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Q NE M O N T H AFTER the Sept. 11 ter­

rorist attacks on N e w York Ci ty and 

W a s h i n g t o n , D .C . , thousands of 

Israeli Arabs gathered in the Galilee 

town of Tamra to voice support for 

Afghan i s t an and oppos i t ion to U . S . s t r ikes 

against the Taliban. 

One of the speakers at the demons t ra t ion , 

organized by Israel's Islamic Movement—a fun­

damentalist political-religious organization—was 

M u h a m m a d Kan'an, an Arab member of Israel's 

parliament. Standing on a makeshift podium, sur­

rounded by Islamic leaders, Kan'an said: "I would 

like to send from here, from the town of Tamra, 

regards to Osama bin Laden. Allah is the great­

est. W e send our regards to everyone on the front 

lines, to all the fighters in Afghanistan. To them 

we say: ' M a y Allah give you strength and grant 

you victory over the Americans and their all ies. '" 

T h e c rowd of severa l thousand chee red , 

chanting: "Bush—you terrorist leader, your law 

is the law of the jungle; Be patient, oh Afghanis, 

Allah will shatter the Americans," and other anti-

American slogans. 

Kan'an is not an Islamic militant. In fact, he's 

not considered a mili tant at all, but rather one of 

the moderates among the 12 Arab Knesset mem­

bers who represent Israel's more than 1 mill ion 

Arabs. M o r e than a year ago, some of his col­

leagues even demanded to politically excommu­

n ica te h im , after he m e t w i t h the n o r t h e r n 

commander of Israel's Police, Alik Ron, whose 

troops had killed 13 Arab civilians in the Galilee 

in the riots of October 2000—an event that for 

m a n y Arabs was a tu rn ing point in their re la ­

tionship with Israel. 

S p e a k i n g to a repor t e r after his speech in 

Tamra, Kan'an was unapologetic. "I was express­

ing m y s t rong pro tes t aga ins t the A m e r i c a n 

a t tack aga ins t Afghanis tan ," he said. "It is an 

attack against Islam and against the Afghani peo­

ple. As for Osama bin Laden—I don't know if 

he's a terrorist or not. . . what is clear to me is that 

I was expressing the sentiment of m y voters." 

Kan'an is right. His Arab-Israeli constituents 

m a y not be enthusiastic bin Laden supporters, 

but he credibly reflected their resentment of the 

Uni ted States and its policy in the Midd le East. 

Init ial ly, fo l lowing the Sept . 11 at tacks on 

America, the Arab-Israeli response was somewhat 

muted—and even sympathetic toward the United 

States. But as the U . S . wa r against Afghanistan 

continued in November, Israeli Arabs ratcheted up 

thei r rhe tor ic . T h e y turned out for a n t i - U . S . 

protest rallies, wrote anti-American opinion pieces 

in Arabic language newspapers, and avidly fol­

lowed the coverage of the war on the satellite Ara­

bic news channel al-Jazeera. 

Indeed, over t ime the war united Israel's Arab 

minor i ty—roughly 20 percent of Israel's popu­

la t ion of 6 m i l l i o n , m a n y of" w h o m refer to 

themselves as Israel's "Palestinian minor i ty"—in 

hostili ty toward the Uni ted States. A recent poll 

by the Steinmetz Center for Peace Studies at Tel 

Aviv U n i v e r s i t y shows that o n l y 3 percen t of 

Israeli Arabs—compared to 52 percent of Israeli 

Jews—suppor t the U . S . at tack on Afghanistan. 



And whi le that m a y seem l ike a small percentage of 

J e w s support ing the war, the poll found that J e w s 

who oppose the war had very different reasons for 

the i r opposi t ion than Arabs . S o m e 35 pe rcen t of 

J e w s objected to the attacks because they thought 

they would be ineffective. M o s t Arabs (52 percent) 

oppose the a t tacks on mora l g r o u n d s ( they don ' t 

want the bombing to cause casualties among Afghani 

civilians); only 13 percent of J e w s oppose the war for 

that reason. 

