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When I started graduate school in 1997, there were few historians interested in the settler-
colonial framing of the Zionist Movement, much less post-1948 Israel. With only a 
handful of exceptions, essays on Israeli or Palestinian history were absent from the 
explosion of volumes that fell under the rubric of postcolonial studies. Nearly two 
decades later, the field looks substantially different. Thanks to extensive research on 
Israel’s expropriation of Palestinian land, its socio-legal dispossession and cultural 
alienation of the Palestinians who managed to remain in or return to the new state after 
the nakba, and the ways in which those Palestinians simultaneously informed and 
responded to these processes, the legitimacy of the settler-colonial paradigm for 
understanding the Israeli state has become pervasive—a status that detractors almost have 
the burden of disproving rather than the other way around. More broadly, the history of 
Palestine/Israel has pushed itself into the mainstream of comparative imperial studies. 
 
Like many people in our field, I came to this subject from a deeply personal place. I grew 
up in an American Labor Zionist youth movement that instilled in its members the idea of 
a moral juxtaposition between the odious 1967 Occupation and the virtuous post-1948 
state. I remained committed to that formulation until, among other turning points, I 
learned while in college that the kibbutz where I was born near the Lebanese border was 
named after the adjacent Palestinian village of Kabri, a community that Israeli forces 
depopulated and destroyed in May 1948. The shock and sense of betrayal I felt upon 
learning this basic fact ultimately led to an intellectual journey into the historical 
connections between Israel’s two (pre- and post-1967) systems of rule and their 
respective encounters with indigenous Palestinians. 
 
My first book, Citizen Strangers: Palestinians and Israel’s Liberal Settler State, 
examines the largely forgotten history of Israel’s 20-year military rule over the 
Palestinians who became citizens in the new state. The central question I ask is how and 
why the colonial relationship between Jewish settlers and native Palestinians became 
more rather than less entrenched after 1948, even as the government extended citizenship 
and suffrage rights to the minority of Palestinians who remained after independence. To 
this end, I trace how the convergence of changing global norms of republican sovereignty 
after WWII, the dearth of land in Jewish hands on the eve of the 1947 Partition 
Resolution, and the post-1948 concentration of Palestinian citizens in areas both with few 
settlers and which the UN had designated for Palestinian sovereignty, all put Israeli 
officials in the unprecedented position of having to advance their colonization of Arab 
land while sharing political power with the very people they sought to uproot. (This made 
their experience quite different from the French in Algeria or American settlers in the 
nineteenth century, for example.)  
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Initially, my project had four broad objectives. The first goal was to challenge the 
prevailing political wisdom that the 1967 Occupation regime emerged in an institutional, 
cultural, and legal vacuum. Second, I wanted to offer an analytical model for 
understanding the history of “the conflict” in holistic chronological terms—to integrate 
the 1948-1967 period into the emerging settler-colonial paradigm, which tended to look 
only at the pre-1948 and post-1967 years. Adopting the relational history approach 
utilized so fruitfully in works on mainly the pre-1948 Zionist Movement, I sought to 
investigate how the determination on the part of over a hundred thousand Palestinians to 
remain in (or return to) their homes after the war shaped Israel’s institutional, legal, and 
cultural formation in integral ways that continued to go unacknowledged. My third goal 
was to take seriously the question of what difference, if any, co-citizenship and a form of 
procedural liberalism made for Palestinians and Jews in terms of mitigating—or even 
simply informing—their colonial encounter after 1948. Finally, I wanted to counter the 
collective image of Palestinian citizens as quiescent, intellectually and politically cut-off 
from the outside world, and unidentified as Palestinians until they were reunited with 
their compatriots in the Occupied Territories after 1967. 
 
As I was finishing the book I became particularly interested in this last question. While 
my evidence enabled me to say quite a bit about Palestinian “agency” (a term that seems 
almost trite at this point) during Israel’s War on Return, the formation of the Citizenship 
Law in 1952, and throughout the first fifteen years or so of statehood, I realized that I had 
almost no material about the tactical organizing and strategic thinking that went into the 
upsurge in (Arab and Jewish) civil protests to end military rule in the early 1960s.  
 
