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State of Emergency

Israel, forever in conflict

It has always, since the dawning of its time, been one 
constantly bound to dynamic mutations. Mutation 
brought by circumstance, tension and violence.

Like no other , Israel illustrates the invalidity of plan-
ning in the traditional sense.

As it shows, time and time again, how judgment suc-
cumbs to that which is primarily political in nature, 
rather more tactical than pragmatic, strategic than 
practical.

It is shaped and comprised out of blunt maneuvers, 
all carefully planned, with the thought of survival in 
mind, for better or worse.

The dramatic changes in the physical construct, 
formed by wars and peace treaties are well drawn in 
the recorded history, those of the more subtle nature, 
those which stretch through years and years of de-
cree, those which are molded by the invisible threads 
of politics, those are far from documented, hardly ex-
posed and scarcely discussed. These are the move-
ments we aspire to revel, map and explore.

It is of supreme importance, in our minds, to expose 
these abnormal phenomena and to deconstruct their 

manifestation. These unusual conditions and out-
comes form a vital case study, analyzed in such a 
way in which the volumetric echoes of its represen-
tations shall resonate into a renewed perspective of 
our duties as architects and planners.

Malkit Shoshan
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What can a Dutchman 
learn from Israel?
By Matthijs Bouw

Arriving at Ben Gurion airport in Tel Aviv, you encoun-
ter a first clash of history. At arrivals, it is clear that the 
current airport is built on the ruins of a 2000-year-old 
one. This is not the only clash I encountered while 
travelling through the country on a recent trip. In a 
30-minute drive, I experienced a clash of territory, 
finding myself in continental Europe, Russia, Egypt 
and Arizona, and all within five minutes of each other. 
In the public debate, rhetorical figures and ideologi-
cal positions bring me back into the Deep South of 
the USA, social-democratic ideals of the 1950s and 
‘60s, oriental sensitivism. And then I am not even dis-
cussing the trips I took further into Palestine. 

It seems that the world is compressed here on a small 
piece of land, with many of the big issues facing the 
world today, and by extension architecture and plan-
ning, heaped together. Globalism vs. tribalism, mar-
ket forces vs. public agendas, the way that security 
issues influence the public realm, authenticity vs. 
Disneyfication And all this against the backdrop of 
an intense competition for space, such that issues of 
density vs. sprawl not only play out on the level of a 
functional debate, but also on an ideological level.

War has always been instrumental in shap-
ing human landscapes and today’s hyper-
defensive Israeli planning policy is the mod-
ern equivalent of history’s walled city

NEW TRIBALISM
This competition for space, this proximity or even jux-
taposition of competing, and clashing, land claims, 
makes Israel an interesting study object for architec-
ture and planning. People have migrated from all over 
the world to Israel. It has visibly enriched the country. 
One can see it in the food, in culture, in business, 
in the public debate. Yet, at the same time, there is 
a substantial amount of stratification and segrega-
tion and even agitation within Israeli society, not only 
based on nationality, but also religion, geographical 
origin, economic position, political outlook.

As a reaction to our more and more globalised world, 
we can find many instances of this new (forced or 
voluntary) tribalism everywhere, from the growth of 
ghettos to the development of gated communities 
in the USA, as for instance described by Robert D. 
Kaplan’s in Empire Wilderness, but also, more and 
more, in Europe, once an example of an integrated 
society.

GATED AND BEIGE
Newcomers from all over the world settle in distinct 
areas, from which the old inhabitants flee. Bat Chefer 
is a gated community (of which there are many in Is-
rael) that in almost no way distinguished itself from 
one in Arizona, including the soaring heat, rows of 
carefully regulated white dwellings, playground ele-
ments based on Harry Potter and a nicely decorated 
wall. On its Eastern perimeter, the wall, however, had 
additional fences and a small reservists’ camp. On 
that side was the Palestinian city of Tulkarem.

Worldwide, segregation is exacerbated by the dwin-
dling role of the public sector in planning and build-
ing. Israel’s economy is very liberal, and as a conse-
quence, when not informed by the so-called ‘security 
concerns’, so is planning. This means malls at any 
highway exit, with their beige-ness not so much a 
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function of the desert but a tribute to genericism, and 
mirrored glass windows on the accompanying office 
structures, housing the same companies as in Or-
ange County.

THEME PARK FOR ETERNITY
The only place where the beige is not a function of the 
global corporation is in Jerusalem, where the building 
code of using beige stone is designed as proof of the 
fact that the city has been there for a really long time, 
as has air conditioning. Jerusalem has been planned 
by Safdie (the architect who also helped design the 
Merkava tank) et al in very much the same way as 
Albert Speer had in mind for Berlin; a theme park for 
eternity, part of the ‘experience economy’, like Hol-
land Village near Nagasaki, Japan. It is easy to imag-
ine what would have happened if the Zionists had 
chosen Uganda.

In Israel, the debates that globalism forces on Eu-
rope, the United States and the developing countries 
are fought out for real, on a small territory which is 
densely populated. Many people say that the situ-
ation in Israel is highly politicised and unlike any 
other place, and that it cannot be discussed without 
‘normalisation’. I beg to differ from my Dutch experi-
ence.

GOING DUTCH?
The Netherlands is a country in which politics and ide-
ology have been maximally downplayed in, and sepa-
rated from, the architecture and planning debate over 
the last decades, and where in spite of this ‘shortcom-
ing’, myriad useful planning tools have been devel-
oped. Its pragmatic, or empirical, approach has found 
its use all over the world.

When projected onto Israel, this approach will make it 
an ideal laboratory for architecture and planning, and 

can provide the much-needed new solutions, not only 
for the country itself; conflicting territorial claims can be 
found all over the world, such as economic develop-
ment versus the environment.

Not only have I encountered this potential during ju-
ries at Israel’s architecture schools, where student 
proposals made me think of possible applications in 
the Netherlands, also the most specific of situations, 
Israel’s military planning technology, can be usefully 
put to work in the Netherlands.

WAR, THE ENGINE
The recent incident involving Gretta Duisenberg, flag 
wielding wife of Wim, the EU central bank president, 
proved once again the fine tread one has to walk 
while discussing anything relating to Israelis and Pal-
estinians. Especially anything that involves territorial 
issues.

However, as an architect and urbanist, there is much 
to be learned from the territorial tactics utilised in the 
Israel-Palestinian war. Not only because of the spatial 
techniques that are used to deal with the competing 
territorial claims, but also because the wide spectrum 
of non-spatial techniques used offers insight into the 
‘deep structure’ of planning.

War is often the engine for technological progress, 
as for instance Paul Virilio and Manuel DeLanda 
have demonstrated. War has been instrumental in 
the creation of cities. The Dutch 16th-century city, 
for instance, was devised according to the shooting 
distances of artillery. Carefully devised by mathema-

A clever system of laws, regulations, and 
institutions has been set in place over the 
past decades with the intention of territo-
rial conquest
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ticians-cum-urbanists such as Simon Stevin, it was 
exported all over Northern Europe.

MAPS CAN DECEIVE
Defensive strategies inform the Israeli city as well. 
The distances and target lines of the one-dimension-
al war have been replaced by the non-dimensional 
suicide bomber. A result is the success of the shop-
ping mall and the delivery service, rather than the 
public square safely inside the city’s walls. And with 
that, the city, as a place for interaction and emancipa-
tion, has become nonterritorial.
Something everybody knows already, but has a ten-
dency to forget, staring blindly at two-dimensional 
maps and planning documents and drawing arrows 
suggesting ‘connections’.

That maps can spread disinformation is shown in 
Khaled Khalil’s article on the ‘unrecognised villages’: 
to be not on the map means to have no status, no ser-
vices, no right. That maps can fool people is shown in 
Eyal Weizman’s article ‘The Politics of Verticality’, in 
which he describes the three dimensionality of plan-
ning the territorial conquest of the occupied territories 
and the peace proposals, whereas the spin remains 
two-dimensional.

OTHER LESSONS . . .
The sophistication of planning the conflict three-di-
mensionally is accompanied by a clever system of 
laws, regulations, and institutions that have been set 
in place over the past decades with the intention of 
territorial conquest. It is also too easy for planners 
in general to forget how this ‘deep structure’ informs 
the outcome of any proposal. Only by engaging it, 
can planning function. This lesson, evident in Israel, 
should be taken seriously by every member of our 
profession.

On a more mundane level, other lessons can be 

learned in Israel. One Architecture, my firm, has, for 
instance, copied the system of bypass roads in a 
plan for the logistics areas around Schiphol airport 
near Amsterdam, an area as dominated by the multi-
dimensionality of safety zones, just-in-time logistics 
and competing land claims. By making two road 
networks, one for lorries and one for normal cars, 
we have reorganised the area more efficiently, with 
fewer new roads, greater concentration of synergetic 
functions, and fewer environmental conflicts.

UNDERSTANDING SPRAWL
While maps can hide the complexity of a territory, 
maps are also a way of communicating its intricacies. 
By drawing them in the multiples, the different layers 
and mechanisms, the ‘deep-structure’, of planning 
are slowly exposed. In the late 1980s, Bruno Fortier 
attempted to research the development of Paris dur-
ing the 18th and 19th centuries. At that time, there 
were no such things as official urban plans and writ-
ten documents. He painstakingly drew maps of the 
city, a new map every ten years, in order to discover 
the mechanisms of urbanisation. Armed with this re-
search, he put his ‘Atlas de Paris’ to use to under-
stand the sprawl of the periphery in the late 20th cen-
tury, paving the way for the likes of Rem Koolhaas to 
operate in France.

In this sense, this project might not only be an impor-
tant contribution to ‘Israel’s obsession with maps’, it 
might also offer the tools to understand and deal with 
its current challenges in planning.

FFF FFF FFF FFF FFF FFF FFF FFF FFF

Matthijs Bouw is the director of One Architecture, 
an Amsterdam based and internationally operating 
architecture and urbanism firm.
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Internationally accepted, mutually recognized bor-
ders are the exception rather the rule in the modern 
history of the state of Israel. Israel has few proper bor-
ders, but a rich history of ever-changing “armistice”, 
“ceasefire”, “redeployment” and “disengagement” 
lines, drawn and redrawn by recurring international 
committees, mediating dignitaries, UN resolutions 
and legal moves. Sometimes, for lack of a significant 
term, those de-facto border lines are named after the 
color of the pencils used in international committees 
(green and purple); or, with the growing involvement 
of the US and the escalating topological complexity, 
some areas in the 11 million people territory are sim-
ply marked by characters (A, B and C).

While living for over 50 years within less than formal 
borders, Israelis may dream of recognized borders 
(albeit at varying locations) and the relative peace 
they might offer. In fact, in recent years the peace 
process advanced Israel closer to this goal than it 
ever was. A solution to most of the security related 
issues has already been sketched in committees, 
when the peace process stooped short upon con-
fronting the deeper, “collective consciousness” is-
sues - most significantly the status of Jerusalem. It’s 
a real, if subjective issue; the gap between the risks 
of peace and the need for security may be bridged 

sooner than the gap between current political limita-
tions and the full revival of an ancient, glorious past. 
Tracing the historical borderline of the Land of Israel 
in present day reality is the theme of this article.

THE TWO LANDS OF ISRAEL
A central Israeli “founding father” and an avid bible 
student, Prime Minister David Ben Gurion, thus 
opened The Israeli Declaration of Independence: “In
The Land Of Israel the Jewish (Yehudi) nation has 
been born”. This statement has ratified the UN de-
cision of November 29, 1947, separating the land 
between Jews and Arabs. While the statement may 
be “politically-correct”, it is geographically and his-
torically imprecise. In the bible, “Israel” - denoting 
a territory with a central government1 - refers not to 
the state in which king David started his reign, but 
to another state, which broke off it in what probably 
would have been called nowadays a war of indepen-
dence. Chronologically, the ancient kingdom of Israel 
was born after the end of Solomon’s rule. Technically 
speaking, if King David’s rule signifies the time of 
birth of a nation, Israel is not its birthplace.
The kingdom of Israel was distinct from the kingdom 
of Judah2, and the two were more often than not hos-
tile territories. One of the two, Judah (Yehuda), is the 
state Jews (Yehudim) are named after, not Israel; in 
fact, it suffered a blow when the kingdom of Israel 
was founded, and recuperated only when Israel was 
devastated3 and its population expelled and lost; and 
in any case, Judah was the state that at least most of 
the time had Jerusalem as its capital - like the mod-
ern state of Israel, but unlike the ancient kingdom of 
Israel. The ancient Israel, quite on the contrary, de-
nied and denounced the rule of Jerusalem and the 
need for a central temple.