T h i s c r i t i c i sm of the U . S . admin i s t r a t ion and 

the s u p p o r t s o m e I s r a e l i A r a b s exp re s s for b in 

L a d e n conce rns the Israel i pol i t ica l and s ecu r i t y 

establishment, a l ready a la rmed by the growing rad-

icalizat ion among Israel's Arab cit izens. "Our con­

cern is not so much that Israeli Arabs wi l l jo in the 

ranks of A l - Q a e d a , " said a senior Israel i secur i ty 

off ic ia l , w h o spoke on c o n d i t i o n of a n o n y m i t y , 

r e fe r r ing to b in L a d e n ' s now in famous t e r ro r i s t 

organizat ion. " W h a t worr ies us is wha t their posi­

t ions ind ica te ... the ease w i th wh ich they accept 

te r ror ism as a means of s t ruggle . " 

I S R A E L I A R A B S ARE T H E A R A B S ( A N D T H E I R 

descendants ) w h o did not l eave the n e w state of 

Israel dur ing the 1948 war of independence. M o s t 

of them live in the north (where they are gradual ly 

becoming the major i ty) , in a cluster of communi ­

ties in the center, i n mixed cit ies ( including Haifa, 

Jaffa, Ramie , Lod, and Acre) , and in the southern 

N e g e v desert. East Jerusalem's Arabs are not con­

sidered "Israeli Arabs" because they are designated 

" p e r m a n e n t r e s i d e n t s . " T h e y c a r r y I s r ae l i ID's 

which entit le them to the social benefits of Israelis, 

but s ince they are not ci t izens, they cannot travel 

on an Israeli passport. 

Israeli Arabs lived under a restrictive mil i tary gov­

e rnmen t unt i l 1966 , when they officially received 

individual rights in Israel. M a n y made efforts to forge 

s t rong contac ts w i t h the i r J e w i s h n e i g h b o r s to 

b e c a m e an in t eg ra l par t of Israel 's social mosa ic . 

However, over the years , many became increasingly 

frustrated wi th the glass cei l ing that blocked their 

w a y to full integration and more aware of their Pales­

tinian identities. 

Tensions boiled over on Oct. 1, 2000. T h e riots 

followed the pre-ar ranged visit of then-opposit ion 

leader Ariel Sharon to Jerusalem's Temple Moun t— 

a site holy to J e w s as the location of the first and sec­

ond Temples , and to M u s l i m s , w h o refer to i t as 

Ha ram al-Sharif. In the severe violence that erupted 

on the Temple Mount the next day, Israeli police shot 

and killed seven Palestinian worshippers. 

F o l l o w i n g the events on the T e m p l e M o u n t , 

Israel's Arab minori ty took to the streets in commu­

nities across Israel. Israeli police used live ammuni ­

t ion and rubbe r - coa t ed m e t a l bu l l e t s to que l l 

outbreaks of violence be tween Oct. 1 and Oct. 8,. 

l eav ing 13 Arab- Is rae l i s dead. T h u s began a n e w 

chapter in Jewish-Arab relat ions, character ized by 

mutual alienation and bitterness. 

In an effort to help rebuild his support from the 

Arab sector , t hen p r i m e m i n i s t e r E h u d B a r a k 

announced the formation of an official commission 

of inqui ry into the riots and their t ragic results. T h e 

c o m m i s s i o n , h e a d e d by S u p r e m e C o u r t j u d g e 

Theodore Orr, began hear ing test imony in Febru­

ary 2 0 0 1 . To date, the test imony has painted a pic­

ture of a brutal, unorganized, and poorly prepared 

pol ice response to a v io l en t w a v e of riots across 

m a n y Arab communit ies . A final report has not ye t 

been issued. 

T h e Arab-Israeli protesters were also driven by 

rage over decades of d i smmina t ion and marginal iza-

tion as Arab citizens in a J ewi sh state. It is w ide ly 

acknowledged that Arab citizens are discriminated 

against in almost every realm of life—from allocation 

of government budgets for municipal councils and 

education services to access to land and public hous-



ing. Since Israel became a state in 1948, the govern­

ment has built numerous new Jewish towns and set­

t lements—but no new Arab communi t ies . Instead, 

Israel has expropriated near ly 50 percent of Arab-

claimed lands for the establishment of Jewish com­

m u n i t i e s . T h i s , desp i te the fact that the A r a b 

population has grown sixfold in 53 years . 

Israel 's d iscr iminat ion has become an endemic 

feature of major i ty-minori ty relations in the Jewish 

state. W h e n asked whe the r Israel was fulfilling its 

aspiration to be a "democra t ic" J ewi sh state, Arab 

Knesset member Ahmed Tib i said recently: "Israel 

is a democratic state for the J ews , and a Jewish state 

for the Arabs." 

