
 

January 24, 2006 

The Herzliya Conference for delegitimization 
 

We must put aside the delusions of ethnic purity in Israel 

 
By Shalom Dichter 
 
Since the year 2000, the attempt to bring the delegitimization of Arab citizens 
into the public discourse has been evident in the agenda of the Herzliya 
Conference in various proposals to curtail their citizenship. This includes a 
proposal to grant them permanent resident rights in Israel and full citizenship 
in Palestine, and even a proposal to remove Triangle citizens from the state 
by redrawing the Green Line. Two moves against the Arab minority in Israel 
are also on display at the Herzliya Conference this year – one in the Negev 
and one in the Triangle. These moves are perceived as reinforcing the state’s 
strength, but they actually threaten its security and stability. 
 
The first is called, with fake innocence, “territorial exchanges” in the Triangle 
region, but in practice it is an attempt to strip the citizenship of about 200,000 
citizens of the state on the basis of their ethnic affiliation. The strategists from 
Herzliya have no problem with the territory in the Triangle region which is 
actually strategically important. The problem is with the Arab identity of the 
citizens of Israel who live there.  
 
But not only Arabs live there. Along the Green Line, about 160,000 Jews and 
200,000 Arabs live side by side, in separate communities. The proposal’s 
practical significance would be the establishment of an ethnic separation wall 
that would wind between Jewish and Arab communities. In addition to the 
inhumanity of this division, there is no doubt that the wall would engender 
hostility on the eastern side of the border. This would not fortify the border, but 
rather weaken it.  
 
This hands-off stripping of citizenship, despite its surgical sophistication, is not 
appropriate for a democratic regime and does not make any demographic 
contribution to the state’s Jewishness. The historic distribution of the 
population in the Negev, Galilee, Triangle and mixed cities leaves no room for 
doubt: We must jettison the delusions of ethnic purity in Israel and start to 
build stable citizenship here that can encompass the Jewish majority and 
Arab minority in a fair way. There is no goal more strategic than this.  
 
The second move against Arab citizens was presented at the Herzliya 
Conference as background material for surveying the status of national 
security and strength. This is the recommendation of the National Security 
Council for a new policy toward the Negev Bedouin. The main thrust of the 



new policy is the forced resettlement of the residents of unrecognized villages. 
The proposal talks about allocating billions of shekels for solutions for land 
ownership and resettlement, but this is offset by the threat of violence the 
state would deploy against anyone unwilling to evacuate to the new 
communities within two years. The proposal attempts to draw a parallel 
between this evacuation and the evacuation of the settlers from Gush Katif. 
However, the proposal to deal with the Bedouins does not speak in terms of 
“sensitivity and determination,” but rather of a forced and violent evacuation. 
This would not bring national or civic security. 
 
What these two proposals have in common is their pressure on Arab citizens. 
The threat to forcefully evacuate the Bedouins from their villages and to 
invalidate the citizenship of residents of the Triangle fosters a delegitimization 
of their Israeli citizenship. Do the authors of these proposals intend to 
encourage all the state’s Arab citizens to accept curtailed citizenship and 
lesser rights in comparison to those of Jewish citizens? 
 
The Negev and the Green Line are regions of strategic importance and should 
be strengthened, but not with the threat of expulsion. The strategic need of 
the state is for civic strength nourished by a constructive and equal 
connection between the two populations in these regions – Jews and Arabs. 
In both of these regions, a stable civic fabric is necessary that rests upon a 
fundamental process of equal development of both Jewish and Arab 
communities. We should invest in collaboration between Arab and Jewish 
municipalities in the geographic periphery, which includes the establishment 
of joint industrial zones and community centers. This move would truly 
strengthen the Negev and the state’s eastern border, ten times more than the 
scary fortress plans proposed at the Herzliya Conference. 
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