And indeed, the naming of the modern state of Israel 
at that critical moment of its birth did not pass un-

A Tale Of Two Cities
By Ido Amin

The Judean factor in the evolution 
of Israeli borders
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contested. Declaring the re-establishment of “Judea” 
instead of “Israel” was suggested at the time but re-
fused by Ben Gurion. An explanation for the reluc-
tance towards calling the new state “Judea” can be
deduced from a reading of the map of the UN resolu-
tion of 29 November 1947.

Ancient Judah was the smaller of the two kingdoms. 
It had Jerusalem, and the temple in it; but little else 
of value. It was a strong city-state, centered around a 
nearly invincible mountainous stronghold (“Fortress 
of Zion4”). On the south, it bordered on the desert 
of Judah where few creatures live, and on the east 
was the Dead Sea - where no thing lived, except se-
cluded fugitives. Unable to expand to the west and 
north, which were occupied by stronger farming or 
fishing tribes, most of its population were probably 
shepherds; before overcoming the Jebusite, it was 
separated from the northern tribes; and its war with 
the seashore city-states probably cut it off from the 
world of international commerce.

If we overlay the Judean state lines over the 1947 UN 
resolution maps, it’s nearly a negative image: where 
Judah reigned, the state of Israel did not receive any 
jurisdiction. The UN resolution was political: it aimed to 
stabilize by separating Jewish-populated areas from 
Arab areas, and cared little if this matched the histori-
cal rights valued in the region. It so happened that most 
of the early Zionist settlements, perhaps because the 
settlers were arriving from the sea, did not happen in 
the core area of ancient Judea; and the non-Zionist 
orthodox Jews who remained in Jerusalem over the 
ages had the policy common to many Jewish commu-
nities not to take sides in political disputes, considering 
first and foremost their ability to persevere as a minor-
ity. They assumed their existence in a Zionist state is 
still a temporary minority situation and not the grand 
fulfillment of a messianic promise.

So it happened that the lines allocated to the Jewish 
state matched the lines of the ancient kingdom of Is-
rael better than they did those of Judah. Under these 
circumstances, declaring “a state of Judea” on 1948 
may have been interpreted internationally as a dec-
laration of war and unthinkable for the pragmatic Ben 
Gurion. Ben Gurion named himself after a Judean 
warrior who fought the Romans in the last days of the 
second temple – but the modern Ben Gurion agreed 
to an internationally ruled Jerusalem and to a state of 
“Israel”. The amazing fact is significant beyond per-
sonal trivia: when on the 29 of November, 1947, the 
UN decided to allow Jewish rule with no direct con-
nection to the Jerusalem peninsula, the Israelis not 
only accepted, but people danced in the streets in 
joy. Photos taken during that night became a symbol 
of the new independence.

FORTRESS OF ZION
Modern Jerusalem was and is a relatively religious 
city, with a low industrial population and a substantial 
welfare problem due to the tendency of its population 
to be employed in religious functions or none at all 
(religious study is regarded in Israel as a life-long, 
if unpaid, profession)5. After the 1948 war, when Is-
rael has secured a direct road to Jerusalem, it pulled 
back its acceptance of the international city model 
and moved the national government from Tel Aviv to 
Jerusalem. But the city of Jerusalem was still shared 
with another state, Jordan, who had the greater part 
of it, including the most holy core. Tel Aviv, the center 
of business, could and did live with a less than cen-
tral Jerusalem - and in fact, it required some cabinet 
decisions to move some public offices to Jerusalem. 
The centrality and significance of Jerusalem, ancient 
capital of Judah, happened gradually. During recent 
years, population growth in Tel Aviv has surpris-
ingly stopped; the area of Jerusalem is the focus of 
some incentive programs, plus the reason most of 
the flare-ups in recent years. The national shift from 
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the western-influenced Tel Aviv towards Jerusalem 
is reminiscent of the old shift from idol-worshipping 
Nablus to Jerusalem; but let’s not mix the dates so 
early in this article. 

Jerusalem’s municipal borders were officially expand-
ed in 1980, by annexing a large area around it, includ-
ing whole towns. It has re-expanded later, in the 90’s. 
It aroused angry demonstrations from Jewish towns 
not because such annexation was against the Geneva 
Convention rules – but because they feared the derail-
ing of their municipal tax money to support the more-
than average impoverished Jerusalem population. 
Some Israelis regarded the 1980 annexation move 
as a negotiation gambit – but it does reflect a deeper 
truth, namely that Jerusalem’s importance to Israelis 
shot sky high in an almost unexplainable way, for a 
city with “no wide economic business and industrial 
base”6. That is, until we compare modern maps to the 
ancient past and note the geographic and conceptual 
shift. Upon that comparison, we see that 32 years af-
ter the establishment of the state of Israel, the Judaic 
tendency has achieved lawmaking and border-setting 
power. In 1994, Jerusalem’s mayor confided that he 
had been thinking for a long time about “celebrating 
the 3000 years anniversary to the declaration of King 
David on the establishment of the kingdom of Judah 
and its capital, Jerusalem”7.

The marked stress shift from “Israeli” to “Judaic” bor-
ders changed even further in the next years, and the 
following wars. Jerusalem has recently become a 
breaking point for peace negotiations, with election 
campaigns centering on it, and finally with Israel insist-
ing on not just all of it – but some annexed neighboring 
towns as well, on both sides of the border. The sheer 
size of the current Jerusalem municipal area brings 
to mind the ancient concept of a city-state; and at this 
point we’ll return to the examination of ancient history. 

ECONOMICALLY DEFINED BORDERS
The borders of biblical Judah had a clear economical 
implication. Judah - the tribe - was the largest tribe, 
and Judah the territory - the region of the Judean tribe, 
exempted from temple building tax by king Solomon 
(our map is based on an atlas published by the Israeli 
IDF in the 1950’s). The Temple project was launched 
a generation after the largest of all Israeli tribes, the 
Judean tribe, conquered the Jebusite kingdom, broke 
to the north, and led by a giants laying leader ef-
fected a harsh rule on the rest of Israeli tribes. This 
rule involved a class society, with Temple and Judean 
Priests at the top and a class named “Israel” at the 
bottom8. Israeli tribes were enlisted to compulsory la-
bor camps in an unprecedented magnitude. The bible 
tells us of tree cutting and digging works carried out by 
nearly 200,000 predominantly northern workers (a siz-
able amount of the northern tribes male population9), 
some of whom were forced to work 4 months a year; 
this massive project lasted for 7 continuous years10, a 
work not unreminiscent of the slave work the Hebrews 
were doing in Egypt. Moreover, some of the north-
ern tribes land was confiscated and given to Hiram, 
Tyre’s ruler, by Solomon, to pay for the wood cut and 
transported to Jerusalem. After Solomon’s death, the 
geo-tribal tensions already evident during David’s rule 
exploded in a civil war leading to a split in the David-
ian kingdom - only 70 years after the establishment of 
Jerusalem as its capital11.

Judean taxing and compulsory labor was the primary 
cause of the following revolt of the northern tribes 
and the separation of all but one land-owning tribes 
from Judah and its capital - Jerusalem. Pec liarly, in a 
2002 Ministry of Foreign Affairs publication the Israeli 
tribes are termed “separatists”12 – but in fact they 
were the larger part of the nation; it’s true they didn’t 
attempt a futile fight against the invincible fortress 
of Jerusalem, but it’s as significant that Jerusalem 
didn’t attempt to recover the fertile areas of Israel, 
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open wide and unprotected by natural obstacles like 
mountains or rivers.13

THE GOLDEN BORDER POSTS
As in the Israel and Judah scenario no one side could 
win a decisive victory overpowering the other, 200 
years of cold war between the states ensued (930-
722 BC), and a great fight over the minds and con-
sciousness of the population never ceased. The bible 
documents extensively the pressure and threats orig-
inating from the Jerusalem military-religious regime, 
trying to press the Israelis into accepting the religious 
centricity of Jerusalem if not its territorial jurisdiction. 
If the king’s decree (or military might) was not effec-
tive any longer in collecting taxes, then Jerusalem 
had to rely for its survival on a desperate call to reli-
gion, still widely shared. This period is when Jerusa-
lem priests declared the 3 annual pilgrimages to Je-
rusalem a prime commandment14. Israel’s response 
has an interesting territorial aspect.

Realizing he must curb these tendencies, Israeli 
rebel-become-king Yerov’am (literally: “Most Of the 
People”) erected two golden calves. With the words
“These are your gods, Israel!” he inaugurated the 
spring ceremonial sacrifices and mass feast. The 
calves were erected in the two farthest borders of 
his kingdom: the northern calf was erected at Dan, 
probably on the road to the Pan worship place at the 
Banyas (Pan-Yas) spring, and the southern calf in 
Beth-El, named after the main Canaanite idol, and 
more significantly – almost a border town with Judah 
on the main road to Jerusalem. It was based on the
same marketing logic of a current-day duty free shop: 
those who took the thrice-yearly 3-day long holy jour-
ney to Jerusalem were tempted to make their sacri-
fice there, before the difficult ascent to the Jerusalem 
mountains and the Temple. Erecting these border 
altars infuriated the Jerusalem Temple priests, and 
when after 200 years the Israeli kingdom was invad-

ed by Assyrians, the Judeans seized the opportunity 
to destroy the calves; they killed the Israeli priests, 
and even soiled the calves with human bones they 
dug out from graves to make the calf shrines unfit for 
further use. Contemporary Bible researches hypoth-
esize that this is the origin for the golden calf story
attributed to Moses15.

