The Oslo process lailed
to bring peace between Israelis and Palestinians. That
much is clear. The bloody years that ensued following

the collapse of the Cam p David 1l summit in the sum-

mer of 2000 have reminded everyone of what the
costs of Tailure are. ... But the dramatic lailure ol the
summit also demonstrated just how close it is possible
to get to a workable compromise between the
demands ol the Isracli state and Palestinian national-
ism. ... [t is our hope that this volume will make a
signilicant contribution to the work ol all those seek-
ing to achieve a lasting, stable, and just peace hetween
two peoples who, loving one land, have wrestled too

long with onc another.
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Chapter 11 | | -
_Arab Jews, Population Exchange, and the
. Palestinian Right of Return

“Yehouda Shenhav

- In July 2000, U.S. president Bill Clinton announced that an agreement had
* been reached at the Camp David summit to recognize: the Jews from the
“ Arab countries as “refugees” and that an international fund would provide

compensation for the property they left behind when they immigrated to

. Israel during the 1950s. The imimediate political significance of this decla-

ration was to help Israel’s prime minister at the time, Ehud Barak, to mobi-

" lize Shas’s voters (the majority of whom are of Arab descent) in support of
. the peace process. However, the underlying logic—defining the Jews from

Arab countries as refugees—responded to a deeper political theory that

* was developed in Israel in the 1950s to counterbalance the collective rights
- of the Palestinian refugees. It is not surprising, therefore, that Palestinians

around the world reacted with dismay and rage to this announcement. In
its contemporary garb, this “population exchange” theory was proposed to
abdicate Israel’s responsibility for the expulsion of Palestinians in 1948 and
1967, alleviate demands to compensate the Palestinian refugees, and serve
as a bargaining chip against their right of return. For all practical purposes,
the population exchange initiative was used to legitimize Israel’s wrongdo-
ing with regard to the transfer of the Palestinian refugeesin 1948.

. In this chapter, I lay out the political history of the population exchange
theory, focus on the alleged nexus between the Palestinian refugees and
the Jews from Arab countries, and challenge the validity of the theory by
examining its logic, historical ramifications, and moral standing in contem-
porary Israeli political culture. I do not analyze the causes and political
ramifications of the Palestinians’ flight, since other chapters in this volume
address that crucial issue, I do, however, note that most Jewish Israelis treat
the right of return as a black box, as a sealed-off package, unwilling to con-
sider the many ways in which this can be discussed, interpreted, negotiated,
and solved. This was manifested in Barak’s negotiating strategy in Gamp
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David, where he and his underlings refused to conduct any serious discus-
sions about return or repatriation of refugees.

‘ However, Jewish refusal to engage in political dialogue regarding the
right of return is not uniform and can be roughly separated into three cate-
gories. These categories are neither exhaustive nor mutually exclusive but
capture most discursive strategies used in Israel today. First, there is the
mainstream response that denies any Israeli responsibility for the refugee
problem, notably canonical Zionist historiography that attributes the Pales-

tinians’ mass exodus to orders that were ostensibly issued by Arab leaders,

asking the Palestinians to flee their homes and villages.! Second, there are
those {mainly on the Zionist Left) who acknowledge Israel’s partial moral
and political responsibility for the refugee problem but reject the right of
return, arguing that it would end Israel’s existence as a Jewish state. Third,
there are those who brush off Israel’s responsibility and invoke the popula-
tion exchange argument, suggesting that the Middle Fast has witnessed a
de facto population transfer in which the Palestinian refugees “fled” from
Palestine and Jews “fled” from Arab countries.

I focus on this third discursive strategy, first examining practices of the
Israeli government and the World Organization of Jews from Arab Coun-
tries (WOJAC). Based on these analyses, I show the fallacies associated with
the usage of this population exchange theory and draw theoretical conclu-
sions about the modus operandi of the state and its apparatuses.

Population Exchange as a Policy of Constructed Ambliguity

Prior to the immigration of Arab Jews, the Isracli government agreed to
.take back a limited number of Palestinian refugees.? The government
avoided the term “population exchange” to avoid any explicit discourse
about the refugee problem. During the 1950s, however, the government
realized that it could use the Arab Jews as a bargaining chip against the
Palestinians, first to relinquish responsibility to compensate the 1948 refu-
gees for their property and then to block the demands for return.?
Mention of transfer and the exchange of Palestinians and Arab Jews
existed in the Zionist lexicon as early as the 1930s. Whereas Zionist dis-
course used the “transfer” idea with regard to the Palestinians, it used
“population exchange” in relation to the Arab Jews. For example, in 1987,
at the World Congress of Poalei Tsion, a senior Mapamnik, Aharon Zies-
ling, urged that efforts be made to effect a population exchange between
Palestine and the Arab states, David Ben-Gurion did not reject the idea out
of hand. Similar proposals were voiced by American Zionists and by local
leaders of the Labor movement.
In 1938 and 1939, wealthy Dutch capitalists corresponded with Zionist
officials concerning a possible transfer of Palestinians to Iraq and Traqi Jews
to Palestine. Jewish capital would develop parts of Iraq so that the deal
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could go through. The initiative came ostensibly from non-Jewish circles in
Holland, but the correspondence shows clearly that Zionist officials were
involved, among them Dov Hoz (head of the political department of the
Histadrut federation of labor until 1941) and Abel Hertzberg (president of
the Zionist organization in Amsterdam). The Jews in Iraq were not con-
sulted. Tt is not clear what became of the plan, although one can infer from
the correspondence that at a certain stage the highest officials—Ben-
Gurion, Moshe Sharett, and Pinhas Rutenberg—reacted coldly and with a
pronounced lack of interest.*

