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In countering the view that the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is intractable, 
Israeli writer Amos Oz has famously described it as one over “real estate.”1 
Surely he was applying a clever riff on the basic concept of territory—on 
which so much of geopolitics rests. And in part there is the simple question 
of urban sprawl, where homes in the settlements cost one third or even one 
quarter of what an equivalent-sized house or apartment would run in Israel’s 
urban centres.2 But it is also broader and deeper. In invoking the importance 
of how public space is conceived, the real estate metaphor fills in an important 
part of the story between reaching an agreement at the bargaining table and 
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1 Amos Oz, How to Cure a Fanatic (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006).

2 See Ilene R. Prusher, “West Bank settlements become havens of Israeli suburbanites,” 
Christian Science Monitor, 21 September 2009, 3, www.csmonitor.com.
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eventually having to ratify it at home. This becomes clear as we consider the 
long history of breakdowns in Israeli-Palestinian peace negotiations. Part of 
the explanation is the failure of each side to let go of maximalist positions 
out of fear of alienating segments of their domestic support base. In the 
case of Israel, the government’s inability to deal effectively with the Jewish 
settlements in the West Bank is among the thorniest problems.3 

The Israeli government has no choice but to account for the demands 
of the settler population. They number in the hundreds of thousands; 
have sympathizers among the broader population, including state leaders; 
and themselves occupy decision-making positions in the civil service and 
the Israeli armed forces.4 Without understanding the dynamics of settler 
identity, observers cannot provide workable ideas for inching Israelis and 
Palestinians toward a final agreement.

Thinking about how collective identity influences the view of public 
space, this article starts from the assumption that, while it is certainly not 
inevitable, a two-state solution is the most likely arrangement on which 
both sides will reach agreement.5 It follows that to make way for a likely 
Palestinian state in the West Bank, the Israeli government will have to move 
tens of thousands of settlers across the green line into Israel.6 Though 

3 Good discussions of the origins of the settlement enterprise and the inherent 
difficulties Israel has had in dealing with settlers include Gershom Gorenberg, The 
Accidental Empire: Israel and the Birth of the Settlements, 1967-1977 (New York: Times 
Books, 2006); and Idith Zertal and Akiva Eldar, Lords of the Land: The War Over Israel’s 
Settlements in the Occupied Territories, 1967-2007 (New York: Nation Books, 2007).

4 Oded Haklai, “Religious-nationalist mobilization and state penetration: Lessons 
from Jewish settlers’ activism in Israel and the West Bank,” Comparative Political 
Studies 40, no.6 (June 2007): 713-39; Zertal and Eldar, Lords of the Land.

5 This assumption forms the bedrock of all official Israeli-Palestinian negotiations, 
as well as the reports of a number of nongovernmental organizations. Others have 
certainly offered alternate arrangements, including a one-state solution without any 
narrow ethnic-religious-national identity. See, for example, Virginia Tilley, The One-
State Solution: A Breakthrough for Peace in the Israeli-Palestinian Deadlock (Ann Arbor: 
University of Michigan Press, 2010). This is a minority position to which Israel has 
never given any credibility.

6 This has been the conclusion of both official government peace talks (e.g., at Camp 
David 2000 and Taba 2001) and track-two diplomacy (e.g., the Geneva initiative 
announced in 2003, www.geneva-accord.org; Mark Heller and Sari Nusseibeh, No 
Trumpets, No Drums: A Two-State Settlement of the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict [New 
York: Hill and Wang, 1991]; and the “people’s voice,” launched in 2003, www.mifkad.
org.il). 
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there are 500,000 settlers in the West Bank (including the 200,000 who 
reside in and around east Jerusalem), conventional wisdom—based on past 
negotiations and on Israeli “red lines” regarding the largest settlements—
suggests that only about 70,000 settlers will be made to move in the event 
of a final agreement,7 though some recommendations argue for a range of 
100,000 to 120,000.8 The remaining settlement blocs will likely be annexed 
to Israel in return for negotiated land swaps.9 

But Israel’s last foray into relocating a settler population still haunts the 
country. Prior to the 2005 Gaza withdrawal, Prime Minister Ariel Sharon 
told an Israeli parliamentary committee that “the fate of Netzarim [a small 
settlement in the Gaza Strip] is the fate of Tel Aviv.”10 In the event, the 8000 
Gaza settlers felt abandoned to subpar housing options and lacklustre 
employment opportunities inside Israel. 