CONCLUSION
In a strange twist of fate, the Judean ideals and val-
ues have picked up considerably since the birth of the 
modern state of Israel. Jerusalem have inexplicably 
risen from an almost Vatican-like status to a national 
cornerstone overpowering international conventions; 
Israelis are encouraged to participate in “popula-
tion dispersal” policies manipulated by huge tax-free 
zones; settlements in the ancient area inhabited by 
Judeans is state-subsidized and easier on taxing. If 
lands are “exchanged” at all with other ethnic groups, 
they are almost never Judean lands; and the ever-
growing religious sector, with a large concentration 
in Jerusalem and in the annexed or occupied territo-
ries nearby, enjoys state financing in a myriad ways. 
The ancient tribal borders have reappeared in the 
form of modern tax-exempt regions, ever-expanding 
municipal zones and even presented themselves in 
the midst of life and death issues at peace talks, with 
the holding onto Judean sites becoming the center 
issue. This might appear like some inconsequential 
synchronicity; but some see in all that a fulfillment of 
an eternal promise. Then again, in the secular sec-
tor, currently less than a quarter of Israeli population, 
sometimes stresses the discomforting aspect - for in 
history, more than once, a Judean territorial victory 
was followed by wars, the destruction of the Temple, 
collapse of the state and expelling of the people of 
Israel.
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1 Israel is mentioned in the bible as either a tribal identity that precedes any 
territory (“sons of Israel”) ,or as a group of tribes, or as the distinct name of the 
state that broke from Solomon’s state, with most of the territory and the vast 
majority of fertile land.
2 “At Hebron he reigned over Judah seven years and six months; and at Jeru-
salem he reigned over all Israel and Judah thirty-three years” (2 Samuel, 5,5).
3 The official site for Jerusalem’s 3000 anniversary uses this interesting phras-
ing: “When the northern Kingdom of Israel was conquered and laid waste by the 
Assyrians, in 722 BCE, Jerusalem reassumed its paramount status”.
4 The name Mount Zion (pronounced Tzi-yon) is Jebusite, a pre-Davidic moun-
tain name that probably derived from the root signifying dryness: “dry moun-
tain”. The metaphorical use is much less ancient.
5 “In Jerusalem, only 12% of the working population have an industrial occu-
pation, compared with the national average which is around 25%” – Teddy’s 
Jerusalem, Teddy Kolak, 1994.
6 Teddy’s Jerusalem, Teddy Kolak, 1994.
7 Teddy’s Jerusalem, Teddy Kolak, 1994.
8 The division of Jews to the three castes persists to this day; a Jew’s class 
must be known before they are allowed to marry in Israel. The upper class is 
not allowed to marry divorcees or to visit graveyards.
9 Samuel B 24
10 Kings, 5, 27-28 (the Hebrew bible) details the taxes and compulsory labor.
11 According to the Israeli Ministry of Foreign Affairs timeline (http://mfa.gov.il)
12 “The end of Solomon’s rule was marred by discontent on the part of the pop-
ulace, which had to pay heavily for his ambitious schemes. At the same time, 
preferential treatment of his own tribe embittered the others, which resulted in 
growing antagonism between the monarchy and the tribal separatists” - official 
Israeli Ministry Of Foreign affairs site, (http://www.mfa.gov.il)
13 The battle cry of the Israeli tribes, according to the bible, is ‘Ish le’ohalicha, 
Israel” – ‘Go each man to his property, Israel”.
14 The tablets that Moses didn’t break contain Passover sacrifice and pilgrim-
age regulations.
15 “Who Wrote the Bible?” by Richard Elliott Friedman, Harper San Francisco, 
1977; ISBN: 0060630353
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Edo Amin is an Israeli journalist, writer, cartoons 
maker, internet designer, etc. He had a weekly car-
toon column in HA’ARETZ, Israeli daily newspaper. 
His portfolio includes museum exhibitions (huge vel-
vet wall carpets at temporarily abandoned site), and 
some music and video clips. His works are some-
times controversial, and can be described... eventu-
ally. Even uploaded.
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On the formation of the state of Israel, the Israeli Su-
preme Court established an Israeli land regime, a 
system devoted to the Zionist aim of Judaising Israeli 
space and society1. Like other settler states, Israel 
initiated a comprehensive land and settlement policy, 
resting on new, powerful legislation that transferred 
land use, control and ownership into Jewish-Israeli 
hands. There were two major aspects to this:  nation-
alisation of public and Palestinian land; and selective 
allocation of land possession rights within the Jewish 
population.

At the end of the Israeli War of Independence, land 
officially owned by the state and Jewish individuals 
and organisations amounted to around 13.5% of the 
country2. The state then fashioned a national-collec-
tivist land regime, rapidly and systematically expand-
ing the land in its control3. By the 1960s, approximate-
ly 93% of Israeli territory was owned or controlled by 
public and Jewish institutions aggregated together 
into Mekarkei Israel (lands of Israel).4 Land nationali-
sation took place through two major channels. In the 
first place, Palestinian land was seized through the 
military, administrative and legal sovereign powers 
of Israel. The property of Palestinian refugees was 
transferred to public/Jewish ownership. In addition, 
Palestinians who remained and became Israeli citi-

zens lost 40- 60% of the land they possessed.5 

DEMOGRAPHIC THREAT
The second aspect of nationalisation concerned the 
formal registration of all British Mandate land as be-
longing to the state of Israel. Much of the millions of 
dunams thus transferred to state ownership during 
this process had hitherto been unregistered, but in-
deed legally belonged to the state. However, addi-
tional land was transferred from its Palestinian and 
Bedouin landholders as a result of crafty changes 
in land possession rules, mainly those concerning 
mewat (‘dead’ land) and adverse possession.6 Thus, 
Palestinian land served as a major source in the 
making of the Israeli land regime.

Another factor was the allocation of possession (not 
ownership) of much of the land now belonging to me-
karkei Israel. The possession of this public land (in-
cluding Palestinian land transferred to it) was allocat-
ed to Jewish residents and settlements.7 Rural land 
was allocated principally to kibbutzim and moshavim, 
while Palestinians were excluded from the complex 
allocation system.8 A different classification of pos-
sessory land rights into distinctive spatial/legal cat-
egories allowed for discriminatory rules, while simul-
taneously maintaining a feasible façade.

On the basis of this system, during the late 1970s, Is-
rael developed a new type of settlement, the mitzpim 
(lookouts). A major motivating force for the establish-
ment of the mitzpim has been the desire to Judaise 
Galilee. This region was perceived as representing a  
‘demographic threat’, because of the high proportion 
of Palestinians residing in the area, and its proximity 
to the northern border. 

COMPLEX ALLOCATION RULES
The mitzpim were established in strategic locations 
in order to promote Jewish presence in the area 

Challenging the Israeli 
land regime
 By  Alexandre (Sandy) Kedar

The recent decision of the Israeli Supreme 
Court in the landmark Qaadan case could 
be the first step in abandoning a hugely dis-
criminatory land policy.
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and prevent Palestinian ‘encroachment’ on public 
land. Such settlements offered high-quality suburban 
homes at subsidised prices to induce Jews to move 
to the Galilee.9 The mitzpim then expanded into ad-
ditional Israeli regions, becoming known as ‘commu-
nity settlements’. Katzir was established in this way, 
in an area densely populated by Palestinians and 
bordering the 1967 Green Line.

In order to exclude Palestinians from the community 
settlements, a sophisticated system evolved, with 
Jews receiving public land in these areas through 
complex allocation procedures. Initially, the whole 
settlement was assigned through a system known as 
the ‘three-party lease’. According to this arrangement, 
three parties sign the initial land allocation contract: 
Israel Land Administration (ILA) as the public land-
owners agent;10 the Jewish Agency; and the Jewish 
settlement as a collective (its legal entity is a coop-
erative). In order to lease (normally at a subsidised 
price and sometimes free of charge) an individual 
plot of land in such a settlement, a person must be 
accepted as a member of cooperative that incorpo-
rates all residents of the community. The cooperative 
(often with participation of the Jewish Agency) has 
the power of selection and of veto. This delegation of 
state power, the major rationale of which is to deny 
Palestinians access to land, also serves to preserve 
the mainly middle class character of these settle-
ments.

AN ESSENTIAL SHIFT
This was a landmark ruling.  Until the Supreme Court’s 
decision on Qaadan v. Katzir, Palestinians could not 
acquire land in any of the hundreds of settlements of 
this kind existing in Israel. A sophisticated discrimi-
natory procedure, involving the State, the Jewish 
National Fund (JNF), the Israel Land Administration 
(ILA), the Jewish Agency, and community coopera-
tives guaranteed the ethno-national purity of these 

settlements. 

The case represents an essential shift in the court’s 
position. It signals a transition from a collective court 
with a settler mentality to a more individualistic and 
‘liberal’ jurisprudence. Nevertheless, it is not a cat-
egorical transformation, but a big step, from the Jew-
ish/Zionist position towards the democratic position 
within the ‘Jewish-Democratic State’ legal tenet. 
Moreover, the Qaadan case is a forward-looking 
precedent, which endeavors to draw a line: accept-

ing past practices, while initiating “a first step in a dif-
ficult and sensitive road”. This road simultaneously 
embodies considerable promises and significant 
drawbacks.  

LOOKING AHEAD

Significantly, the case interferes with the discrimina-

Supreme Court Decision: Qaadan vs. 
Katzir
The state of Israel allocated land to the Jewish Agency in or-
der to establish Katzir.11 This so-called community settlement 
was founded in 1982, in the Wadi Ara (Nahal Eiron) region. In 
1995, the Qaadans, a Palestinian-Israeli family, attempted to 
acquire land in Katzir, but failed to do so. 

In October 1995, the Association of Civil Rights in Israel (ACRI), 
which represents the Qaadans, petitioned the Supreme 
Court.12 The court made many attempts to convince the par-
ties to find an out-of-court solution. Finally, after five years of 
failed attempts, a four-to-one majority ruled in favour of the 
Qaadans family.13 Chief Justice Barak, with Justices Zamir, Or 
and Cheshin ruled that the state could not “allocate State land 
to the Jewish Agency for the establishment of the Katzir com-
munity settlement on the basis of discrimination between Jews 
and non Jews”.14



18 19

tory land allocation component of the Israeli land re-
gime and offers a narrow reading of the Jewish part 
in the Jewish-Democratic legal paradigm. It expands 
the ‘democratic’ side and elevates equality into a fun-
damental legal principle that confronts the ethnocen-
tric dimensions of Israel’s ‘Jewishness’. It unmakes 
and dismantles many, though not all, of the potent 
legal devices used in the past to discriminate against 
Palestinians in land issues.

I believe that the Qaadan case could lead to various 
situations. The Knesset could attempt to override the 
decision, and further discriminatory practices could 
be invented. Furthermore, notwithstanding its individ-
ualist outlook, and while it could lead to the establish-
ment of shared Jewish and Palestinian settlements, 
it is more likely that the case would actually lead to 
a more equal distribution of land to Palestinian com-
munities. To prevent Palestinians from migrating to 
Jewish settlements, it is likely that the State and ILA 
would allocate land to existing Palestinian localities, 
and even for the establishment of new ones.15 It could 
also serve as a precedent in petitions demanding the 
allocation of land for Palestinian settlements.

1. See Oren Yiftachel and Alexandre (Sandy) Kedar “Landed Power: The Mak-
ing of the Israeli Land Regime”(in Hebrew) Theory and Criticism 16 (2000):67-
100.
2. For details see Yiftachel andKedar, 2000. R. Kark, “Planning, Housing 
and Land Policy 1948-1952: The Formation of Concepts and Governmental 
Frameworks”in Israel- The First Decade of Independence, eds. I.Troen andN. 
Lucas(Albany:State University of New York Press, 1995), 461 – 478.
3. Alexandre (Sandy) Kedar, “Minority Time, Majority Ti m e : Land, Nation, and 
the Law of Adverse Possession in Israel” (in H e b rew), Tel Aviv University Law 
Review 21(3)(1998):665,681- 682; Yiftachel and Kedar, 2000, at 78. 
4. That is the State, The development Authority and the Jewish National Fund, 
which form together “Israel Land” see section 1. of Basic Law: Lands of Israel 
(1960).
5. Hillel Cohen, Present Absentees: The Palestinian Refugees in Israel since 
1948 at 100 (2000). Yiftachel and Kedar, 2000.
6. See Alexandre (Sandy) Kedar, Israeli Law and the Redemption of Palestinian 
Land, 1948-1969, SJD, (Law school, Harvard, 1996); Kedar 1998, p.686; Alex-
andre (Sandy) Kedar, “The Legal Transformation of Ethnic Geography: Israeli 

Law and the Palestinian * Landholder 1948-1967”, 33 (4) NYU J. Of Interna-
tional Law and Politics, 923-1000 (2001);Ronen Shamir, “Suspended in Space: 
Beduins under the Law of Israel”, Law and Society Review 30 (1996):23.
7. The ethnic logic of the system functioned mainly to remove Palestinians from 
the land.Yet, typical to an ethnocratic regime, it had an impact on stratification 
and fragmentation within the Jewish sector as well. See Oren Yiftachel, Nation-
Building and National Land: Social and Legal Dimentions’, Iyunei Mishpat, 
21:637-664 (Hebrew, 1998).
8. At late as 1995, Palestinian citizens of Israel were allocated approximately 
0.25% of all bublic land. Yiftachel and Kedar, 2000.
9. See Oren Yiftachel, “Power Disparities in Planning of a Mixed Region: Pal-
estinians and Jews in the Galilee, Israel “Urban Studies” vol. 30(1)157-182. 
(1993).
10. That is the agemt ofMekarkei Israel (the State, The development
Authority or the Jewish National Fund).
11. The land is owned by the State and is allocated to the Jewish Agency, in a 
renewable lease. Par 1-2.
12. See Moshe Reinfeld “Bagaz Recommends to find an ‘Appropriate Solution’ 
to the Palestinian Couple desire to Acquire Land in Katzir”Haaretz 18/2/98;Mi-
chael Goldberg, “Today the window of Equality has Opened” Yediot Aharonot 
9/3/00.
13. Justice Kedmy was in the minority. This article addresses only the majority 
opinion.
14. Justice Cheshin wrote a short separate opinion but agreed to the ruling of 
Barak.
15. See for example Globes, April 11, 2000 at p.30 reporting that Israeli authori-
ties are considering the allocation of land for Palestinian villages, and even the 
establishment of a new Palestinian city, as a reaction to Qaadan. See also Prof. 
Amieam Gonen, “From Bitter will maybe Emerge Sweet”. Globes, 30/3/00.
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Alexandre (Sandy) Kedar is Professor at the Law 
School, Haifa University. An extended version of this 
article was published as ”A first Step in a Difficult and 
Sensitive Road: Preliminary Observations on Qaa-
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(2000)
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Dispossession Contin-
ues for the Arabs of Is-
rael: The Unrecognized 
Villages and the Confis-
cation of Land
By Khaled Khalil

The Israeli Law of Return is often cited as a key ob-
stacle to peace in the Middle East, in the sense that 
it is entirely asymmetrical: the gates are open to any 
number of Jews to settle in Israel, but no Palestinian 
refugees who were the original inhabitants there. It 
is a common mistake, especially among intellectu-
als and politicians, to assume that equality within the 
framework of the law itself would be a solution to the 
conflict, as if all that is needed is adding the right of 
return for Palestinians in addition to Jews.