Ehud Barak's term as prime minister deepened the 

sense of d i s c r imina t ion . Arab c i t i zens expec ted 

Barak's left-of-center government to br ing about a 

revolutionary change. Barak received 95 percent of 

the Arab popular vote in the elections of M a y 1999, 

based on his promises of equali ty and peace wi th the 

Pales t in ian Author i ty and Syr ia . Arab Israelis also 

expected Barak to make peace with them; to promote 

equali ty and prosperity. 

W h i l e Barak gave Israeli Arabs a hopeful horizon, 

he did very little to immediately address their griev­

ances. On ly the M i n i s t r y of Education, under the 

supervision of leftist M e r e t z min is te r Yossi Sar id , 

made significant reformist steps toward improving 

physical conditions in Arab schools. 

Barak dec l ined to even mee t wi th Is rae l i -Arab 

leaders . Knesse t m e m b e r H a s h e m M a h a m i d , the 

only Arab ever appointed to the Knesset's reputable 

Security and Foreign Affairs Commit tee , says that in 

ear ly 2000, at a Knesset committee meeting, he sent 

a note to Barak. "For the last 10 months, 10 times, 

through 10 different people, I attempted to arrange 

a meet ing with you and failed," said the note, accord­

ing to Mahamid . "Barak gave me an affirmative nod, 

and asked one of his aids to schedule an appointment, 

which was never actually made." 

T h e first time Barak actually met with the Higher 

Moni tor ing Commit tee , the Arab sectors' umbrel la 

leadership forum, was O c t 3, 2000—after eight of the 

13 y o u n g Arab cit izens had a l ready been ki l led i n 

extended clashes with police. 

In the weeks and months that followed the riots, 

Arab citizens had h igh hopes that the depths of their 

anger would finally register among Israeli J ews—and 

that the Israeli press would finally focus a spotlight 

on their unequal status. T h a t did not happen. 

Instead, the clashes widened the rift between the 

Arab minori ty and Israel's Jewish majority. To make 

matters worse, Israeli J e w s have all but ceased fre­

quent ing Arab businesses—some out of fear, some 

because they felt be t rayed by the Arabs ' October 

uprising—adding a de facto economic boycott to an 

already developing recession. 

In February 2 0 0 1 , Israeli Arabs expressed their 

fury by boycotting the special prime ministerial e lec­

tions. In sharp contrast to previous elections, when 

Arab turnout reached up to 80 percent, this t ime it 

plunged to an all- t ime low: 8 percent. 

T h i s contributed to the bitter defeat of Barak, and 

to the formation of "the most unfriendly government 

to the Arab citizens in Israel's history," in the words 

of professor As 'ad Ghanem, an Arab professor at 

Haifa Universi ty who studies Israel's Arab rriinority. 

Sharon made a few promises to Arab leaders as he 

came into office, and then he toughened his govern­

ment's policy in the Wes t Bank and Gaza—respond­

ing wi th force to Palest inian attacks against Israeli 

c ivi l ians. T h i s escalat ion led to es t rangement and 

fueled resentment among Israeli Arabs. Right -wing 

government officials publicly insulted Arab citizens. 



Israel's tourism minister, RehaVam Ze'evi (who was 

recent ly assassinated by Pales t in ian terrorists in a 

J e r u s a l e m hote l ) , was e lected to the Knesset on a 

platform championing "voluntary transfer" of Arabs 

from Israel. Other ministers conditioned government 

aid to Arab communi t ies on good ci t izenship and 

expressions of loyalty to Israel. 

Arab Knesset members, in turn, made harsh state­

ments against the Israeli government, and in some 

ins tances a lso expressed suppor t for Israel 's e n e ­

mies—and even for terrorism. One of them, Azmi 

Bishara of the Arab Na t iona l i s t party, Balad , w a s 

stripped of his par l iamentary immuni ty in Novem­

ber 2001 after he expressed support for Hezbollah. 

Bishara is now facing prosecution for backing a ter­

rorist organization. 

Th i s rift between Israeli Arabs and Jews is perhaps 

at its widest since Israel lifted mili tary rule from Arab 

communit ies in 1966. It has deepened dramatical ly 

during the past 13 months of Palestinian attacks and 

Israeli responses. It is viewed as a threat to Israel's 

wel l-being by the Israeli National Security Council, 

which advises Pr ime Minis ter Ariel Sharon. 