Although these events are of historical interest, they are, finally, episodes

. that contrast sharply with the interest that Zionism took in the Jews of Iraq,

beginning .in 1941-42. That is, the population exchange theory was
deemed less relevant as long as there was no interest in the immigration of
Arab Jews to Palestine/Israel. During World War II, as the mass murder of
Jews in Europe was increasingly confirmed, the Zionist movement turned
its gaze upon the Arab Jews as candidates for immigration. In 1942, Ben-
Gurion described at a meeting of Jewish experts and leaders a demo-
graphic plan to bring a million Jews to Palestine, known as Tochnit Ha’mi-
lion. He singled out the Middle Eastern Jews: “Our Zionist policy must now
pay special attention to the Jewish groups in the Arab countries.” In July
1943, Eliahu Dobkin, head of the Jewish Agency’s immigration depart-
ment, presented a map of the Arab Jews. Explaining their importance for
the demographic question in Palestine, Dobkin emphasized that “many of
the Jews in Europe will perish in the Holocaust and the Jews of Russia are
locked in. Therefore, the quantitative value of these three-quarters of a mil-
lion [Arab] Jews has risen to the level of a highly valuable political factor
within the framework of world Jewry. . . . The primary task we face is to
rescue this Jewry, [and] the time has come to mount an assault on this
Jewry for a Zionist conquest.”® These statements marked the beginning of
a discourse on the Arab Jews as potential immigrants to Palestine.” In 1948,
Joseph Schechtman, a member of the Jewish Agency’s actions committee
in the United States, published a proposal to solve the refugee problem on
the basis of the Greco-Turkish model in the Treaty of Lausanne of 1923,
including a trade-off exchange with the Arab Jews.* The model conceptual-
ized the 1948 war as an event in the vagaries of world history; its adoption
would abdicate Israel from any responsibility regarding the Palestinian ref-
ugees.

However, only in the early 1950s did a great number of Arab Jews arrive
in Isracl. The Iraqi immigration in 1950-51 was pivotal to the reemergence
of the population exchange theory. In March 1950, Iraq enacted a de-
naturalization law—valid for one year—that enabled Jews to leave after
renouncing their citizenship. Approximately 120,000 Jews were brought by
air to Israel from Iraq between May 1950 and June 1951.° In this context,
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the population exchange theory became entangled with another state the-
ory to be labeled as the “property exchange” theory,'

Police Minister Behor Shitrit was the first to raise the question of the
“situation of Iraq’s Jews” in the Israeli cabinet, in March 1949, He was wor-
ried about the condition of the Jews in Iraq after Zionism had been out-
lawed; at one stage, he proposed that the property of Israeli Arabs be held
hostage for the Jewish property in Iraq, but this idea was rejected by the
foreign ministry. At the end of that month, the Knesset debated the situa-
tion of the Jews in the Arab countries. Eliahu Eliachar, from the Sephardi
list, asserted that in addressing the refugee issue, the government must take
into account the transfer to Israel of Jews who would want to make that
move: “This bargaining chip was given to our government by Divine Provi-
dence so that we can take preventive measures.”!!

In July 1949, the British government, fearing the decline of its influence
in the Middle East, proposed a population exchange and tried to persuade
Iraqi prime minister Nuri Sa’id to settle 100,000 Palestinian refugees in
Irag. The British Foreign Office wrote to its legations in the Middle East
about an “arrangement whereby Iragi Jews moved into Israel, received
compensation for their property from the Isracli government, while the
Arab refugees were installed with the property in Irag.”'? The British For-
eign Office believed that “the Israeli government would find it hard to
resist an opportunity of bringing a substantial number of Jews to Israel.”1s
In return, Sa’id demanded that half the Palestinian refugees be settled in
Palestine and the rest in the Arab states. If the refugee arrangement were
fair, he said, the Iraqi government would permit a voluntary move by Iraqi
Jews to Palestine. Under the terms of the plan, an international committee
was to assess the value of the property left behind by the Palestinian refu-
gees who would be settled in Iraq, and they would receive restitution drawn
from the property of the Iraqi Jews who would be sent to Palestine.
Although Zionist circles at the time accepied transfer or population
exchange as solutions to the conflict, the proposal did not generate an
1sraeli response.

In September 1949, Shitrit again raised in the cabinet “the problem of
the Jews in the Arab countries.” He asked whether the foreign ministry had
taken steps to assist them: “T would like to know if . . . it is possible to arrive
at some agreement on a transfer [emphasis added] in terms of both prop-
erty and people, and to take up the matter with the UN institutions and
inform the world. . . . They are our brothers, and it is our duty to rescue
them.”" This question exasperated Foreign Minister Sharett, who retorted
brusquely: “This is actually a query and not a subject being put forward for
discussion. . . . If Mr. Shitrit takes an interest in matters of immigration—he
need not bother the cabinet with this—there is a special institution for it,
and there they would inform him of the difficulties being encountered in
getting the people here. . . . They will explain to you why it is impossible to
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bring Jews from Iraq at this time.”’'® Sharett’s response exposes two facets
of the relationship between the state and its institutions. First, he tells Shi-
trit that there are other institutions, rather than the government, that deal
with immigration. By relegating the responsibility to the Jewish Agency,
which can deal with the immigrants without determining their status, the
government blurs the boundaries between state and society, At the same
time, Sharett says that the state proper (that is, the foreign ministry) will
deal with the matter if a peace treaty is achieved (in relation to negotiation
between sovereign states).