However this is naïve, because a look at the situa-
tion of those Arabs who remained inside Israel shows 
extensive dispossession, marginalization and confis-
cation of land and destruction of homes which is con-
tinuing until today. This is a very serious obstacle to
regional peace and coexistence and needs to be 
addressed along with any discussion on returning 
refugees. Indeed many feel that the single most dan-
gerous element of Zionist and colonialist thinking is 
the legitimization of the theft of land by laws based 
on the myth of “the promised land”. This denies all 
which preceded it – a continuous Palestinian pres-
ence in this land - and changes truth, history and ge-
ography.

In this context, one cannot consider the Israeli Law of 

Return in isolation from other laws that have been the 
basis of this approach - establishing the colonial Is-
raeli project on the land of Palestine, especially laws 
surrounding the issue of land, such as the Absentees’ 
Property Law of 1950. These laws have had a ma-
jor role in creating the Palestinian refugee problem, 
whether those refugees in Diaspora, or Palestinian 
refugees inside Israel (internal displaced).

Clearly, this law has also directly influenced the case 
of the unrecognized villages, which is a part of the 
problem of the refugees- a denial of Palestinian pres-
ence or existence within the 1948 borders, and a 
struggle for land.

In order to implement this law, the Israeli authorities 
adopted a policy of concentrating the inhabitants of 
these villages in one location, and demolishing the 
villages in order to give the lands to new immigrants. 
An obvious example of this policy is the case of the 
village Ramya, which the court stated that its lands 
were to be given to new immigrants intending to set-
tle there. 

For all these reasons, there is no use of demanding 
equality between Arabs and Jews in the framework 
of this law. What should be done is to cancel this law, 
and other related laws like the law of the property, 
altogether. 

An absentee is every citizen of Palestine who has left 
the country between 29/11/47 – 14/5/1948 (the end of 
the state of emergency). According to the law of Ab-
sentee’s property, the property of such a person has 
been confiscated and given to the state. It is known 
that in the Nakbah, the vast majority of Palestinians 
were forced to leave their lands – only 150 thousand 
Palestinians remained (from an approximate popula-
tion of 800,000) 
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In article 1 of the law, an absentee is everyone who 
had abandoned his residence and went outside Israel 
before 1/9/1948 or to a place inside Israel, which has 
been under the control of enemy forces. Thus, also 
people who were inside the country were considered 
absentees. There have been about 80,000 people 
of Palestinians who stayed inside Palestine after the 
Nakbah but were considered as “present-absentees” 
and all their property had been confiscated. This was 
the beginning of the internally displaced refugees, 
who number approximately 250, 000 people. Israel 
has also demolished more than 530 Palestinian vil-
lages and prevented its people from returning to it. It 
has also confiscated all their lands according to this 
law and other laws of land confiscating, thus taking 
control over more than 93% of Palestinian lands.

I will not indulge much on the issue of refugees, but 
it is essential to emphasis the fact that the problem 
of refugees has encircled a great number of Palestin-
ians who still live in what is called “unrecognized vil-
lages”. An example of these villages is a village in the 
north of the country called Ein-Howd Abu-Elhaija on 
the plain of Mt. Carmel. In 1948 the occupation forc-
es deported the inhabitants from this village and they 
were scattered like the rest of the Palestinian people 
except for one family which has decided to live only 
miles away from the village hoping to be able to re-
turn to it one day. But they did not return and were 
not allowed to go back. They finally decided to build 
their houses on that spot and which soon enough 
was considered as illegal by the authorities and they 
had to defend their lands again.

After 54 years of living in this place the inhabitants 
are still without electricity or water, totally detached 
from the outside world for lack of roads except the 
one that we had paved. Imagine that even the cows 
in the nearby Kibbutz have electricity and water 24 
hours a day.

It is an Arab village in modern day Israel still living 
like ancient times: a woman might give birth on the 
way to hospital (and we have lost many infants in that 
way) and many times there is a loss of life…

In 1965 a law concerning building has been started 
in Israel. This law mentioned 123 Arab city and vil-
lage but hundreds of villages were simply omitted in 
every map and instead of it there is an agricultural 
land on which construction of houses is forbidden. 
About 100,000 people, who have been living on this 
land before the law was made and even before the 
state of Israel has been established, are considered 
as outlaws. The punishment for living on these lands 
can be evacuating the house or even demolishing it. 
So far about 10,000 houses have been demolished 
and a warning has been issued for another 14,000.

Most of these warnings haven’t been issued by court 
but by unofficial who acts according to the British 
Mandatory emergency laws. The official sticks the 
warning on the door of the house and in 48 hours it is 
executed without giving the people the chance of ap-
pealing to a court. The owner of the house has also 
to pay a fine of thousands of dollars after his house 
has been demolished. 

As for the rest of the houses, according to a revision 
of the law made in 1981, these houses are not eligi-
ble of connecting to services such as water, electric-
ity and sewage. Building of schools, clubs and clinics 
is also forbidden.

The story of Ein Howd is not a personal one and is 
not confined of this village of 250 people (1000 before 
the war). The law of return, too, was only the begin-
ning and the basis on which the policy of deporting 
Arabs had been established. The story of deporta-
tion did not end in 1948 but continued for many years 
ahead. In 1951 all the Arab citizens in the
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southern Negev were deported to an area called 
Al-Siaj in the triangle of Beersheva-Arad- Demona. 
Since then, 60% of the Arabs in the Negev live in un-
recognized villages. Throughout the years, many of 
those tribes had been deported. Among them are the 
Trabeen, Al-Sanes, Al-Azazmeh and Al-Mufajer.
The villages in the Negev are divided into two groups: 
those, which have been established before 1948, 
and the second are villages made in the last 50 years 
and during the marshal law of the 50s and 60s. The 
people deported to the Beersheva-Arad-Demona 
triangle established new homes on lands owned by 
their parents. Even though they own the lands, they 
have been considered invaders and did not gain rec-
ognition. They are deprived of basic rights in order 
to make them leave the area. The people of these 
villages had understood right from the beginning that 
moving to the governmental residence means that 
they will lose the land and their way of life. Therefore 
they decided to stick to their lands and never leave.

THE PROBLEM OF LAND AND UNRECOG-
NIZED VILLAGES 
Most of the available information indicates that the 
Ottoman Sultan has declared the Negev as Mawat 
lands (lands that is not fertile) and it was given to the 
citizens in order to cultivate it and then it will become 
Miri lands (lands given fully to the people by the Sul-
tan). During the British Mandate, the people were 
given a chance to register the lands in two month 
in 1921. This act was not meant to help the peas-
ants own their lands but rather to gain control of the 
lands in accordance with the Zionist plan. Since the 
establishment of Israel, many laws have been made 
in order to deprive the people of their lands. Some of 
these laws were based on Ottoman and British laws. 
In all and all, 12 million dunams of land had been 
taken from the people of the Negev. In the Sixties the 
government declared its desire to create settlements 
in the region. Some landowners united and present-

ed maps for 762 thousand dunams, but suddenly the 
settlement process was stopped.
The issue of land for Israel is of high security priority 
for it is the future reservoir of lands for the country. 
That is the reason for the Israeli negligence of these 
lands. It has even established a special department 
called “the department for developing the Bedouins” 
aimed at bargaining a deal of concentrating the peo-
ple of the Negev in 20% of their original lands. When 
they refused, they were evacuated by force. So far, 
the department has managed to buy only 30,000 du-
nams out of the 762 thousand.

The most recent Israeli plan that ignores the unrec-
ognized villages is called “Tama 35”- a conceptual 
plan for the whole country until 2020. According to a 
study on this plan made by the Association of Forty, 
it has been shown that the plan has no solution for 
these villages and that it continues the same old pol-
icy. The association has submitted its remarks about 
the plan asking for consideration for the villages to 
be attached to services. But it seems that politics and 
not organization is what makes thing be decided.

FFF FFF FFF FFF FFF FFF FFF FFF FFF

Khaled Khalil a field worker, on the ground research-
er and an activist, representive of the Association of 
40.
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UNRECOGNI ZED ARAB SETTLEMENTS I N THE NORTH

Suggestion for Localities Recognition 

Unrecognized Villages
Arabs quarters

Nawakir

Jurday

Ramya

Arab El-Naim

Alhusseiniya

Domeina

Kammaneh

Ras El-Naba

Sarkis

Humeira

Hawaled

Alkumeirat

Al-Rumeihat

Ein-Hod

El-Arian

Dar El-Hanoun

Kammaneh
Kubsi

Fakhakhira

Arab Elhamdon

Barbor

Wadi El Siach

Ruhana

Makura

Arab El Ray

Arab Ceasarea

Zubeidat East

Zubeidat West

El Galase

Sawead Almal

Arab El Jenadi

Hujeirat El Dahara

Am Elsahle

Hosineya

Haifa

k m5 1 0 1 5

Unrecognized Palestinian villages in the north
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Chirbet Zubala
Dachiyya

Am namila

Allmasadya

AlmakimanUgan

Karkur

Amira

Bir-Alchamam
Algara

Chirbe Alutan

Um Batin Algarin

Tel Almalech
Alsara

Bat Al Saraya

Azarura

Aza

Alfura

Albachira

Tel AradDrrijat

Albat

Kuchla

Sawa

Alsdiar

ChashmazanAl Sar

Al Madbach

Alshhby Abu TalSuwin

Wadi Al Naam

Wadi Al Mashash
Gasar Al Sar

Um Matnan
Um Ratam

Alshahba Almazra

Mathar Gatamat

Rachma

Bir Hadaj

Alchumra
 T.  Resheed

Atir Am Hieran

Alhasane

Pkea

Albkar

Abda

UNRECOGNI ZED ARAB SETTLEMENTS I N THE SOUTH

km5 10 15

Unrecognized Palestinian villages in the south
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Enforced urbanisation
By Rassem Khamaisi

This story begins at the start of the 20th century, with 
the Zionist decision to create a ‘national home’ for 
Jewish people in Palestine. The Zionist movement 
began to buy land and promote Jewish immigration 
to Palestine, with the goal of achieving a Jewish ma-
jority there. The geographic and demographic dimen-
sions of the landscape were to be transformed by 
small Jewish colonies and agricultural settlements, 
populated by urban Zionists, attracting waves of ide-
ological immigrants. The goals of Jewish domination 
and a Jewish majority were unofficial policy before 
1948; after this, they became formal and official.
 
Needless to say, while Israeli spatial planning policies 
aimed at increasing the Jewish presence, they also 
aimed at decreasing that of the Palestinians. So Is-
raeli governments confiscated land from the Palestin-
ians who remained after the war, changing the land-
scape and Judaising the space. Between 1948 and 
1966, the Israeli government prohibited the return of 
Palestinians to their homes, limited their movements, 
concentrated them in small areas, and encouraged 
their economic dependence. The Bedouins in the 
Negev, for example, were concentrated in an area 
known as the Syage Region in 1948. Later, in 1964, 
it was decided to put them in seven new urban locali-
ties such as Tel-Shava, Rahat. Meanwhile, the Jew-

Decades of planning policy have given Pal-
estinian rural communities the density of 
cities – without their benefits.

ish population was dispersed to the peripheral re-
gions of Negeve, Galilee and Jerusalem, where most 
Palestinians live, a policy of ‘ethnic occupation’.