With lingering ill-will from the Gaza evacuation, it can be assumed that 
in the event of a large-scale disengagement, the Israeli government will 
present the West Bank settlers with strong economic incentive packages. 
But in the context of a peace agreement, and to allow for Israel’s successful 
implementation of it, the government will have to get maximum buy-in from 
the settlers in what will no doubt be a politically, socially, and emotionally 
painful process of relocation. After the cheque is cashed, settlers will have 
to feel that they can live meaningful lives on the other side of the green line, 
lives that connect with their well-entrenched identities as frontier Zionists. 
Without such guarantees, the government will simply be unable to generate 
enough legitimacy from this crucial sector of the population.11

7 See Nathan Jeffay, “‘Land swaps’: Is there enough land to swap?” Jewish Daily Forward, 
25 May 2011, www.forward.com. The most recent Israeli offer to the Palestinians, by 
former Prime Minister Ehud Olmert, called for 70,000 settlers to be moved into 
Israel while the rest remained, with their lands annexed to Israel. See Nadav Shragai, 
“Settlers vow to fight PM’s plan to quit West Bank,” Haaretz, 13 August 2008, www.
haaretz.com.

8 See James A. Baker III, “Getting to the territorial endgame of an Israeli-Palestinian 
peace settlement,” Baker Institute for Public Policy, 2010, www.bakerinstitute.org. 

9 On the established historical acceptance of land swaps and the retention of some 
settlements under Israeli sovereignty, see “Middle East: Peace plan backgrounds,” 
Council on Foreign Relations, 7 February 2005, www.cfr.org.

10 Scott Wilson, “After 38 years, Gaza settlers gone,” Washington Post, 23 August 2005.

11 Stacie Goddard shows the importance of domestic legitimacy in bringing about 
ethnic conflict resolution. See Goddard, Indivisible Territory and the Politics of Legitimacy: 
Jerusalem and Northern Ireland (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010).
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Focusing on identity as a key factor in dealing with the settlers suggests 
the recasting of territorial attachment. If the stuff of identity is as symbolic 
and imaginary as it is physical and concrete, there is room for the Israeli 
government to highlight new symbols and images with which the settlers 
can connect. And while spoilers in peace processes may be motivated by 
domestic balance-of-power logic, this article proposes to go farther back in 
the causal chain to address more fundamental issues of identity.12 

Constructivist scholars in international relations have recognized the 
importance of identity and narratives as animating international interactions 
and ethnic conflict, while social psychologists have drawn on clinical in-
group research to illuminate social dynamics, including how international 
relations scholars conceive of global politics.13 But in the emerging literature 
on territorial detachments, there is little agreement on the mechanisms 
of re-narration that occur, or need to occur, to shift identities and thus 
achieve different political outcomes. Stacie Goddard, for example, argues 
that struggles among political actors and decision-makers to legitimate 
their preferences leads to a top-down change in identity, while Nadav Shelef 
contends that group identity is more organic but unstructured: group 

12 On spoilers, see Wendy Pearlman, “Spoiling inside and out: Internal political 
contestation and the Middle East peace process,” International Security 33, no. 3 
(winter 2008-09): 79-109.