In this discussion, Sharett spoke for the first time about the Jewish prop-
erty in the Arab countries. He cited the absence of a peace treaty with Iraq
as the reason for his rejecting cooperation with the government in Bagh-
dad: “To address at this time the question of transferring the property of
the Jews to Isracl—that would be naive. We are talking about an agreement,
about establishing peace, and we are not budging—will we suddenly suc-
ceed in removing the question of the Jews from that framework and getting
the Arab states to accept an agreement regarding the Jews who reside in
those countries? I am not blessed with that kind of diplomatic skilll Such
thinking is quixotic.”"? For the sake of balance, Sharett pointed out that
hundreds of families had arrived in Israel from Egypt and were being pro-
vided with housing by the government. Tt-was apparently not by chance that
Sharett linked these new arrivals with the Palestinian property in Israel: “1
met one of these families that had already settled in one of the abandoned
[Palestinian] villages—people who had come from Egypt just a day or two
before.” The discussion ended without the prime minister and foreign
minister having to address Shitrit’s question about a transfer. However,
Sharett’s linkage of Jewish property and Arab property was in time devel-
oped into a political practice of the government as well as of several Jewish
organizations. It demonstrates that the practice of population exchange
preceded explicit acknowledgment of it. The usage of Palestinian property
for the partial housing of Arab Jews (although in very small numbers)
shows that the state did not shy away from implementing this theory de
facto.

In October 1949, the world and Israeli press reported the Iragi-British
plan for a population exchange (for example, Davar, October 16, 1949).
The publicity embarrassed the other Arab leaders and caused a stir in the
Palestinian refugee camps. The British ambassador to Iraq informed the
Foreign Office that Palestinian refugees would not agree to seitle in Iraq.
The Iraqi delegate to the United Nations also lost no time in denying that
Iraq would take in 100,000 refugees; he claimed that Zionist sources were
behind the reports.”® Even though internal documents show that the plan
was known to various levels of the Israeli administration,® Israel immedi-
ately rejected it. At a cabinet meeting, the ministers pressed the foreign
minister and prime minister for information.? Sharett replied: *“What does
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an exchange mean—we cannot solve the problem of the Arah refugees on
the basis of an exchange, we do not have enough Jews to match the number
of the Arab refugees.” “In my eyes,” Ben-Gurion added, “all the talk about
an exchange is strange. Clearly, if the Iraqi Jews are able to leave, we will
receive them and we will not ask questions about an exchange or not an
exchange; about property or about an ahsence of property.”*! Israeli
sources further claimed that “Iraq is casting an eye on the Jewish property”
and that Baghdad had floated the exchange idea as a trial balloon. Never-
theless, Shitrit reiterated his exchange proposal, writing to the finance
minister: “If an official proposal is made to our government about a popu-
lation exchange, we should accept the offer.”? Ignoring such signals, Ben-
Gurion and Sharett constructed a policy based on ambiguity. They under-
. stood the heavy price that Israel would have to pay if it entered into con-

crete agreements regarding the Palestinians. They would have to
acknowledge responsibility for the refugee problem, allow the return of
Palestinian refugees, and/or compensate them for their property. Sharett
told the British ambassador to Israel that the idea of exchanging 100,000
homeless (Palestinian) refugees for 100,000 (Jewish) refugees who would
leave their assets behind was read in Israel as extortion,?

- In late October 1949, the cabinet held a special meeting on the situation
of Traq’s Jews in which Foreign Minister Sharett responded:

On the question of a population exchange, it was reported in the press, purportedly
citing the spokesman of the Survey Group, that the Prime Minister of Iraq has alleg-
edly made such an offer, We asked the Survey Group about the truth of this report.
We received an official reply that in the course of a conversation Nuri Sa’id had
‘thrown out’ an idea along the lines of a possible exchange of Iraq’s Jews for the
Arab refugecs. . . . Agreeing to this would mean, in my opinion, our agreement to
have the property of Iraq’s Jews confiscated by the Iragi Treasury in return for the
Arab property we have confiscated here, and then we assume responsibility for com-
pensating the Jews of Iraq on account of the Arabs’ property, as against the Jews'
property there. That would create a dangerous precedent with regard to Egypt and
ather countries. It could also be construed to mean that every Arab country under-
takes to accept refugees only to the extent that it has Jews.* [emphasis is mine]

Sharett’s concern was over a possible future claim of compensation by
Iraq’s Jews, should the Israeli government agree to a transfer deal. The pos-
sibility of extricating the Iraqi Jews together with their property was lost in
his accounting logic: “This would be a dangerous precedent vis-a-vis other
countries. We will be confronted by tens of thousands of people who will
arrive, naked and destitute, demanding that we give them property. This
could entangle us in an inexiricable impasse.”2

In the meantime, Moshe Sasson, vice-consul at the Israeli legation in Ath-
ens in the early 1950s, was busy working out a proposal for a population
and property exchange involving Israeli Arabs and Libyan Jews. Sasson
noted its importance as a “lesson” for the Palestinian refugees who were
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still seeking to reenter Israel.?® At this point, the concepts of population
exchange and transfer (of Israeli Palestinians out of Israel) became associ-
ated, if not synonymous. Yet Israel kept its policy ambiguous despite these
scattered, sometimes uncoordinated, efforts. In April 1950, following the
enaciment of the denaturalization law, attempts were made on behalf of
the State of Israel to extract the Jewish property in Iraq unilateraily. Ezra
Danin, an adviser to the foreign ministry, reported that the prime minister
had asked him to trade the property of Isracli Palestinians listed as “pres-
ent” and “non-absentees,” who “will want to leave” because “they have
not been able to adapt to the Jewish state,” for the property of Iraqi Jews.
Danin wrote to the finance minister: “I have been asked by Messrs. Y. Pal-
mon and Z. Lief, in the name of the Prime Minister and the Foreign Minis-
ter, to try to examine whether the possibility exists to exchange property of
non-absentee [emphasis in the original] Israeli Arabs for property of Jews in
Iraq. It was emphasized that the examination will be carried out with
regard to Iraq and not the other Arab states, and that no attempt should
be made to involve property of absentee Arabs in this matter.”’?” Danin was
a member of Ben-Gurion’s transfer committee, which proposed to expel
“present” Israeli Arabis.®® Ze’ev Lief, an adviser on land and borders in the
prime minister’s office and an ardent activist in the efforts to transfer Isra-
el's Palestinians, had already moved to implement the proposal.? In a note
to the prime minister, foreign minister, and finance minister, Lief wrote:
“As a first means, I would advise instructing our representative in Persia
to contact Jewish circles in Iraq and have them desist from the wholesale
liquidation of assets at depressed prices and hint to them that the prospect
exists that they will be able to liquidate their property at better terms on an
exchange basis.” Nothing was done with Lief’s request, but Danin
arranged with several Palestinian families to leave Israel. Iis emissaries
went to Iran to organize a property exchange from there, but their efforts
fell through because the proposals sounded suspicious to Iraqi Jews.
Reports about discrimination against the Arab Jews and bureaucratic obsta-
cles in Israel deterred them from investing in the country or transferring
capital there.® Still, it is not clear whether the attempts at a unilateral
extraction of property were serious. In September 1950, after the orga-
nized departure of Jews from Iraq had begun and with the Israeli govern-
ment no longer feeling threatened by an explicit exchange agreement,
Sharett acknowledged publicly that the Iragi proposal had been a genuine
diplomatic option.* This acknowledgment, however, did not change Isra-
el’s policy of ambiguity.