COMMUNITY BELONGING
In 1957, the government started the process of pre-
paring outline plans for Palestinian villages to limit 
their expansion, effectively introducing a policy of 
urbanising the rural communities. In Palestine, the 
Palestinians had formerly lived in a diversity of about 
963 towns and villages. Palestinians had the freedom 
to choose where to live. The urbanisation process 
there, prior to the creation of the state of Israel, was in 
line with that seen in other Middle Eastern countries. 
Cities such as Haifa, Jaffa and Jerusalem absorbed 
immigrants from the country, while the tendency of 
villages was to increase naturally with their popula-
tions. Israeli researchers have tended to describe 
this process as a kind of ‘detained urbanisation,’ ‘la-
tent urbanisation,’ or ‘misshapen urbanisation.’

However, while large villages such as Um-Elfahem, 
Skhnen, and Tamra have grown in size (like the small 
town Nazareth, absorbing people from demolished 
villages nearby), and have changed their munici-
pal status to municipality, their social and physical 
structure, cultural behavior and infrastructure remain 
similar to that of a village. In addition, most residents 
present themselves as villagers, and want to con-
tinue to live in a village structure, with its sense of 
community belonging. 

PROMOTING MIGRATION
Israeli land policies have involved a refusal to rec-
ognise Palestinian settlements, and so today over 
80,000 people live in unrecognised villages, most of 
them in the Negev. The housing in these villages is 
labelled ‘illegal’, and so has no basic amenities. Gov-
ernment policy encourages workers to abandon ag-
ricultural work, yet it is hard for Palestinians to move 
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to towns where there is a Jewish majority. Effectively, 
growing numbers of Palestinians are concentrated 
in a small number of villages, a policy of enforced 
urbanisation.

However, while large villages such as Um-Elfahem, 
Skhnen, and Tamra have grown in size (like the small 
town Nazareth, absorbing people from demolished 
villages nearby), and have changed their munici-
pal status to municipality, their social and physical 
structure, cultural behavior and infrastructure remain 
similar to that of a village. In addition, most residents 
present themselves as villagers, and want to con-
tinue to live in a village structure, with its sense of 
community belonging. 

PROMOTING MIGRATION
Israeli land policies have involved a refusal to rec-
ognise Palestinian settlements, and so today over 
80,000 people live in unrecognised villages, most of 
them in the Negev. The housing in these villages is 
labelled ‘illegal’, and so has no basic amenities. Gov-
ernment policy encourages workers to abandon ag-
ricultural work, yet it is hard for Palestinians to move 
to towns where there is a Jewish majority. Effectively, 
growing numbers of Palestinians are concentrated 
in a small number of villages, a policy of enforced 
urbanisation.

The Sharon plan, 1951, states that population growth 
among the Palestinians is expected to decrease, 
while economically they will no longer rely on agri-
culture. The other national plan for the geographic 
distribution of the population in Israel expected large 
emigration from Palestinian villages, and from the pe-
riphery to the urban centre of the country. The implicit 
policy was to reduce the numbers of Palestinians liv-
ing on the periphery, and to weaken their relation to 
land by promoting migration to towns.

RESTRICTIVE PLANNING
This national policy is reflected in restrictive local 
planning. The outline plans for every recognised vil-
lage were largely conceived as a means of acceler-
ating the urbanisation process. The explicit goal of 
local plans was to improve the standard of living for 
Palestinians by imposing modern urban planning on 
the traditional communities. The implicit aim is to re-
duce Palestinian territory. In urban localities, the gov-
ernment can concentrate people, reduce the cost of 
developing and maintaining infrastructure, and pro-
vide a housing solution for more people. 

A quick analysis of a number of such plans shows a 
reliance on ‘fill-in’ building, an overwhelming prepon-
derance of housing development, limited floor-plan 
size and a rise to four floors. Public spaces are rare, 
and most planned areas are private. The different vil-
lage plans are strikingly uniform. Actually, it seems as 
if an original plan was made, then copied from village 
to village with little adaptation.

In actuality, the gap between the official plans and re-
ality is large. Migration from the villages to central cit-
ies has not happened. The government has not allo-
cated resources to implement its plans for a modern 
urban infrastructure. Many Palestinians have housed 
themselves, as is in fact traditional, but often building 
illegally because planning permits are hard to get. In 
many cases, therefore, housing is primitive.

THE ENVIRONMENTAL FALLACY
Over the last decade, the government has allocated 
money to help alleviate the housing problems of Pal-
estinians. Again, this policy had an underlying com-
mitment to increasing the urbanisation of Palestinian 
communities, by planning for high-rise buildings on 
small plots – a style which does not fit the social and 
cultural habits of the Palestinians, nor their tradition 
of building their own houses. This urbanisation pro-
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cess was also applied to the villages recognised in 
the mid-1990s: Kamane, Hosines and Ein Howd. 

Meanwhile, the state of Israel justifies its policy by 
arguing that it suffers from a land shortage, and must 
therefore be careful in land use allocation. By con-
centrating people, the government says it can save 
land. The unreality of this claim is highlighted by the 
fact that most Jewish settlements are villages (see 
table). The number of Jewish centres increased from 
771 in 1961 to 1078 in 2000, while Palestinian ones 
increased from 109 to 124 in the same period. The 
process of adding a Jewish settlement is to build a 
new one, while adding a Palestinian one involves 
recognising an existing one. In addition, 45 Palestin-
ian villages are still not recognised.  

Table 1: Distribution of cities, towns, and villages in 
Israel among different populations and the state.

State of 
Israel

Jewish Palestinian

All places 1193 
(100%)

1078 
(90%)

128 (10)

Urban 219 
(18.3%)

131 
(12.2%)

91 (71.1%)

Rural 979 
(81.7%)

947 
(87.8%)

33* 
(28.9%)

*This not include the estimated 45 unrecognised vil-
lages 

Source: Central Bureau of Statistics, 2001, Statisti-
cal Abstract of Israel, no 52. Table 2.9 page 2-26.

DUAL POLICY
Today, looking at most Palestinian communities, we 
find similarities in physical and manpower structure, 
the economic base and social and community be-

havior. They share the same structure because they 
passed through the same process. Most have dou-
bled their population more than five times in the last 
50 years, while residential areas have doubled theirs 
more than 12 times. This population growth came not 
from immigration, but from local growth, and has led 
to expanding housing areas, including fill-in develop-
ment, so creating a greater housing density coupled 
with a marked lack of public areas – including, even, 
roads.

In Israel, the national, regional and local spatial plan-
ning policy has a dual nature, related to ethnic be-
longing. For Palestinians, the policy means a reduc-
tion in territory, an increase in density and population 
concentration, and the loss of villages – urbanisa-
tion, in other words, but without an increase in urban 
possibilities. And although planning policy changed 
somewhat in the 1990s, there is still a long way to 
go before it can genuinely meet the needs of Israel’s 
Palestinians.

FFF FFF FFF FFF FFF FFF FFF FFF FFF

Rassem Khamaisi is an urban planner in the De-
partment of Geography, University of Haifa
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The landscape and the built environment became the 
arena of conflict. Jewish settlements – state-spon-
sored islands of ‘territorial and personal democracy’, 
manifestations of the Zionist pioneering ethos – were 
placed on hilltops overlooking the dense and rapidly 
changing fabric of the Palestinian cities and villages. 
‘First’ and ‘Third’ Worlds spread out in a fragmented 
patchwork: a territorial ecosystem of externally alien-
ated, internally homogenized enclaves located next 
to, within, above or below each other.  

A new understanding of territory had to be developed 
to govern the West Bank. The Occupied Territories 
were no longer seen as a two-dimensional surface, 
but as a large three-dimensional volume, layered 
with strategic, religious and political strata. 

New and intricate frontiers were invented, like the 
temporary borders later drawn up in the Oslo Interim 
Accord, under which the Palestinian Authority was 
given control over isolated territorial ‘islands’, but Is-
rael retained control over the airspace above them 
and the sub-terrain beneath. 

This process might be described as the ‘politics of ver-
ticality’. It began as a set of ideas, policies, projects 
and regulations proposed by Israeli state-technocrats, 

generals, archaeologists, planners and road engineers 
since the occupation of the West Bank, severing the 
territory into different, discontinuous layers. 

The writer Meron Benvenisti described the process as 
crashing “three dimensional space into six dimensions 
– three Jewish and three Arab”. Former US president 
Bill Clinton sincerely believed in a vertical solution to 
the problem of partitioning the Temple Mount. Settle-
ment Master planners like Matityahu Drobless aimed 
to generate control from high points. 

Ron Pundak, the architect of the Oslo Accords, de-
scribed solutions for partitioning the West Bank with 
a three-dimensional matrix of roads and tunnels, still 
on the drawing board, as the only practical way to 
divide an undividable territory. And Gilead Sher, Is-
raeli chief negotiator at Camp David (and a divorce 
lawyer) explained it to me as a way of enlarging the 
‘cake’ before partitioning it.

MAPS
Two-dimensional maps, fundamental to the 
understanding of political borders, have been 
drawn again and again for the West Bank. Each 
time they have failed to capture its vertical divi-
sions.

In the understanding and governing of territories, 
maps have been principal tools. The history of their 
making relates to property ownership, political sover-
eignty and power. 

But maps are two-dimensional. Attempting to rep-
resent reality on two-dimensional surfaces, they not 
only mirror it but also shape the thing they represent. 
As much as describing the world, they create it. 
Geo-politics is a flat discourse. It largely ignores the 

The Politics of Verticality 
by Eyal Weizman

Since the 1967 war, when Israel occupied 
the West Bank and the Gaza strip, a colos-
sal project of strategic, territorial and archi-
tectural planning has lain at the heart of the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict. 
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vertical dimension and tends to look across rather 
than to cut through the landscape. This was the car-
tographic imagination inherited from the military and 
political spatialities of the modern state. Since both 
politics and law understand place only in terms of the 
map and the plan, territorial claims marked on maps 
assume that claims are applicable simultaneously 
above them and below. 

From 1967 to the present day, Israeli technocrats, 
ideologues and generals have been drawing maps of 
the West Bank. Map-making became a national ob-
session. Whatever the nature of Palestinian spatiality, 
it was subordinated to Israeli cartography. Whatever 
was un-named ceased to exist. Scores of scattered 
buildings and small villages disappeared from the 
map, and were never connected to basic services. 

A preoccupation with an ever-more-complete unveil-
ing of the terrain was nourished by the expansive am-
bitions of the map makers. Each map was linked to 
a strategic plan – from Allon’s (1967), through those 
of Drobless (1977-78), Dayan-Weizman (1978-79) 
and Sharon (1981), to the different ones produced 
for Oslo (1993–99), and the one proposed by Barak 
in Camp David (2000). 

Each map contained a new definition of the area of 
“essential Israeli interests”, and of the area it was 
thought possible to concede to the Palestinians. In 
both the Oslo and the Camp David peace propos-
als, the intertwined patchwork of territories made it 
impossible to draw a feasible continuous boundary 
between Israelis and Palestinians without disman-
tling settlements. 

It was only by introducing the vertical dimension, 
through schemes of over- and under-passes, that 
linkage could be achieved between settlements and 
Israel, between Gaza and the West Bank. These so-

lutions did not reject the map as a geopolitical tool. 
Instead, they superimposed discontinuous maps 
over each other. 

The horizon became a political boundary, separating 
the air from the ground. At the same time, another 
boundary – dividing the crust of the ground from the 
earth under it – has appeared. In the West Bank, the 
subterrain and the air have come to be seen as sepa-
rated from, rather than continuous and organic to, the 
surface of the earth. 

Traditional international borders are political tools di-
viding the land on plans and maps; their geometric 
form, following principles of property laws, could be 
described as vertical planes extending from the cen-
tre of the earth to the height of the sky. The departure 
from a planar division of a territory to the creation 
of three-dimensional boundaries across sovereign 
bulks redefines the relationship between sovereignty 
and space. 