13 On constructivism, see Alexander Wendt, Social Theory of International Politics (New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 1999); and Jeffrey T. Checkel, “The constructivist 
turn in international relations theory,” World Politics 50, no. 2 (1998): 324-48. On 
identity and narratives, see Rodney Bruce Hall, National Collective Identity: Social 
Constructs and International Systems (New York: Columbia University Press, 1999); 
Peter J. Katzenstein, ed., The Culture of National Security: Norms and Identity in World 
Politics (New York: Columbia University Press, 1996); William Bloom, Personal Identity, 
National Identity and International Relations (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1990); and Shibley Telhami and Michael Barnett, eds., Identity and Foreign Policy in 
the Middle East (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 2002). On social identity 
theory in international relations, see Jonathan Mercer, “Anarchy and identity,” 
International Organization 49, no. 2 (spring 1995): 229-52; and Brent E. Sasley, 
“Theorizing states’ emotions,” International Studies Review 13, no. 3 (2011): 452-76. On 
narratives in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, see Mira M. Sucharov, The International 
Self: Psychoanalysis and the Search for Israeli-Palestinian Peace (Albany: SUNY Press, 
2005); Robert I. Rotberg, ed., Israeli and Palestinian Narratives of Conflict: History’s 
Double Helix (Indiana: Indiana University Press, 2006); and Paul Scham, Walid Salem, 
and Benjamin Pogrund, eds., Shared Histories: A Palestinian-Israeli Dialogue (Walnut 
Creek, CA: Left Coast Press, 2005).
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actions lead to unintended consequences.14 We argue that the government 
must take a proactive role in re-narrating settler identity with a specific goal 
in mind. Because there are numerous Jewish sites and stories within Israel 
to which settlers can connect, re-narration may not require large disruptions 
in identity.

Connecting with settler identity will help assuage the fears wrought 
by the threat to the “ontological security” of the settlers’ collective identity 
and the threat to the “societal security” of which Ole Waever, Barry Buzan, 
and others have written in what has come to be known as the Copenhagen 
school in international relations.15 Practically speaking, doing so requires 
emphasizing different elements of Jewish-Israeli identity, history, culture, 
and space.16 This article highlights three ways in which the government 
can address the identity needs of the settlers in a post-peace scenario: by 
emphasizing the history of place, encouraging the frontier Zionist spirit, 
and recasting the public-private spatial divide. 

THE SETTLEMENT ENTERPRISE

Peace Now, an Israeli NGO that closely monitors West Bank settlements, 
estimates that there are approximately 290,000 settlers scattered across 120 
official settlements, plus another 190,000 in neighbourhoods around east 
Jerusalem.17 But despite the torrent of media images of gun-toting, firebrand 
West Bank settlers fiercely challenging the government and uprooting 
Palestinian olive trees,18 the settler population is by no means uniformly 

14 Goddard, Indivisible Territory; Nadav G. Shelef, Evolving Nationalism: Homeland, 
Identity, and Religion in Israel, 1925-2005 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2010).

15 Brent J. Steele, Ontological Security in International Relations: Self-Identity and the IR 
State (New York: Routledge, 2008); Ole Waever, Barry Buzan, Morten Kelstrup, and 
Pierre Lemaitre, Identity, Migration and the New Security Agenda in Europe (London: 
Pinter, 1993); Bill McSweeney, Security, Identity and Interests: A Sociology of International 
Relations (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999). On ontological security in 
the Israeli case, see Amir Lupovici, “Ontological dissonance, clashing identities, and 
Israel’s unilateral steps towards the Palestinians,” Review of International Studies, 
forthcoming.

16 Although we do not focus on the Palestinians here, a similar incentive structure will 
have to be enacted by the Palestinian government regarding the refugee issue.

17 Peace Now, “West Bank settlements: Facts and figures,” June 2009, http://
peacenow.org.il.

18 See, for example, Isabel Kershner, “In West Bank, peace symbol now signifies 
struggle,” New York Times, 12 October 2010.
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hardline. The history of the settlement enterprise demonstrates these 
differences, which are critical for understanding how the government can 
appeal to each segment.