The transfer idea, as I argued earlier, was not alien to Zionist thinking;
it was manifested in both praxis and ideology before and after the Traqi
Jews were brought to Israel. At the time, the Israeli government’s ambigu-
ous position regarding the transfer offers was motivated by demographic
fear. The government believed that officially agreeing to population
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exchange would create a “dangerous” precedent.® In the government’s
estimate, there were three times as many Palestinian refugees as there were
Jews in the Arab states, who totaled 200,000 Jews since the possibility of
bringing the Maghreb Jews to Israel had not yet arisen.? The Israeli govern-
ment feared that a population exchange that rested on a numerical basis
would obligate Isracl to repatriate the “surplus refugees.” Indeed, the
United Nations’ Morton plan called for the settlement of thousands of such
“surplus” refugees in internationalized Jerusalem,® This possibility, com-
bined with information that Egypt refused to admit Palestinian refugees,
deterred the Israeli government. The foreign ministry maintained that only
if Iraq agreed to absorb 300,000 to 400,000 Palestinian refugees in return
for the Iraqi Jews could Israel contemplate accepting the transfer agree-
ment.*® Thus, government offictals were careful not to make explicit claims
about population exchange and keep the state’s position ambiguous.

Population Exchange and Property Exchange Juxtaposed

“Even though Israel kept its position on population exchange vague, it for-
mally adopted a property exchange theory, In March 1951, a year after
Iraq’s Jews had been given the opportunity to leave, about 105,000 Jews had
registered to emigrate. However, only 35,000 had actually left. The rest,
having renounced their citizenship, were waiting. On March 10, Prime
Minister Sa’id submitted a bill to the parliament to impound and freeze
the Jews” property. To prevent transactions from being carried out in the
period between the bill’s enactment into law and its implementation, the
finance ministry shut down the country’s banks for three days and the
police sealed stores owned by Jews, confiscated their vehicles and other
items, and searched the homes of merchants and jewelers. This law freez-
ing Jewish assets relieved the Israeli government of the need to make a for-
mal declaration of support for a population exchange; henceforth it could
refer to any such exchange of property and people as a spontaneous occur-
rence. Sharett briefed the cabinet on the law and its implications: . . . “The
question that arises is what we can do. Approaches to England and France
are possible, of course, but . . . they could say: You took the property of the
Arabs who left Palestine and entrusted it to a custodian, they are doing the
same.”*” On March 19, Sharett apprised the Knesset of the government’s
reaction to Iraq’s action. He officially and unequivocally fused the two
accounts into a single equation:

The Government of Israel . . . views this episode of plunder in the spirit of the law
as the continuation of the malicious regime of dispossession that has always pre-
vailed in Iraq vis-d-vis defenseless and helpless minorities . . . By freezing the assets
of tens of thousands of Jews who are immigrating to Israel—today stateless but citi-
zens of Israel immediately upon their immigration—the Government of Iraq has
opened an account between it and the Government of Isracl. We already have an
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account with the Arab world, namely the account of the compensation that accrues
to the Arabs who left the territory of Israel and abandoned their property. . . . The
act now committed by the Kingdom of Iraq . . . forces us to link the two accounts.
.. . We will take into account the value of the Jewish property that has been frozen
in Iraq with respect to the compensation we have undertaken to pay the Arabs who
abandoned property in Israel.®

Now the foreign ministry was ready to inform the UN Conciliation Com-
mission for Palestine (UNCCP) that the government was committed to
contribute toward a resclution of the refugee problem, but added: “It will
be unable to honor that commitment if in addition to its other commit-
ments to absorb new immigrants it will find itself having to undertake the
rehabilitation of 100,000 Iraqi Jews,>s®

‘This was a crucial moment in the history of the population exchange
theory. The State of Israel understood that the Arab Jews could serve as
pawns in the demographic war if they could be linked to the Palestinian
refugees in a formula of national accounting. Sharett’s statement, which
also seemed to hold out the promise of compensation for Iraqi Jews, was
aimed at both the Iraqi fews and the international community. It was neces-

sary to send a message to the Iraqi Jews, as they had assailed the Zionist

activists for doing nothing to salvage the community’s property. The state-
ment—whose implications Sharett would later disavow-—had the intended
effect of assuaging the concern of the Traqi Jews, but also of generating
high expectations among them. They were now convinced that they would
receive restitution from the Israeli government for the property that they
were leaving behind.* Yitzhak Raphael, head of the Jewish Agency’s aliyah
department, who was also a recipient of the cable, noted with satisfaction in
his diary that Sharett’s statement had mitigated the sense of discrimination
among the Iragi Jews.*!