The ‘Politics of Verticality’ entails re-visioning exist-
ing cartographic techniques. It requires an Escher-
like representation of space, a territorial hologram in 
which political acts of manipulation and multiplication 
of the territory transform a two-dimensional surface 
into a three-dimensional volume. 

HILLS AND VALLEYS OF THE WEST BANK 
Mountains play a special part in Zionist holi-
ness. The settlers’ surge into the folded terrain 
of the West Bank and up to its summits com-
bines imperatives of politics and spirituality. 

The Israeli-Palestinian conflict is a territorial one, 
though fought out in three dimensions. More then 
anything else, it is defined by where and how one 
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builds. The terrain dictates the nature, intensity and 
focal points of confrontation. On the other hand, the 
conflict manifests itself most clearly in the adaptation, 
construction and obliteration of landscape and built 
environment. Planning decisions are often made 
not according to criteria of economical sustainability, 
ecology or efficiency of services, but to serve strate-
gic and national agendas. 

The West Bank is a landscape of extreme topographi-
cal variation, ranging from four hundred and forty me-
ters below sea level at the shores of the Dead Sea, 
to about one thousand meters in the high summits of 
Samaria. The conflict is played out in the mountain-
ous region – and this has influenced its forms.

From the plains to the hills 
(and back again) 
The settlement project in the West Bank is a culmina-
tion of Zionism’s journey from the plains to the hills. 
That journey attempted to resolve the paradox of 
early Zionist spatiality – that, while seeking the return 
to the ‘Promised Land’, reversed the settlement ge-
ography of Biblical times. 

Braudel’s observation that “the mountains are as a 
rule a world apart from civilizations, which are urban 
and lowland achievement” suited the ancient geog-
raphy of Israel well. The mountains of Judea became 
the breeding ground for an isolated form of monothe-
ism; meanwhile the plains, inhabited by the Phoeni-
cian Philistines, the “invaders from the seas”, gave 
birth to an integrated and progressive culture, set 
apart from the isolation of the mountain, close to the 
international road system and the seaports. 

Migrating into Israel in the twentieth century, the Zion-
ist movement, now itself an “invader from the seas”, 
and dominated by a modern, pragmatic socialism, 
settled mainly along the coastal plains and fertile 

northern valleys, which suited its ideology of agricul-
tural cultivation well. This spatial pattern would domi-
nate the Israeli landscape until the political reversal 
of 1977, in which the hawkish Likud party replaced 
Labour in power for the first time.  

The “civilian occupation” of the West Bank was a pro-
cess that began in the deep, arid Jordan valley during 
its first ten years of Israeli rule under Labour govern-
ments (1967-1977). Fifteen agricultural villages were 
constructed under the Allon Plan that emphasized 
“maximum security and maximum territory for Israel 
with a minimum number of Arabs”. 

As the political climate in Israel changed, the recon-
struction of Zionist identity began. The settlements 
started a long and steady climb to the mountains, 
where isolated dormitory communities were scattered 
on barren hilltops; without agricultural hinterlands, 
they cultivated nothing but “holiness” on their land. 
The settlements of the mountain strip, built during 
the late 1970s and early 1980s, shifted the expan-
sion stimulus from agricultural pioneering to mysti-
cism and transcendentalism. These settlements 
were promoted mainly by Gush Emunim (The Block 
of Faith), a national-religious organization that was 
fusing “Biblical” messianism, a belief in the “Land of 
Israel”, with a political thinking that allowed for no ter-
ritorial concessions.  

The climb from the plains to the hills coincided with 
the development of a feeling of acting according to 
a divine plan. It promised the “regeneration of the 
soul” and the achievement of “personal and national 
renewal”, imbued in a mystic quality of the heights. 
Ephi Eitam, the retired general who is now the pop-
ular leader of the National Religious party, recently 
opposed any dismantling of these mountain settle-
ments in these terms: “Whoever proposes that we 
return to the plains, to our basest part, to the sands, 
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the secular, and that we leave in foreign hands the 
sacred summits, proposes a senseless thing”. 

Beyond the hard core of extremists inhabiting the 
mountain ridge of the West Bank, the majority of set-
tlers built their home in the western slopes near the 
1967 border. They went in search of a better quality of 
life, settling in green suburbs that belong to the greater 
metropolitan regions of Tel Aviv and Jerusalem. 
What drew them there was the rhetoric of “living stan-
dards”, “quality of life”, “fresh air” and “open view”. 
“All you can dream of” for a very affordable price – 
this pitch has a special appeal to first-time buyers. 
Settlers benefit from substantial government subsi-
dies; for the price of a small flat in Tel Aviv, they can 
buy their own red-roofed houses and gardens. 

VERTICAL PLANNING 
Matityahu Drobless was appointed head of the 
Jewish Agency’s Land Settlement Division in 1978. 
Shortly after, he issued The Master Plan for the De-
velopment of Settlements in Judea and Samaria. In 
this master plan he urges the government to
 … conduct a race against time… now [when peace 
with Egypt seemed immanent] is the most suitable 
time to start with wide and encompassing rush of 
settlements, mainly on the mountain ranges of Judea 
and Samaria…The thing must be done first and 
foremost by creating facts on the ground, therefore 
state land and uncultivated land must be taken im-
mediately in order to settle the areas between the 
concentration of [Palestinian] population and around 
it... being cut apart by Jewish settlements, the minor-
ity [sic] population will find it hard to create unification 
and territorial continuity. 

The Drobless master plan outlined possible locations 
for scores of new settlements. It aimed to achieve 
its political objectives through the reorganization of 
space. Relying heavily on the topography, Drobless 

proposed new high volume traffic arteries to connect 
the Israeli heartland to the West Bank and beyond. 
These roads would be stretched along the large west 
draining valleys; for their security, new settlement 
blocks should be placed on the hilltops along the 
route. He also proposed settlements on the summits 
surrounding the large Palestinian cities, and around 
the roads connecting them to each other. 

This strategic territorial arrangement has been 
brought into use recently during the Israeli Army’s 
invasion of Palestinian cities and villages. Some of 
the settlements assisted the IDF in different tasks, 
mainly as places for the army to organise, refuel and 
redeploy. 

The hilltops lent themselves easily to state seizure. In 
the absence of an ordered land registry in time of Jor-
danian rule, Israel was able legally to capture what-
ever land was not cultivated. Palestinian cultivated 
lands are found mainly in the valleys, where the ag-
riculturally suitable alluvial soil erodes down from the 
limestone slopes of the West Bank highlands. The 
barren summits were left empty. 

The Israeli government launched a large-scale proj-
ect of topographical and land use mapping. The ter-
rain was charted and mathematized, slope gradients 
were calculated, the extent of un-cultivated land 
marked. The result, summed up in dry numbers, left 
about 38% of the West Bank in under Israeli control, 
isolated in discontinuous islands around summits. 
That land was then made available for settlement. 

OPTICAL URBANISM
High ground offers three strategic assets: greater 
tactical strength, self-protection, and a wider view. 
This principle is as long as military history itself. The 
Crusaders’ castles, some built not far from the loca-
tion of today’s settlements, operated through “the re-
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inforcement of strength already provided by nature”. 
These series of mountaintop fortresses were military 
instruments for the territorial domination of the Latin 
kingdom. 

The Jewish settlements in the West Bank are not very 
different. Not only places of residence, they create a 
large-scale network of “civilian fortification” which is 
part of the army’s regional plan of defense, generat-
ing tactical territorial surveillance. A simple act of do-
mesticity, a single family home shrouded in the cos-
metic facade of red tiles and green lawns, conforms 
to the aims of territorial control. 

But unlike the fortresses and military camps of previ-
ous periods, the settlements are sometimes without 
fortifications. Up until recently, only a few settlements 
agreed to be surrounded by walls or fences. They 
argued that they must form continuity with the holy 
landscape; that it is the Palestinians who need to be 
fenced in. 

During the recent days of Intifadah, many settle-
ments were attacked and debate returned over the 
effect of fences. Extremist settlers claimed that pro-
tection could be exercised solely through the power 
of vision, rendering the material protection of a for-
tified wall redundant and even obstructive. Indeed, 
the form of the mountain settlements is constructed 
according to a geometric system that unites the ef-
fectiveness of sight with spatial order, producing 
“panoptic fortresses”, generating gazes to many dif-
ferent ends. Control – in the overlooking of Arab town 
and villages; strategy – in the overlooking of main 
traffic arteries; self-defense – in the overlooking of 
the immediate surroundings and approach roads. 
Settlements could be seen as urban optical devices 
for surveillance and the exercise of power. 

In 1984 the Ministry of Housing published guidance 

for new construction in the mountain region, advis-
ing: “Turning openings in the direction of the view is 
usually identical with turning them in the direction of 
the slope … [the optimal view depends on] the posi-
tioning of the buildings and on the distances between 
them, on the density, the gradient of the slope and 
the vegetation”.  

That principle applies most easily to the outer ring 
of homes. The inner rings are positioned in front of 
the gaps between the homes of the first ring. This ar-
rangement of the homes around summits, outward-
looking, imposes on the dwellers axial visibility (and 
lateral invisibility), oriented in two directions: inward 
and outward. 

Discussing the interior of each building, the guidance 
recommends the orientation of the sleeping rooms 
towards the inner public spaces and the living rooms 
towards the distant view. The inward-oriented gaze 
protects the soft cores of the settlements, the out-
ward-oriented one surveys the landscape below. Vi-
sion dictated the discipline and mode of design on 
every level, even down to the precise positioning of 
windows: as if, following Paul Virilio, “the function of 
arms and the function of the eye were indefinitely 
identified as one and the same”. 

Seeking safety in vision, Jewish settlements are in-
tensely illuminated. At night, from a distance they 
are visible as brilliant white streaks of light. From 
within them, the artificial light shines so brightly as to 
confuse diurnal rhythms. This is in stark contrast to 
Palestinian cities: seeking their safety in invisibility, 
they employ blackouts as a routine of protection from 
aerial attacks. 

In his verdict in support of the “legality” of settlement, 
Israeli High Court Justice Vitkon argued, “One does 
not have to be an expert in military and security af-
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fairs to understand that terrorist elements operate 
more easily in an area populated only by an indif-
ferent population or one that supports the enemy, as 
opposed to an area in which there are persons who 
are likely to observe them and inform the authorities 
about any suspicious movement. Among them no 
refuge, assistance, or equipment will be provided to 
terrorists. The matter is simple, and details are un-
necessary.” 

The settlers come to the high places for the “regen-
eration of the soul”. But in placing them across the 
landscape, the Israeli government is drafting its civil-
ian population alongside the agencies of state power, 
to inspect and control the Palestinians. Knowingly or 
not, settlers’ eyes, seeking a completely different 
view, are being ‘hijacked’ for strategic and geopoliti-
cal aims. 

THE PARADOX OF DOUBLE VISION
The journey into the mountains, seeking to reestab-
lish the relation between terrain and sacred text, was 
a work of tracing the location of “biblical” sites, and 
constructing settlements adjacent to them. Settlers 
turned “topography” into “scenography”, forming an 
exegetical landscape with a mesh of scriptural signi-
fication that must be “read”, not just “viewed”.  

For example, a settlement located near the Palestin-
ian city of Nablus advertises itself thus: 
Shilo spreads up the hills overlooking Tel Shilo, where 
over three thousand years ago the children of Israel 
gathered to erect the Tabernacle and to divide by lot 
the Land of Israel into tribal portions… this ancient 
spiritual centre has retained its power as the focus of 
modern day Shilo. 

Rather than being a resource for agricultural or in-
dustrial cultivation, the landscape establishes the 
link with religious-national myths. The view of the 

landscape does not evoke solemn contemplations, 
but becomes an active staring, part of an ecstatic 
ritual: “it causes me excitement that I cannot even 
talk about in modesty,” says Menora Katzover, wife 
of a prominent settlers’ leader, about the view of the 
Shomron Mountains. 