This absence presents a historical puzzle. The limited scholarship we have on the 
abolition of the military government in 1966 attributes the decision to an overdue cost-
benefit calculation. Simply put, the political and security establishment was finally 
convinced by their younger peers that a combination of simmering problems—the local 
and global public relations stain the regime was creating, the harm to the Jewish economy 
it was causing by encumbering Arab employment in the construction sector, and the 
negligible security value it offered—required the development of less visible means to 
control Arab citizens and prevent them from developing an independent economic and 
political base from which to demand the end of Jewish privilege. In many ways this 
analysis is persuasive. It helps to explain why Israel transferred the powers to enforce its 
emergency regulations to the (civilian) police, why hundreds of Palestinian activists 
found themselves “blacklisted” and denied free movement long after 1966, and why the 
push to establish new settlements in the (still largely Arab) Galilee emerged in the late 
1960s and early 1970s. It helps to explain, in other words, why formal military rule ended 
when it did and why that end left the settler foundations of the state fully in tact. 
 
Despite its merits, the problem with this account is that Palestinians do not figure in it 
other than as nameless, mindless protestors who helped to sully Israel’s image abroad and 
contributed to Jewish infighting at home. I don’t mean “mindless” in the sense that 
Palestinian activists are portrayed as fanatics, but rather in the sense that we know almost 
nothing about the intellectual work that went into these protests, and very little about 
their content in general. For example, did organizers make an instrumental choice to limit 
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their demands to ending the permit system and the regime’s visible apparatus—as 
opposed to making bigger demands, like ending the Emergency Regulations altogether 
and allowing refugees to return—as a way to recruit to the cause liberal Jews and even 
Palestinians who were reticent to get involved out of fear? Did they anticipate the ruse of 
the regime’s abolition? Did they discuss these dilemmas amongst themselves? 
 
One of the reasons why these questions seem important is that we have a plethora of 
evidence (documented in my book) indicating that by the time these protests took place 
Palestinian intellectuals, activists, and leftist politicians had spent more than a decade 
tracking and taking stock of contemporaneous anti-colonial and civil rights movements 
abroad—especially in South Africa, Algeria, and United States. I first noticed this 
“politics of comparison” in al-Ittihad, the Arabic-language organ of the Israeli 
Communist Party, where columnists and other contributors regularly covered grassroots 
developments as well as deliberations at the United Nations, the Afro-Asian People’s 
Solidarity Organization, and other international bodies that might bolster global solidarity 
for their fight against military rule and legal-structural segregation at home. To the extent 
that Palestinians analogized their own struggle as “citizen strangers” in Israel to struggles 
for racial equality and self-determination elsewhere, it seems like an obvious question to 
investigate how and to what extent they drew consciously from the tactics of these 
struggles, even as they recognized the historical and structural differences between their 
respective situations. 
 
My proposal to write an intellectual history of the Palestinian struggle to end Israel’s 
military rule in the late 1950s and early 1960s seems methodologically and politically 
ripe. A project like this would augment recent works that examine Palestinian history 
within a broader account of twentieth century global solidarity politics (I’m thinking 
especially of Paul Chamberlin’s Global Offensive and Maha Nassar’s forthcoming 
Resisting Isolation). It would also offer a historical perspective on contemporary activist 
currents. Perhaps the biggest challenge will be finding sources. Many (but not all) of the 
luminaries from this struggle have died, and most of the archival material on the subject 
remains classified. Still, the archival problem will hopefully resolve itself with time (and 
with active pressure on the archives themselves), and oral histories can be done with 
participants in these events who are still with us. There are also still some press sources I 
need to tap, as well as several memoirs. 
 
More broadly, I would welcome the opportunity to help organize a future workshop on 
the subject of modern Palestine in world history, perhaps with papers grouped around two 
themes: a) Palestine’s place in the development of international law, the business of 
humanitarianism, and the human rights industry; b) historical connections between 
Palestinian and other struggles against colonialism and racial inequality. In addition to 
Chamberlin and Nassar, I would want to invite Lori Allen, Ilana Feldman, Robert Vitalis, 
and others working on these questions. 