At the same time, the foreign ministry’s Shamay Kahane cautioned
Sharett that “we have to take into account that the registration of claims
may generate illusions among the new immigrants, and they are liable to
demand that the Government of Israel pay them compensation from the
funds of the [Arabs’] abandoned property.”# The foreign ministry sent an
internal memorandum to the director general of the prime minister’s
office explaining that the registration of property claims had the sole pur-
pose of creating a bargaining chip on the Palestinian issue. The memoran-
dum added that it was crucial to uphold the principle of group
compensation and not individual payments, which many refugees
demanded. “We will not, then,” the document noted, ‘*be able to take the
opposite approach with the Iraqi Jewish immigrants without opening the
gates to a flood of private claims from tens of thousands of Arab refugees
who once owned any property in the Land of Israel.”* In short, the foreign
ministry’s proposal—which was put into practice—was to make the Iragi
immigrants hostage of the Israeli government. The Palestinians’ aban-
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doned property remained in the hands of the state’s custodian general,
while Iraq’s freeze of Jewish property was invoked as an excuse to justify the
confiscation of Palestinian assets.

. As noted, Sharett’s Knesset statement was also intenided as a message to
the great powers. Although he had previously opposed the exchange
option, the frozen property in Iraq afforded him a golden opportunity to
- lock the skeleton of the Palestinians® rights into a closet. Even though
Sharett knew that plundered Palestinian property was vastly more valuable
than Jewish property in Iraq, he allowed the foreign ministry to “release”
exaggerated appraisals of the respective worth of the two accounts. In a
cable to the Israeli legation in Paris, Walter Eytan noted: “The mutual
release of frozen deposits should include Iraq. . . . The value of the frozen
deposits of Arabs.in Israel is estimated at five and a haif million pounds,
whereas the value of the frozen deposits of the Jews in Iraq is at least twenty
million and perhaps even thirty to forty million."”#

On March 27, 1951, when Sharett met with U.S. undersecretary of state
George McGhee,* he reasserted the government’s promise and insinuated
that German reparations to Israel could facilitate that, On May 1, 1951, the
United States announced that, if the Israeli government took positive
action to accelerate the transfer of Palestinians' frozen property, it could
approach Baghdad with a similar request.*® In its reply, Israel rejected the
comparison but reiterated its readiness to pay restitution for the “aban-
doned property” as part of a peace agreement.*” Britain, too, maintained
that the Iraqis’ impounding of Jewish property was not an original idea:
Israel had set the precedent. No attempt to effect a settlement would. be
useful, the British believed, unless Israel either unfroze the refugees® prop-
erty or paid compensation,

The Israeli government’s creation of the linked property account was a
singular act—something of a historic milépost—that constructed a zero-
sum equation between the Arab Jews and the Palestinian refugees. The
political theory that underlay this equation rested on the robbery of the
Palestinian property and on the nationalization of Jewish Iraqi property.
The Israeli government “appropriated” the property of all Iraqi Jews in
order to utilize it—rhetorically, symbolically, and judicially—as state prop-
erty. Files in the state archive containing the foreign ministry’s correspon-
dence on this property bear the telltale heading “Protection: of Israeli
Property.’

Sharett’s declaration that the question of Jewish property would be taken
into account in the future was put to an empirical test four times: in 1951,
the mid-1950s, the 1970s during negotiations with Egypt, and the 1990s
Oslo era. In 1951, a government commission began to document Jewish
property in Iraq. Archival documents show that the commission was not
created out of concern for that property; its report was intended to buffer
the Isracli government in the face of future claims for compensation result-
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ing from the nationalization of Palestinian property by the custodian gen-
eral. The officials who established the commission, seeking to conceal the
manipulation, wrote: ““It is proposed not to announce, at least for the time
heing, that registration of the personal claims is being carried out with the
aim of deducting the value of the Jewish property frozen in Iraq from the
payment of compensation for the abandoned Arab property.”’s® In October
1955, public pressure forced the government to establish another commis-
sion to reregister Iraqi immigrants® claims. Its December 1956 report was
ignored by the foreign ministty,* Officials suggested that an extra-govern-
mental body register the claims, in order to avert the government’s havnlg
to assume responsibility vis-a-vis the Iraqgi Jews, On the eve of the commis-
sion’s establishment, the prime minister ordered that Iragi immigrants
who presented claims not be asked about movables they had left behind,
since “their registration is.liable to conflict with our policy of restitution to
the Arab refugees, which is confined solely to immovables.”52

The property exchange theory forestalled any possibility of individual
claims for compensation and made use of the asséts of Arab Jews as if they
were state property, at the disposal of the State of Israel. The submission of
private-property claims of individuals—for example, to the Egyptian gov-
ernment within the auspices of the peace agreement—would weaken the
state in future negotiations with the Palestinians.

WOJAC's Discourse on Population Exchange

Whereas in the early 1950s the government accepted the property
exchange theory, it denied formal adoption of the population exchange
theory. However, this idea reemerged in the 1970s with the rise of the Pales-
tinian national movement.” Pivotal to the resigence of the theory was a
Jewish organization known as WOJAG: World Organization of Jews from
Arab Countries.* The organization was a voluntary state organ, supported
by the foreign ministry and the Jewish Agency. When established in 1975,
the foreign ministry told WOJAC that its connection should be kept secret.
Whereas the state’s practices were harder to decipher, WOJAC was clear
and adamant about its objectives, and its discursive practices were easy to
discern. It argued explicitly that Palestinian refugees should not be allowed
back into Israel, since an involuntary population exchange had already
taken place in the Middle East. Led by Mordechai Ben-Porat, a former
Zionist leader in Iraq, a member of Moshe Dayan’s Rafi Party, and a cabinet
member, the organization adopted a resolution casting responsibility on
the Arab governments.® Speaking at the UN General Assembly in Decem-
ber 1977, Ben-Porat stated that “the problem of the Arab and Jewish refu-
gees in the Middle East can find its practical solution only within the
framework of de facto exchanges of population, which have already taken
place.” Members of its executive committee established a direct linkage
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between the establishment of WOJAC and activities of the Palestine Libera-
tion Organization (PLO). As Dr. Jacques Barnes stated: “We are the Jewish
answer to the PLO . . . to the right of return. . . . [T]hat is why we exist.”%
This was the root of President Clinton's statement in Camp David in July
2000, ‘