In ear ly 2001 , as the t rauma following the Octo­

ber 2000 riots sank into the collective consciousness 

of the Arab communi ty , G h a n e m — t o g e t h e r wi th 

professor Sammi Samokha, a Jewish colleague from 

Haifa Univers i ty—conducted a public opinion poll 

among Israeli Arabs, asking questions identical to a 

poll they conducted in 1995. 

T h e findings shocked m a n y Israeli J ews . Only 33 

percent of the people polled said that "Israeli" prop­

erly describes their identity, compared with 63 per­

cent in 1995. Only 27 percent said they are ready to 

hoist an Israeli flag on their homes, compared with 

43 percent in 1995. Six years ago, half of the Israeli 

Arabs polled said that they felt closer to Israeli J e w s 

than to the Palestinians in the Wes t Bank and Gaza. 

T h i s year only 35 percent said the same. And whi le 

in 1995 only 7 percent denied Israel's r ight to exist, 

this year the size of that group more than doubled— 

to 16 percent. 

"The year that passed," says Ghanem, "without a 

doubt, was the worse year in the history of the Arab 

community" in Israel. 

A R A B S I N I S R A E L D I F F E R ONLY ON H O W T H E Y 

interpret the "American aggression" in Afghanistan. 

Secularist Arabs view it as ye t another expression of 

America's imperialist ic drive for world domination, 

while Islamists see it as a Crusade-like religious and 

cultural Western war against Islam. T h e Arab press 

has been filled with debates between the two camps 

since President Bush declared war on international 

terrorism in September. 

In the i m m e d i a t e a f te rmath of the Sept . 11 

at tacks, some Arab-Israel is s taked out a modera te 

position. "In the begmning, right after the attacks in 

N e w York and W a s h i n g t o n , our c o m m u n i t y was 

stunned and deeply saddened, just like most reason­

able people in the wor ld , " says S a l e m J u b r a n , an 

Arab-Israeli author and editor of the small weekly al-



Ayn, published in Nazareth, the largest Arab town in 

Israel. Jubran is known in his communi ty as an out­

spoken pragmat is t ; he is w i d e l y respected a m o n g 

Israeli Arabs for his publ ic cr i t ic ism of Arabs and 

their leaders. 

"I am more than 100 percent against bin Laden, 

his ideology, his deeds and any form of terrorism, 

particularly terrorism in the name of rel igion," says 

Jubran. "I know that most members of m y commu­

ni ty share that posit ion. You didn't see any of the 

despicable displays of joy at the calamity [in] Amer­

ica that you may have seen in other places. T h e aver­

sion and condemnation were unconditional." 

T h e tone was similar when Israel's Islamic M o v e ­

ment, an extra-parliamentary political-religious orga­

n iza t ion tha t runs a n e t w o r k of m o s q u e s and 

charitable social institutions, held its annual rally in 

the northern Arab town of U m m al-Fahm—home to 

movement leader She ikh Ra ' id Salah. T h e sheikh, 

who hours earlier had turned down an Israeli police 

request to cancel the ra l ly because of security con­

cerns , addressed tens of thousands of suppor ters 

crammed into a large soccer field. 

T h e a tmosphe re was subdued. L e a d e r s of the 

m o v e m e n t knew that the at tacks in W a s h i n g t o n , 

D.C., and N e w York Ci ty put them under the micro­

scope of both Israeli and international media. Sheikh 

Ra'id denounced "all phenomena of violence and ter­

rorism everywhere" and sent his condolences to the 

be reaved fami l ies in Amer i ca . H e even squeezed 

some giggles from the audience when he called on 

President Bush to convert to Islam, so the American 

president could take part in "building a fair and equal 

global society," based on the values of Islam. 

T h i s conci l ia tory tone character ized the ini t ial 

post-Sept. 11 discourse in Israel's Arab community. 

Israeli Arabs did not gloat, as did some of their Pales­

t in ian b re th ren in the W e s t Bank and Gaza . But 

gradually, condemnation of the attacks gave w a y to 

a l a rm over the a l l -out wa r the Amer icans seemed 

bent on pursuing. 