Another sales brochure, published for member re-
cruitment in Brooklyn and advertising the ultra or-
thodox settlement of Emanuel, evokes the pastoral: 
“The city of Emanuel, situated 440 meters above sea 
level, has a magnificent view of the coastal plain and 
the Judean Mountains. The hilly landscape is dotted 
by green olive orchards and enjoys a pastoral calm.” 

There is a paradox in this description. The very thing 
that renders the landscape ‘biblical’ – traditional in-
habitation, cultivation in terraces, olive orchards and 
stone buildings – is made by the Arabs whom the set-
tlers come to replace. The people who cultivate the 
“green olive orchards” and render the landscape bib-
lical are themselves excluded from the panorama. 

It is only when it comes to the roads that the brochure 
mentions Arabs, and that only by way of exclusion. “A 
motored system is being developed that will make it 
possible to travel quickly and safely to the Tel Aviv area 
and to Jerusalem on modern throughways, bypassing 
Arab towns” (emphasis in the original). The gaze that 
can see a “pastoral, biblical landscape” will not regis-
ter what it doesn’t want to see – the Palestinians. 
State strategy established vision as a mean of con-
trol, and uses the eyes of settlers for this purpose. 
The settlers celebrate the panorama as a sublime 
resource, but one that can be edited. The sight-lines 
from the settlements serve two contradictory agen-
das simultaneously. 

The Emanuel brochure continues, “Indeed new Jew-
ish life flourishes in these hills of the Shomron, and 
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the nights are illuminated by lights of Jewish settle-
ments on all sides. In the centre of all this wonderful 
bustling activity, Emanuel, a Torah city, is coming into 
existence.” 

From a hilltop at night, a settler can lift his eyes to 
see only the blaze of other settlements, perched at a 
similar height atop the summits around. At night, set-
tlers could avoid the sight of Arab towns and villages, 
and feel that they have truly arrived “as the people 
without land – to the land without people”. (This fa-
mous slogan is attributed to Israel Zangwill, one of 
the early Zionists who arrived to Palestine before 
the British mandate, and described the land to which 
Eastern European Zionism was headed as desolate 
and forsaken.) 

Latitude thus becomes more than merely relative po-
sition on the folded surface of the terrain. It functions 
to establish literally parallel geographies of ‘First’ and 
‘Third’ Worlds, inhabiting two distinct planes, in the 
startling and unprecedented proximity that only the 
vertical dimension of the mountains could provide. 

Rather than the conclusive division between two na-
tions across a boundary line, the organization of the 
West Bank’s particular terrain has created multiple 
separations, provisional boundaries, which relate to 
each other through surveillance and control. This in-
tensification of power could be achieved in this form 
only because of the particularity of the terrain. 

The mountain settlements are the last gesture in the 
urbanization of enclaves. They perfect the politics of 
separation, seclusion and control, placing them as the 
end-condition of contemporary urban and architec-
tural formations such as ‘New Urbanism’, suburban 
enclave neighborhoods or gated communities. The 
most ubiquitous of architectural typologies is exposed 
as terrifying within the topography of the West Bank. 

FROM WATER TO SHIT 
The aquifers deep below the West Bank are a 
battleground, just as much as the rivers of sew-
age split through its valleys by both Israeli and 
Palestinian settlements. 

The subterranean spaces of the West Bank are in-
habited by underground aquifers, archaeological 
sites, and infrastructure systems, as well as sacred-
ness hidden from view. The underground has been 
transformed into a conflict zone, whose undercur-
rents affect the patterns of inhabitation of the terrain 
above. 

Deep water 
One of the most crucial issues in the Israeli- Pales-
tinian conflict takes place below the surface: about 
eighty per cent of the Mountain Aquifer, the region’s 
largest reservoir, is located under the West Bank. Yet 
this massive resource supplies approximately forty 
per cent of Israel’s agricultural waters and almost fifty 
per cent of its drinking waters. Indeed, it is the main 
source for its large coastal urban centre. Indeed, it is 
the main source for its large coastal urban centre. 
During the Oslo and Camp David negotiations, Israel 
insisted on keeping control of the underground re-
sources in any permanent resolution. A new form of 
subterranean sovereignty, which erodes the basics 
of national sovereignty, is first mentioned in the Oslo 
Interim Accord. 

The 1995 Accord transferred responsibility for the 
water sector from Israel’s civil administration to the 
Palestinian Authority. But in practice, the scope of 
Israeli control of this sector did not change. A Joint 
Water Committee (JWC) was set up to oversee and 
approve every new water and sewage project in the 
West Bank. The Committee is comprised, in equal 
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number, of representatives of Israel and of the Pales-
tinian Authority. All its decisions are made by consen-
sus. No mechanism is established to settle disputes 
where a consensus cannot be attained. This might 
seem a sensible compromise. But through the Com-
mittee, Israel can veto any request by the Palestinian 
representatives to drill a new well, or to obtain the 
additions stipulated in the water agreement. 

However, the Israeli settlements in the West Bank 
have access to pumping wells which do not need 
JWC permission. They represent approximately ten 
per cent of the West Bank population, and use some 
thirty-seven per cent of this West Bank water, leaving 
the remaining sixty-three per cent for the 1.9 million 
Palestinians. 

The politics of shit 
There has been a recent and deliberate breaking 
loose of sewage systems across the West Bank. The 
strong topography allows Israeli settlements and Pal-
estinian cities to spill their sewage through the val-
leys toward each other.
  
The Palestinian municipality of Hebron was awarded 
a sewage-recycling farm from the German govern-
ment. But its operation was halted. According to 
agreements, the project was still regulated by the 
Joint Water Committee. It needed Israel’s permis-
sion, and Israel might demand a quota of the water. 
Since then, to put pressure on Israel to concede the 
waters, the municipality of Hebron has been spilling 
its residential and industrial sewage into the Hebron 
River that flows, via three settlements, to the outskirts 
of Beer Sheva in Israel proper. 

Non-existent or disintegrating underground pipes al-
low sewage to flow over ground the length of some 
Palestinian refugee camps. This visible shit testifies 
to day visiting official guests of the Palestinian Au-

thority of an inhumane permanent neglect, the ever-
lasting problem of the refugees, consequence of the 
yet unresolved conflict. 

Efforts by different NGOs and UN departments to re-
pair this system of infrastructure with permanent un-
derground plumbing have often been rejected by the 
Palestinian Authority. They can allow no real improve-
ment or investment in infrastructure until the refugee 
camps are considered permanent settlements. 

Sewage is a political weapon when dislocated from 
the bowels of the earth to the over ground. When shit 
is invisible underground, it is merely sewage, run-
ning through a technically complex system of public 
plumbing. But let it only break loose over the surface, 
and sewage becomes shit again. 

The latitudinal coordinates affirm the nature of the 
substance. When sewage overflows and private shit, 
from under the ground, invades the public realm of 
the street, it becomes simultaneously a private haz-
ard and a public asset – to be used as a tool by the 
authorities. 

EXCAVATING SACREDNESS
In a quest for biblical archaeology, Israel has 
attempted to resurrect the subterranean frag-
ments of ancient civilization to testify for its 
present-day rights above ground. 

When the Zionists first arrived in Palestine late in the 
nineteenth century, the land they found was strange-
ly unfamiliar, different from the one they longed for. 
Reaching the map coordinates of the site of their 
yearnings was not enough. The search had to contin-
ue: above, in a metaphysical sense, below the crust 
of earth in archaeological excavations. 
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That the ground was further inhabited by the Arabs 
and marked with the traces of their lives, complicated 
things even further. So the existing terrain was trans-
formed in the Zionists’ minds into a protective wrap, 
under which the historical longed-for landscape was 
hidden. 

Archaeology attempted to peel this visible layer and 
expose the historical landscape concealed under-
neath. Only a few meters below the surface, a pa-
limpsest made of five thousand year-old debris, trac-
es of cultures, narratives of wars and destruction is 
arranged chronologically in layers compressed with 
stone and by soil. 

BIBLICAL ARCHAEOLOGY
The quest for ‘Biblical Archaeology’ attempts to 
match traces of Bronze Age ruins with Biblical nar-
ratives. Modern Israel tried to fashion itself as the 
successor of ancient Israel, and to construct a new 
national identity rooted in the depths of the ground. 
These material traces took on immense importance, 
as an alibi for the Jewish return. 

If the land to be ‘inherited’ was indeed located under 
the surface, then the whole subterranean volume was 
a national monument. From this source, the ancient 
civilization could be politically resurrected to testify 
for the right of the present-day Israel. 

At the centre of this activity, quickly its very symbol, 
was Yig’al Yadin, the former military chief of staff 
turned archaeologist. Seeking to supply Israeli soci-
ety with historical parallels to the struggles of Zionism, 
he focused his digging on the ancient occupation and 
settlement of Israelites in Canaan, on Biblical wars 
and on monumental building and fortification works 
carried out by the kings of Israel. 
The visible landscape and the buried one were de-
scribing two different maps that slip over each other. 

There was a continuous effort to anchor new claims 
to ancient ones, as a series of settlements were con-
structed adjacent to or over sites suspected of having 
a Hebrew past. 

Making the historical context explicit allowed for the 
re-organization of the surface, creating an apparent 
continuum of Jewish inhabitation. Settlements recy-
cle history by adopting the names of Biblical sites, 
making public claim to genealogical roots. 

Perhaps the most dramatic example occurred in the 
city of Hebron. The settlement of Tel Rumeida was 
built in the middle of a Palestinian neighborhood 
there. It was built on stilts, on top of a recently exca-
vated Bronze Age site. 

As the sub-terrain erupted onto the surface, the Is-
raeli minister of defense, Benjamin Ben- Eliezer, 
seized the Palestinian land, declaring it an archaeo-
logical site. Soon after, he allowed a group of settlers 
to build an elevated cement roof over the heart of 
the archaeological site and put up a settlement com-
posed of seven mobile homes on it, perching over 
the newly-revealed history. 

Recently, after several shooting attacks on settlers 
in the vicinity of their homes, Ben- Eliezer authorized 
the walling off of the site and the replacement of the 
mobile homes with new bullet-proof structures. 

What is antiquity – and therefore worthy of national-
istic sentiment connected with the discovery of abun-
dant archaeological sites, especially in and around 
East Jerusalem. Previous state -sponsored housing 
developments were built according to the white block 
model of European Modernism, and reflected a so-
cialist ethos. 
But new neighborhoods now boasted arches and 
domes, colonnades and courtyards, and were clad 



52 53

with a veneer of slated stone. This was the Israeli 
version of architectural postmodernism: a style of 
building based on the brutal modernism of raw con-
crete, but wrapped in features embodying the new 
national religious identity. 

Against the tendency of Biblical Archaeologists to 
short-circuit history and celebrate a phantasmago-
ria of great Biblical events and destructions, a newly 
emergent Archaeology, advocated in both Palestin-
ian and Israeli universities, has started digging the 
more recent, upper historical layers of the Arab and 
Ottoman periods. These archaeologists have worked 
to uncover the evolution of the daily life of the “people 
without history” as long-term processes, featuring 
gradual cultural and social changes.

FFF FFF FFF FFF FFF FFF FFF FFF FFF

Eyal Weizman is an architect, writer and curator 
based in London. Previously a professor of archi-
tecture at the Academy of Fine Arts in Vienna, he is 
now the director of Goldsmiths College’s Centre of 
Research Architecture. He set up his private prac-
tice with Rafi Segal in 1999. Their projects included 
the rebuilding of the Ashdod Museum of Art, a run-
ner up proposal for the Tel Aviv Museum competition 
and other projects. Together with the human-rights 
organization B’tselem, Eyal initiated a report on vio-
lations of human rights and international humanitar-
ian law through the use of architecture and planning 
titled Land Grab. The map produced alongside this 
report was the first of its kind to represent the nature 
of planning and the formal dimension of the Israeli 
Occupation, and is currently widely used by NGOs 
and international organizations.
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LAND
93% of the area of Israel is owned by the State. 

BORDER
Israel still has no permanent borders. 

DENSITY
Israel is one of the most densely populated nations 
in the Western world, with a density of approximately 
500 people per square kilometer) not including the 
Negev desert). By 2020, the density in Israel is ex-
pected to reach 850 people per square kilometer - 
2.5 times more than in Japan and in Holland! 