The idea of defining Arab Jews as refugees was a major objective of
WOJAC. Ostensibly, the description of the Arab Jews as refugees was not
unreasonable in light of the fact that the term *refugee” became a central
concept in historical and sociological discourse and in international law
after World War II and was dominant in the Jewish world following the
Holocaust.’” Thus, UN Security Council Resolution 242 of November 1967
referred to “a just settlement of the refugee problem” in the Middle East,
although in the 1970s the Arab states sought explicit mention of “Arab ref-
ugees in the Middle East.” Under Tsraeli pressure, a working paper drawn
up by U.S. Secretary of State Cyrus Vance in 1977, ahead of the proposed
Geneva conference, stated that a solution would be found for the “refugee
problem” without specifying which refugees. However, WOJAC ultimately
failed in its attempt to win acceptance of the term “Jewish refugees.”

WOJAC mobilized some Israeli politicians to endorse this concept, nota-
bly Labor Party Shimon Peres, who wrote in 1983:

Even in 1948—in the midst of the War of Independence—we asked the Arabs living
in the country not to leave, and not to pay heed to the incitement by the Mufti of
Jerusalem . . . to flee for fear of the terrible Jews. . . . These suffering people [refu-
gees of 1948] could easily have been accommodated in their countries of resi-
dence—and not perpetuate their misery. Another aspect of the refugee problem in
the Middle East is the Jewish aspcct, The State of Israel saw it as its sacred, supreme
duly to bring all the Jews of the Arab countries to Israel, and to allow them to share
in building theland, in founding a dynamic and creative socicty, and in forming a
new Jewish-Israeli man. To a great extent, we can see these two processes—the
transfer of the Arab residents from Israel to the Arab countries, and the ingathering
of Arab Jewry in Isracl—as an informal population exchange.5®

It should be noticed that Peres’s letter displays the contradictions
endemic to the population exchange theory. Whereas he depicts the
uprooting of the Palestinian refugees as a voluntary act, he is careful not to
go so far as to argue that the Arab Jews were expelled from Arab countries.
However, WOJAC’s refugee exchange theory presupposed implicitly and
explicitly that Arab Jews became refugees from their countries of origin.

This was most radically presented by Ya'akov Meron, a justice ministry
official and one of WOJAC’s most articulate spokesmen, Meron took the
unequivocal position not only that the model of Jewish-Muslim relations
was distinctly antagonistic but that the Jews were expelled from the Arab
countries.” Meron took issue with the Zionist saga, which, he contended,
was not subjected to a critical assessment until the removal of the Labor
Party from power in 1977.% That saga, he argued, gave rise to romantic
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labels such as Operation Magic Carpet and Operation Ezra and Nehemia,
which underscored the positive aspect of Zionist immigration to Israel and
overshadowed the fact that the Jews emigrated because of “‘an Arab policy
of expulsion.”®! Refugee status produced by a coordinated Arab expulsion
diminishes the importance of Zionist activity to remove the Jews from the
Arab countries. Even the more moderate position, holding that the Jews in
those countries were caught up in turbulent events and became refugees
because of historical circumstances, contests the classic Zionist account by
all but eliminating the role attributed to Zionist consciousness as a reason
for Jews to move to Israel. For example, Moshe Sasson, a Damascus-horn
foreign ministry official, said he wanted to set the record straight: “The fact
is, and it must be stated, and stated frankly and simply, that the struggle
between the Jewish national movement and the Arab national movement
was a central factor'that left its mark and influenced the relations of the
regime or the Arab movement in one country or another toward the Jews.
.. . It was the conflict that was influential, 62

. Meron's thesis also shed a problematic light on reports by Zionist activ-
ists in Arab countries and on the tremendous difficulty they encountered
in their efforts to bring the Jews to Israel. Shlomo Hillel, for example,
described the difficulties he and his colleagues faced in trying to remove
the Jews from Iraq via illegal immigration in 1950.%% So does Yosef Meir,
who writes about the distress of the Iragi government at the movement of

" Jews to Iran and about its attempts to prevent the process.® Likewise, Hillel

and Ben-Porat describe their attempts to persuade Sa’id and Suweidi to let
them remove the country’s Jews and take them to Israel. Some writers place
(with exaggeration) the onset of Zionist activity in the Arab countrics in
the 1920s, long before Jewish-Muslim relations begin to be described as
antagonistic. The genre of Zionist underground literature emphasized the
elements of escape, of Jews being smuggled out, and of mystery—they did
not hint at the possibility of expulsion.

Indeed, the expulsion-refugee thesis within WOJAC generated strong
sentiments and reactions. In a discussion about what to name the new orga-
nization, Ben-Porat, then a deputy speaker of the Knesset, pondered: “The
question here . .. [is] whether to introduce the word refugees, Jewish refu-
gees, or not. . . . There is some sensitivity here in Israel, as to why we call
ourselves refugees. There is a second approach that says—it is not only an
approach, it is the truth—we all arrived here as refugees [and] afterward
we rehabilitated ourselves and became citizens of I[srael.”®® Ben-Porat
admitted that the foreign ministry was not pleased with his references to
Jewish refugees in the Middie East: “T will not say that I met with any great
enthusiasm from the foreign ministry or from the government concerning
the proposal. Their reply was: it is a two-edged sword.” % Ben-Porat outlined
the dilemma in his search for a compromise formula:
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We must not say that the Jews immigrated to Isracl only on account of the suppres-
sion. . . . But on the other hand we must also not say that it was only on account of
the yearning for Israel. . . . [B]oth of those elements played a part in their immigra-
tion to Israel. We must ground it historically . . . that the Jews arrived in Israel as
refugees . ., [and] went through the agonies of absorption. . . . We want to ground
it in documentation, how the Jews who arrived in Israel, how they lived in transit
camps, huts . . . in order to prove that it was not only the Arab refugees who lived
in camps . . ., but that our Jews [also] suffered greatly.