Following the establishment of the state in 1948, conventional Israeli 
wisdom regarding the West Bank was that it belonged to Jordan, which had 
seized it in the 1947-49 Arab-Israeli war. Political and practical difficulties 
put the West Bank beyond potential Israel expansion. At the same time, 
the dominance of the Labor party, combined with the centralized nature 
of decision-making in Israel on foreign and security matters, ensured that 
Labor’s centrist ideas about territorial compromise were the norm. Territorial 
demands on the West Bank, meanwhile, were confined to smaller factions 
on the political right. 

The 1967 war changed the meaning of the West Bank for Jewish Israelis 
across the spectrum. Following the war, Jewish Israelis shifted rapidly from 
fearing for their survival to celebrating the seemingly miraculous conquest 
of the core parts of their historical and biblical homeland, capped by the 
old city of Jerusalem. Expansionist sentiments were aroused, making ideas 
that had previously been limited to the right suddenly broadly palpable. The 
Labor establishment could no longer ignore the tug of nationalist emotions. 
Within three weeks of the war’s end, the government formally annexed all of 
Jerusalem and changed the official Hebrew name of the West Bank to Judea 
and Samaria.

Successive government policies under both Labor and Likud helped 
entrench the spatial contiguity between pre- and post-1967 Israel. Labor 
policy toward the territories was primarily guided by strategic-security 
concerns. This policy followed similar patterns of settlement activity in 
pre-1967 Israel, when Prime Minister David Ben-Gurion sought to link the 
military with the socialist Zionist pioneering ethos. To that end, Ben-Gurion 
created the Nahal (fighting pioneer youth) corps within the Israel defence 
forces. Nahal established communities in remote areas of the country that 
were considered too dangerous for civilians. As security outposts they would 
guard Israel’s borders; as agricultural settlements staffed by the country’s 
youth, they would entrench the socialist-Zionist mission.

After 1967, the government sent Nahal to establish settlements in the 
Jordan Valley, a key strategic area for Labor leaders. At the same time, religious 
Zionists established unauthorized settlements in key places with historical 
and religious significance, such as Kfar Etzion and Hebron. Although 
successive Labor governments did not initially agree to these settlements, 
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they provided retroactive permission—and then material support such as 
plumbing, electricity, and roads—once the settlers refused to leave.

Upon assuming power in 1977, the Likud party expanded on these 
policies while shifting the justifications and geography of settlement activity. 
For Likud, settlements were the embodiment of Jewish sovereignty over 
the entire homeland. Whereas Labor’s plans evolved from a combination 
of security concerns, the density of surrounding Arab populations, and 
economic viability and self-sufficiency, for Likud the settlements had to be 
tied to Israel’s economic structures in order to facilitate control over the area. 
Because most settlers continued to work within the green line, roads and 
other infrastructure had to be built to accommodate them. And whereas 
Labor settlements were concentrated in the Jordan Valley and the Etzion bloc 
(an area of Jewish settlements between Jerusalem and Hebron, toward the 
south-west corner of the West Bank), Likud pushed the boundaries of the 
Etzion bloc further eastward into the heart of the West Bank and expanded 
activity in the northern West Bank. Indeed, the major differences in these 
two parties’ settlement priorities is highlighted by changes in this region: 
under Labor, it had contained two settlements, both begun illegally but 
reluctantly accepted by the government; by 1984 over 40 more had been 
established under Likud, many in heavily populated Arab areas.19 

At the same time, Likud presented an array of economic inducements to 
Israelis who wanted a better quality of life, cheaper housing, and space away 
from the heavy urban areas, and who were willing to move to the West Bank 
to achieve this. Importantly, both Labor and Likud expanded Jerusalem’s 
municipal boundaries, which now include Ramot, French Hill, Neve Ya’akov, 
Pisgat Ze’ev, East Talpiyot, Har Homa, Gilo, and the Atarot industrial park. 
All of these neighbourhoods were either carved out of east Jerusalem or 
incorporated into the municipality of Jerusalem by the expansion of its 
boundaries. All of them are now widely considered (by Jewish Israelis) to 
be part of Israel. Thus, many of the later settlers who came under Likud, 
and who have come to dominate the organized settler movement, will 
require a more thoughtful and deliberate process of government-led identity 