STRATEGY
Since their establishment, the Zionist Movement and 
the Israeli State have adopted a consistent policy of 
population dispersal. 

PRACTICE 
In 54 years of sovereignty about 800 new settle-
ments have been built in Israel. An average of 15 
new legal settlements is built in Israel every year. 
No official figures on the number of illegal settle-
ments established each year is available. 

STATUS
80% of the area of Israel is defined by law as a na-
tional priority zone whose residents enjoy tax relief 
and other economic benefits. All Jewish settlements 
beyond the Green Line are considered national prior-
ity zones. Despite the benefits, only 20% of the pop-
ulation of Israel lives in the national priority zones, 
and only 3% of Israel’s citizens live in the occupied 
territories. 

SUBURBIA
75% of the buildings built in Israel each year are sin-
gle family homes. The local building market sells the 
Israeli dream of build-it-yourself homes, and at the 
same time, serves the government policy of popula-
tion dispersal. In the Israeli villa, personal fantasies 
and national aspirations converge. In the Israeli sub-
urb, the process of social gating has found its epito-
me. Against the grain of homogeneity - dictated by 
the even parceling of lots and the zoning laws and 
building codes - the Israeli suburban house is never 
typical and always aspires to personal expression. 

INFRASTRUCTURE
The policy of dispersal requires disproportional invest-
ments in civilian and military infrastructures, disrupts 
the efficiency of national transportation systems (for 
example railways) and creates an excessive burden 
on environmental resources.  

TYPOLOGY
The base-typology of Israeli public housing is the 
horizontal block. Since 1967 the block has been bro-
ken down into three popular typologies: The heaped 
building (stemming from both Structuralist theories 
and folkloric Regionalism); the vertical H-shaped 
apartment building (the contractors’ vernacular sell-
ing four air directions in every apartment); and the 

Gating: An Israeli Lexicon 
of Space
by Yehoshua Gutman, Rinat Berkovitch
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land-attached single home (the Villa Israeliana). All 
residential construction in Israel is a hybridization of 
these three typologies. 

PASTORAL 
Zionism is a laboratory for the invention of new forms 
of settlement, particularly of a rural character: Mosha-
va, Moshav, Moshav Shitufi, Kvutsa, Kibbutz (agrar-
ian villages varying in degrees of utopianism and co-
operativity); Ma’achaz, He’achzut Nachal (military or 
semi-military camps turned into civilian settlements); 
Mitzpe, Yeshuv Kehilati (rural settlements, gated 
communities and sleep-suburbs); Labor Towns and 
Development Towns (ranging in size from 3,000 to 
40,000 inhabitants). Despite their semantic diversity, 
the varying scale and the typological permutations, 
all the new settlements in Israel are cast from a same 
planning dogma, whose soul and physics are em-
bedded in the theory and praxis Garden City of the 
early 20th Century.  

LAND USE CONVERSION
With the decline of the ideological surplus value and 
the cost effectiveness of Israeli agriculture, and in 
light of the need to absorb 1,000,000 new immigrants 
at the beginning of the 1990’s (20% of the Jewish 
population), the government adopted an accelerated 
policy of leasing national lands and changing their 
designation from agrarian to built land. In reality, the 
converted lands were used to build new shopping 
malls and suburban communities, only marginally as-
sisting to resolve the housing shortage. Amongst the 
immigrants, demand for housing was mainly in the 
inner cities and in peripheral national priority zones. 
In 2001, the aggregate area of ex-urban shopping 
malls in Israel was about 1,200,000 square million 
with another 400,000 square meters being planned - 
0.3 square meters for every inhabitant. 

KIBBUTZ
The Kibbutz, the symbol of pioneering Zionism, is 
undergoing a realty conversion and is gaining an 
after-life as the Israeli suburban dream. The original 
structure of the Kibbutz as an exclusive ‘bubble com-
munity’ (if indeed without land parceling and private 
ownership of property) facilitates its entry into the 
speculative market craving for a pastoral setting at 
a popular price. 

COMMUNITY SETTLEMENT
A form of the quasi-rural community developed to-
wards the end of the 1970’s, which posits - against 
the paradigm of the productive communal village - a 
new model of exclusive dormitory suburb, provid-
ing its residents with basic services only. The term 
‘community’ here is code for members’ organiza-
tions, admission committees, exclusion on an eth-
nic or political basis, gating mechanisms and land 
appropriation procedures. 

GHETTO
Despite its small size and high density, and despite 
being under constant external pressure, the Israeli 
space is continuously disintegrating and developing 
internal boundaries based on conflicting religious, 
ethnic and economic sectors. 

PRIVATE SHELTER
Since the Gulf War, the Israeli public shelter has been 
privatized. A ‘safe room’ is obligatory in every new 
apartment and on every new floor in a commercial or 
public building built in Israel. 

EMERGENCY
Since the establishment of the State of Israel 54 years 
ago, the “Emergency Regulations” have remained in 
force. Emergency situation is the background noise 
of the Israeli routine and it dictates national and pri-
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vate priorities. 

BULIMIC CULTURE
The permanent emergency situation in Israel propa-
gates patriotism and willingness for personal sacri-
fice, but at the same times generates spontaneous 
resistance manifested in excessive consumerism. 
Despite the fact that the percentage of working peo-
ple in the local population is the lowest in the West-
ern world, the citizens of Israel hold world records 
in consuming goods such as mobile telephones, 4x4 
vehicles and household furniture. 

CIVILIAN CENTER
The population of the city of Tel Aviv reached its peak 
in 1967, with approximately 380,000 people who 
constituted about 13% of the total population of the 
country. Since then, the population of Tel Aviv has de-
creased and today stands at around 360,000 people 
which constitute about 5.5% of the population.  

GOVERNMENTAL AND SPIRITUAL CENTER
In 1967, the population of Jerusalem numbered 
165,000 people (100,000 Jews, 65,000 Arabs). Its 
area in that year was 38 square kilometers. Today, 
630,000 people live in Jerusalem (428,000 Jews, 
202,000 Arabs). Its present area is 123 square kilo-
meters, having tripled in 35 years. 

TERROR
Without permanent political borders, the Israeli 
space in its entirety is an open battleground. The Is-
raeli city is the demilitarized zone stretching between 
defendable compounds - shopping malls, markets, 
pedestrian-only streets, beaches, cinemas, schools, 
academic campuses, museums, restaurants, dance 
bars, banks, office buildings, etc., The active public 
space is protected and gated. The street and the 

square constitute an internal frontier. 

WHAT IF?
What if we imagine Israel - 6.5 million inhabitants 
on an area of 22 thousand square kilometers - as 
a City-State? Would such a rhetorical spin allow the 
complex spatiality of Israel to resolve itself, accord-
ing to the logic of geography and ecology, of local 
and global market forces, of civil solidarity and proper 
administration? 

AND IF NOT?
Israel will continue to be an active field-laboratory ex-
perimenting in the architecture of visions, conflicts, 
negotiations, unstable typologies, kinetic borders, 
makeshift tactics and excessive creativity. 

FFF FFF FFF FFF FFF FFF FFF FFF FFF

Yehoshua Gutman is an Israeli architect and the 
owner of  LOT architecture office. He studied archi-
tecture in the Colmbia University and the Pratt insti-
tute. He is a senior lecturer and stuff member - Ar-
chitectural department, Bezalel Academy of Art and 
Design, Jerusalem

Rinat Berkovitch is an Israeli architect and a writer.
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Definition: “Territorialism, also known as Statism 
(though not to be confused with the political philoso-
phy of the same name), was a Jewish  political move-
ment calling for creation of a sufficiently large and 
compact Jewish territory (or territories), not neces-
sarily in the Land of Israel and not necessarily fully 
autonomous.

Development of territorialism
Before 1905 some Zionist leaders took seriously pro-
posals for Jewish homelands in places other than 
Palestine. Theodor Herzl’s Der Judenstaat argued 
for a Jewish state in either Palestine, “our ever-mem-
orable historic home”, or Argentina, “one of the most 
fertile countries in the world”. Many of the socialist 
Zionist groups were more territorialist than Zionist, 
such as Nachman Syrkin’s Zionist Socialist Workers 
Party (the Z.S.).

The Jewish Colonization Association, created on 
1891 by the Baron Maurice de Hirsch, was aimed at 
facilitating mass emigration of Jews from Russia and 
other Eastern European countries, by settling them 
in agricultural colonies on lands purchased by the 
committee, particularly in North and South America 
(especially Argentina).

In 1903 British cabinet ministers suggested the 
British Uganda Program, land for a Jewish state in 
“Uganda” (actually in modern Kenya). Herzl initially 
rejected the idea, preferring Palestine, but after the 
April 1903 Kishinev pogrom Herzl introduced a con-
troversial proposal to the Sixth Zionist Congress to 
investigate the offer as a temporary measure for 
Russian Jews in danger. Notwithstanding its emer-
gency and temporary nature, the proposal still proved 
very divisive, and widespread opposition to the plan 
was demonstrated by a walkout led by the Russian 
Jewish delegation to the Congress. Few historians 
believe that such a settlement scheme could have 
attracted immigrants, Jewish financial support, or in-
ternational political support. Since there was strong 
support on the part of some members of the Zionist 
leadership, however, peace was kept in the move-
ment by the time-honored parliamentary maneuver 
of voting to establish a committee for the investiga-
tion of the possibility, which was not finally dismissed 
until the 7th Zionist Congress in 1905.

In response to this, the Jewish Territorialist Organiza-
tion (ITO) led by Israel Zangwill split off from the Zi-
onist movement. It attempted to locate territory suit-
able for Jewish settlement in various parts of America 
(e.g. Galveston), Africa, Asia, and Australia, but with 
little success. The ITO was dissolved in 1925.

Apart from the (ITO), within the USSR there was also 
a Territorialist effort in Ukraine, the Crimea and then 
in a region surrounding Birobidzhan, where a Jew-
ish Autonomous Region was established in 1934. 
(The Jewish Autonomous Oblast (JAO) (Russian: 
Евре́йская автоно́мная о́бласть, Yevreyskaya av-
tonomnaya oblast; Yiddish: טנגעג עמָאנָאטווא עשידִיי, 
yidishe avtonome gegnt) is still today an autonomous 
oblast situated in Russia’s far east.)

In the face of the looming Nazi genocide, Isaac Nach-

Territorialism
by Malkit Shoshan
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man Steinberg established the Freeland League in 
the United States in 1935. This organization attempt-
ed, unsuccessfully, to pursue Jewish autonomy by 
obtaining a large piece of territory in sparsely popu-
lated areas in Ecuador, Australia, or Surinam. One 
of the more well-known ventures was the Kimberley 
Plan, to secure land in Australia. After the establish-
ment of the State of Israel in 1948, Steinberg had 
criticized the exclusivist politics of the Zionist govern-
ment and continued his attempts to create a non-
nationalist Jewish settlement in some other region of 
the world. After Steinberg’s death in 1957 the Free-
land League was led by Mordkhe Schaechter, who 
gradually changed the focus of the organization to 
more cultural, Yiddishist goals.

Territorialism in popular culture
The 2007 alternate history detective story “The Yid-
dish Policemen’s Union” by American author Mi-
chael Chabon, inspired by the 1939 Slattery Report 
and based on the premise that after World War II, 
a temporary Yiddish-speaking settlement for Jewish 
refugees was established in Alaska in 1941 while the 
State of Israel was destroyed shortly after its creation 
in 1948, can be considered a Territorialist alternate 
history (though the writer does not necessarily share 
the ideology of the Territorialist movement).”

Source: wikipedia.com
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Malkit Shoshan is an Israeli architecture student. 



78 79

Territorialism
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Casting Uganda: The Israeli territorial conception is 
based on a colonial rule that is enforced by military 
power. 

The creation of Israel in its current location was an 
almost accidental success of the most desired sce-
nario concieved by ITO*, which strived to establish 
a Jewish homeland, a nation-state, in whatever ter-
ritotry.

In the spirit of the above: what if the various aspects 
of the Israeli landscape, with its colonial charachter, 
would be projected on another territory?

* The Jewish Territorial Organization, read more above under the definition of Territorialism
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