Elsewhere Ben Porat pursues this line of confusion:

We want to be emissaries for the State of Israel, for Israel’s policy. That is our goal
and that is where we have to direct our activity . . . to tell ourselves and the whole
world that a movement of populations occurred here, or that it led to an exchange
of populations, and not voluntarily or because of propaganda. Let us say, not
hecause of Zionist propaganda. . . . We have to find the right balance in this argu-
ment, between leaving due to disiress and leavirig due to yearning, and to find the
right formula, because you have to take inte account the ears of the Gentiles. . .,
So that obliges us to emphasize precisely the aspect of distress. . . ,

The major dissenter from WOJAC's refugee argument was the Tunisia-born
Knesset member Mathilda Gez: “There are another twelve million Jews dis-
persed in the diaspora. If we appear as refugees, how can we go before
them and talk about immigration based on the Zionist idea? . . . Do I have
to deny my Zionism today because of my rights to Tunisia? Absolutely not.
... So I do not want us to blur the issue.”’%® Gez, then, declined to discard
the Zionist, pan-Jewish interest and viewed the Jewish Diaspora through a
proto-Zionist lens, that is, as potentially Zionist until the anticipated immi-
gration to Israel. Yehuda Nini, professor of Jewish history, further stated:
“I urge caution, . . . The problem is very delicate, very complicated. . . . I
do not think that the question of an organization of Jews from Arab coun-
tries should be linked . . . to the matter of Palestinian refugees. . . . We did
not create the problem of the Palestinian refugees.”® A lively discussion
ensued, focusing on the dichotomy between their own definition as refu-
gees and Zionist yearning, which provided a narrow conceptual space
regarding the possibilities for getting to Israel. Ben-Porat contested the
notion that Arab Jews were “proto-Zionists’’: “No one will persuade me . . .
that if T had given them the choice of coming with a proper passport, [and
coming] whenever [they] wanted with their property, that 120,000 would
have come from Iraq or that all the Jews of Egypt would have come. . . .
The persecutions played a part here. They definitely expanded the matter
... [and] gave rise to the question of the yearning.”?

But Shimon Avizemer argued: *“We Know that there was no Zionist move-
ment in these countries. There was Zionism, there was Judaism, there was
ideology, [but] there was no movement, no organization, no framework . . .
as there was in Europe. . . . The persecutions were a catalyst, a catalyzing

force for the love, the Zionism, the Judaism that burned in them all the
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time. . . . They came to the Land of Israel because no.other country
accepted them,””!

Opposition to the definition of Arab Jews as refugees intensified. Shlomo
Hillel, who was active in the Zionist underground in Iraq and was the archi-
tect of the mass escape known as Operation Meikelberg, said years later: ‘I
do not regard the.exodus of Jews from Arab countries as refugees. I do not
accept that. The Jews in the Arab countries came because they wanted to
come.”" Similarly, Meretz’s Ran Cohen declared emotionally in the Knes-
set on July 29, 1987:

I proclaim: I am not a refugee. I did not come to this country as a refugee. I stole
across borders. I underwent a great deal of torment. So did my family. So did my
friends. And I have no need for anyone to define the Jews of the East as a refugee
Jewry. For some reason, that definition is applied only to Eastern Jewry. . . . Can
anyone say that we, the Jews from the Arab lands, came here only for negative rea-
sons, and that the force of Zionism, the power of attraciion of this land and the
idea of redemption played no part among us? Why? Only because we have to be
portrayed as wretched, so that this wretchedness will also be synonymous with what
we lived through there and what we are living through today?”

Professor Shlomo Ben-Ami, foreign minister in Ehud Barak’s govern-
ment during the second Camp David meeting, speaking at a national con-
ference of WOJAC, was unsparing in his description of the dilemma:
“¥From the advent of Zionism, the Jews from Arab countries have been
struggling for their place in the Zionist dream. As part of that struggle for
a place in the Zionist dream, they contend that Zionism was not invented
by the Jews of Central and Eastern Europe. . . . If that is the case. . . . there
is a yearning of the Jews from the Arab lands since ancient times to leave
those countries and come to the Land of Zion and Jerusalem to build a
homeland.”” Ben-Ami concluded, “Those who dreamt of going up to
Israel since the days of the Babylonian Talmud have no case” to claim that
they are refugees.

The refugeeism discourse also generated reactions from the Palestinian
and Arab world. A report compiled by the Research Division of Military
Intelligence that was sent to WOJAC in June 1975 forecast (partially accu-
rately) that at the forthcoming Arab summit meeting, the PLO would sub-
mit a proposal to allow Jews from Arab states to return to their home
countries. The report stated: “There are many expressions of commisera-
tion and solidarity with the [Arab Jews]. The accepted Arab viewpoint sees
the Jews from Arab countries who are living in Israel as a population that
suffers discrimination because of its Eastern origins and lives in harsh eco-
nomic conditions. This, according to the Arabs, demonstrates concretely
that Israel is racist not only outwardly but inwardly as well.””® In January
1979, Radio Baghdad, in a Hebrew language broadcast, called on all Jews
of Iraqi origin *to return home,” promising that they could live as citizens
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with equal rights in Iraq. The broadcast claimed that people of Iraqi origin’

suffered discrimination in Israel at the hands of the Ashkenazim and that
this injustice would be rectified when they returned to Iraq.” With these
comments, Radio Baghdad broke the Zionist taboo and smoothly reflected
on the contradiction in defining the Arab Jews as refugees.