19 See Meron Benvenisti, The West Bank Data Project: A Survey of Israel’s Policies 
(Washington, DC: The American Enterprise Institute for Public Policy Research, 1984); 
Shlomo Gazit, The Carrot and the Stick: Israel’s Policy in Judaea and Samaria, 1967-68 
(Washington, DC: B’nai B’rith Books, 1995); Shmuel Sandler and Hillel Frisch, Israel, 
the Palestinians, and the West Bank: A Study in Intercommunal Conflict (Lexington, MA: 
D.C. Heath and Company, 1984).
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incentives to feel that the Zionist project can be meaningfully enacted 
without the West Bank.

These policy patterns have today resulted in roughly three broad 
categories of settlers. About 39 percent are considered “ideological”—that 
is, religious Zionists or secular nationalists who see the historically and 
biblically rich territory as constituting an integral part of their Jewish-Israeli 
identity. This includes the fewer than one percent who are considered to 
be “extreme” ideological. This category also includes the illegal outposts, of 
which more will be said below. Of the rest, 29 percent are haredi (orthodox), 
and 31 percent are “non-ideological,” or more secular. The last group, as 
well as many of the haredi settlers, are motivated primarily by quality-of-life 
concerns.20 

The haredi and secular settlers can be expected to be more open and 
willing to move into Israel given the right economic and financial incentives. 
The haredim, while sharing elements of religiosity with the religious 
Zionists, believe that God will eventually deliver the West Bank to the Jewish 
people. It can therefore be imagined that they will be more amenable to 
relocating. The quality-of-life settlers came to the West Bank as a result of tax 
incentives and the desire for more open, greener spaces unavailable in other 
Israeli urban areas. Because of this, they, too, can be expected to move given 
the right material and aesthetic incentives.

The religious Zionists and secular nationalists will pose the greatest 
challenge to the government’s legitimacy and ability to deliver its part of 
any final peace agreement. Material incentives alone are unlikely to assuage 
the passions and attachments that come with their particular territorial 
identities. Many of these settlers have long resisted the idea of a wholesale 
West Bank pullout, but recently they have turned to supporting a one-state 
solution—the idea of a single state between the Mediterranean and the 
Jordan that would include millions of Palestinian citizens. Previously, the 
notion was considered a threat to Israel’s Jewish identity and against the 
government’s own position. These settlers are more concerned with holding 
onto the territory than with maintaining the so-called “demographic balance” 
between Israelis and Palestinians on which the Zionist project rests. As 
one prominent settler leader remarked, a one-state solution in which Israel 
retains sovereignty and control over the West Bank is the only viable method 

20 Peace Now, “West Bank settlements.” The Oxford Research Group’s report on 
settlements relies on these divisions and percentages as well. See “Pariahs to 
pioneers,” Oxford: Oxford Research Group, Oxford Research Group, May 2010, 2, 
www.oxfordresearchgroup.org.uk.
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for resolving the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.21 While it is not clear whether 
this proposed state would be a democracy, two years earlier the same leader 
had rejected such a proposal. 

THE HISTORY OF PLACE

Although the 2005 Gaza evacuation process was marred by vocal 
demonstrations and some minor violence, relocating the West Bank settlers 
will be a much more formidable task. The government can start addressing 
such concerns by making the links between Jewish history and pre-1967 
Israel more obvious. Part of what made the Israeli settlement project in 
the post-1967 era so intoxicating to so many Israelis was that the West 
Bank constitutes the historical and biblical heartland of the ancient Jewish 
kingdoms. While the creation of the state of Israel brought about the re-
establishment of formal Jewish political life after 2000 years of dispersion, 
the capture of the West Bank primarily, and to a lesser extent the Gaza strip, 
Sinai Peninsula, and, even less so, Golan Heights filled in the picture of 
ancient Jewish history. Closing this gap in time and space will help provide 
a continuous sense of identity and collective memory.