W h e n the a t t acks i n Afghan i s t an b e g a n , and 

reports of civilian deaths began t r ickl ing in, Israeli 

Arabs joined the angry crowds of Arabs and M u s ­

l ims wor ldwide opposing American methods. T h e 

Israeli Arab press denounced the U . S . government 

as a terrorist r eg ime. Arab Israelis held week ly anti-

Amer ican demonstrat ions. Arr iv ing for a N o v e m ­

ber m e e t i n g w i t h A r a b - I s r a e l i b u s i n e s s m e n in 

Nazareth, U . S . Ambassador to Israel Dan Kurtzer 

w a s heck led by a c rowd of demons t ra to r s—even 

though Kurtzer was there to talk about U . S . aid to 

Israeli-Arab businessmen. 

And there are other signs of the Arab-Israeli shift. 

The Warrior from Mecca, an admir ing biography of 

Continued ση page 74 



bin Laden wri t ten by Saudi journalist 
Khalid Khalil As'ad, is popping up increas­
ingly for sale at mosques, rallies, and book­
stores. Indeed, the biography is a best seller 
among Israeli Arabs. 

T H E P A S T YEAR ALSO W I T N E S S E D AN 

increase in the involvement of Arab citizens 
in terrorism-—something that until recently 
had been an extremely marginal phenomenon 
in Israeli-Arab society. Terrorist organizations 
that had avoided recruiting Israeli Arabs— 
such as the Lebanese Hezbollah and Fatah's 
"Tanzim"—are now actively recruiting. 

And for the first time ever, an Arab citi­
zen of Israel became a suicide bomber— 
exploding himself in the train station in the 
northern coastal town of Nahariya, not far 
from his village of Abu Snan. The bomber, 
M o h a m m e d Saker Hubeishi , 48 , ki l led 
three people and wounded many others, 
including several Arab citizens. N o Israeli 
Arab endorsed Hubeishi's action. But some 
Arab leaders visited his mourning family in 
Abu Snan. 

The escalation further polarized relations 
between Jewish and Arab citizens. "If a year 
ago we rose up because we felt marginal­
ized," says Wadi Awawda, an author and 
journalist who frequently wri tes on the 
political and social frustrations of Israeli 
Arabs in Kul al-Arab, a wide-circulat ion 
weekly published in Nazareth, "then today 
this feeling is only intensifying and pushing 
us away from any common denominator 
with the Jewish majority." 

Anti-American demonstrations therefore 
also serve as a vent for resentment against 
the Israeli government . Paral le ls drawn 
between U . S . actions in Afghanistan and 
Israeli actions in the West Bank and Gaza 
have become frequent in Arab political dis­
course, both inside and outside Israel. This 
was epitomized on Oct. 26, 2001 , when 
Sawt al-Haqq wal-Huriyyab, the Islamic 
Movement's weekly newspaper, ran the ban­
ner headline: "Israeli-American Terrorism 
Hits Palestine and Afghanistan." 

Directors of Israeli-Arab non-govern­
mental organizations, which sprang up in 
recent years to fill the vacuum created by 
an unresponsive Israeli government, are 
now concerned that the an t i -Amer ican 
atmosphere in the Arab community wil l 
harm their fund-raising efforts in Ameri­
ca. T h e s e Israel i o rgan iza t ions—which 
engage in a wide array of activities, from 
pol i t ica l lobbying and pro-Arab lega l 
activity to the advancement of Palestinian 
art and cu l tu re—are funded p r imar i ly 



from donations made by Amer ican and 
European indiv iduals and non-govern ­
mental foundations. 

"We have already seen a decrease in dona­
tions" since Sept. 11, said a senior activist in 
an Israeli-Arab NGO, who requested 
anonymity. 

Eliezer Yaari, executive director of the 
New Israel Fund (a Jerusalem-based non­
profit that funds Jewish- and Arab-Israeli 
NGOs), says he anticipated a similar reac­
tion during a recent fund-raising trip in the 
United States. "We went to the States with 
a deep sense of apprehension that we would 
be stonewalled as a result of intensive right-
wing activity against us," he said. 

But Yaari said that's not what happened. 
He said American backers recognize how 
important it is to keep in contact with Israeli 
.Arabs, and to continue the dialogue 
between Arabs and Jews—especially now, as 
many Israeli Arabs are publicly identifying 
with bin Laden against America. 

"Our supporters have . . . a clear under­
standing," Yaari said, "of how important it 
is . . . to reach out to Israeli Arabs, to see 
greater efforts to guard civil r ights in 
Israel." ® 