Thus, even though WOJAC set out to bolster the Zionist position and

assist Israel’s battle against Palestinian nationalism, it accomplished the
opposite by rendering the Zionist position fragile and fluid; challenging
Israel’s official historiography regarding the arrival of the Arab Jews to
Israel; and keeping the Palestinian refugee problem on the negotiating

table. The Israeli foreign office was fearful of a chain reaction in which Jews

would take legal action against Arab countries and that in return would
encourage Palestinians to file suits against the Israeli government for lost
property. Furthermore, WOJAC’s explicit discussion of the refugees (by
invoking the population exchange theory) negated the government policy
of maintaining ambiguity.

Thus, despite the seemingly productlve dowry that WOJAC offered the
State of Israel, the foreign ministry reacted with great dismay. Officials
warned against a public endorsement of the theory. However, WOJAG
ignored the ministry’s demands even when their statement prompted Far-
ouk Kaddoumi, head of the PLO’s political department, to send greetings
te WOJAG urging Arab Jews to return to their countries of origin. The for-
eign ministry’s worst fears were thus realized, and it immediately repri-
manded the WOJAC executive. An official, Max Varone, even reprimanded
WOJAC in public for acting as “‘a separate entity parallel to the PLO.” The
foreign ministry, he concluded, would not permit WOJAC “to become a
state within a state.””” This statement attests again to the practice of the
state vis-a-vis its institutions. At first, the foreign ministry contracts out a
certain “propaganda activity” to WOJAG precisely in order to blur the
boundaries of the state, but when the state believes that it is losing control,
it reasserts the power of the state. Indeed, WOJAC closed down in 1999
when the state dlscontmued its financial support.

Conclusion

The state of Israel, like any other state, is a conglomerate of entities, institu-
tions, and decision makers who make political action multiple, contradic-
tory, and often ncbulous. In this particular case, the state was
composed—in addition to the government—of two “outsourcing” organi-
zations: the Jewish Agency and the World Organization of Jews from Arab
Countries. The two quasi-governmental organizations enabled the govern-

ment to blur its practices but at the same time made them explicit and

unequivocal. This was more than the foreign ministry bargained for. In
order to assert its sovereignty and mask its (often unintended) policies, the
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government had to reappropriate its control and redraw the boundaries
between “itsclf”” and those institutions. More concretely, the government,
which kept its own policy vague, was threatened by WOJAC’s explicit for-
mulation and decided to'end its support of the organization.

Despite the tension between WOJAC and the government, there was one
a priori political strategy that was fairly consistent. This was the govern- -
meni’s nondecision (o maintain an ambiguous policy regarding the
exchange of population, which I labeled “constructed ambiguity.” The
population exchange theory emerged out of political practice rather than
the other way around. At the end of the 1948 war, the government faced
international pressure to take back Palestinian refugees and compensate
them for the property confiscated by the general custodian of Israel. From
1948 to 1950, Ben-Gurion and Sharett kept the official position rather
vague. Constructed-ambiguity kept all options open. It could be applied,
and it could be denied, as opportunities rose. Only with the immigration
of the Arab Jews to Israel were more vehement voices about transfer or
exchange heard. Even with the establishment of WOJAC, government offi-
cials hesitated to talk about a population exchange, as opposed to a prop-
erty exchange. They also worried about using the term “refugees” for
Jewish immigrants from Arab countries. And they ultimately discontinued
funding to WOJAC in order to reassert the state’s control and reappro-
priate political action.

In the early 2000s, we have witnessed renewed efforts to define the Arab
Jews as refugees. Bobby Brown, Diaspora affairs adviser to Prime. Minister-
Barak, engineered this policy, along with such Jewish organizations as the
World Jewish Congress and the World Federation of Sephardic Jews. None-
theless, their organization, called Justice for Jews from Arab Countries, did
not gain broad support. Israeli politicians understand that this argument is
a double-edged sword and causes more risks to Israel than positive out-
comes, although Jewish organizations have not yet internalized this lesson.

The Palestinian claim for the right of return is serious and, whatever its
outcome, should not be brushed away. The definition of the Arab Jews as
refugees and the discursive use of population exchange is a manipulative
technique to avoid direct and courageous talks on the right of return. It is
a strategy to abdicate moral and political responsibility. The reasons and
motivations by which the Arab Jews immigrated to Israel are diverse. Some
were coerced by the conditions in Arab countries and as a result of Zionism
and Arab nationalism. Some came voluntarily and intentionally. Others
were brought against their own will by the Zionist movement and Jewish
organizations. Whatever the motivation, it should not be equated with the
Palestinian inhabitants of Palestine prior to 1948. The linkage between

- those populations and their properties is a manipulative practice of the

state and should be abandoned from the political discourse. As Jan Abu
Shakrah argued, the (legitimate) Jewish claims for compensation for prop-
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erty loss do not arise from the same occurrence as Palestinian refugee
claims. Jewish losses were not at the hands of Palestinian refugees nor did

Arab Jews cause Palestinian dispossession, although they benefited from '

it. 78

- It is time that Israel adopts some version of a truth-and- I‘eCOIlCl]]a.thI]
commission that will face its past and admit its own wrongdoings. I believe

that this is an essential element of any agreement with the Palestinians, The

depiction of Arab Jews as refugees, as Clinton did in Camp David, is an

obstacle to the peace process.

» Ithank Gil Eyal, Adriana Kemp, Shoham Melamed, and Yossi Yonah for useful
comments on an earlier draft of this chapter.
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