-led government has pursued policies that affect Arab citizens. For the first time, this coalition includes a sizable far-right cohort that has the power to topple the government. Their overt anti-Arab sentiments threaten the gains made over the past two decades.

			Arab Citizens assesses how the IDF-Hamas War has affected the attitudes of Arab citizens toward the Israeli state, how it has affected their relationships with Israeli Jews, and which side—the IDF or Hamas—they hold more responsible for civilian casualties in Gaza. We will find that the views of Arab citizens on the war are quite different from those of Palestinians living in the occupied territories and how they show their growing support for living in the Israeli state.

			Finally, Arab Citizens considers the prospects for the future. Will the war bring Jewish attitudes closer to those of rightwing Zionists? Will the anti-Zionist attitudes among Arab citizens grow? Will Arab citizens seek greater integration into Israeli society and support reformist electoral politics? Will more Jews seek Arab–Jewish unity and a more integrated society? How will dynamics in the West Bank, Syria, and Lebanon affect Israelis?
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