Post-1967 ideological settlers were motivated by two specific incentives. 
Immediately following the 1967 war, many began moving to sites in the 
West Bank that held biblical significance for Jews. In 1968 a small group 
of religious Zionists led by Rabbi Moshe Levinger rented a hotel in Hebron 
for Passover and then refused to leave, insisting on the right to establish 
a Jewish presence in the city. Hebron contains the Cave of the Patriarchs, 
where the biblical fathers and mothers (except Rachel) of the Jewish people 
are said to be buried. It was also the site of a formative event for pre-1948 
Zionists: in August 1929, Palestinian Arabs rioted in the city and killed 67 
Jews, wounding many others and destroying several properties. By 1939 
virtually all Jews had left. 

Settlers also identified sites that held more historical and less religious 
meaning. The settlement of Kfar Etzion originated in attempts to settle on 
land originally purchased in the late 1920s. Several Arab attacks after that 
forced the Zionists to leave the area, but in the 1940s Kfar Etzion and three 
other small settlements were established in what became known as the 
Etzion bloc. During the 1947-49 war, the bloc came under attack by Jordan’s 
Arab Legion and others. Although the Jews held out for 10 days, they were 
eventually overwhelmed. In the course of the fighting, all but four of Kfar 

21 Brent Sasley interview with settler leader who requested anonymity, July 2010.
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Etzion’s inhabitants and defenders were killed, many after surrendering. 
The deaths remained a powerful symbol for those who continued to 
commemorate the Etzion fallen for years afterward; some of the leaders of 
the group that re-established the settlement in 1967 were the children of the 
original inhabitants. 

If part of what ties settlers to the West Bank is a geographic identity 
understood in historical and biblical terms, then the government must think 
about how to strengthen these types of associations within the areas of pre-
1967 Israel. Shoring up unifying Jewish-Israeli symbols can help ease this 
transition. Focusing on art, culture, historical figures, the national anthem, 
and Hebrew poetry and literature can help West Bank residents conceive 
of their identity in other Jewishly spatial ways. To be persuaded to move 
across the green line, the rich and evocative history of pre-1967 Israel must 
be made more obvious. 

There are several ways this might be done. Relatively uncontested west 
Jerusalem holds great importance for the Jewish imagination and can be 
emphasized. In 1949, long before the old city was captured, Ben-Gurion 
declared Jerusalem to be the capital of Israel, underscoring the importance 
of the western half to Jewish and Israeli identity. The main institutions of 
government, including the Knesset, are located in west Jerusalem. There 
are also a number of modern cultural sites that hark back to more historical 
periods. Yad Vashem (the memorial-museum to the Holocaust), the Israel 
Museum and its Shrine of the Book (which hold the Dead Sea scrolls), 
and several artistic centres such as Ticho House, the Jerusalem Center 
for the Performing Arts, and the Jerusalem Theater all loom large in the 
Israeli cultural imagination. Neighbourhoods such as Rechavia evoke the 
leafy serenity that some settlers may associate with their vicinities in the 
West Bank. Other neighbourhoods, like the German colony, offer mixed 
commercial-residential opportunities that are a hallmark of village-like 
urban life.

As Yael Zerubavel has shown, to create an Israeli identity distinct from 
exile, early Zionists made explicit connections to “Hebrew sites” in Palestine 
while it was under Ottoman and then British rule.22 These Hebrew sites, 
including Tel Hai and Masada, not only fall within the green line but evoke 
the pioneering ethos, when Jews put themselves on the frontline in both 
settlement activity and military capacity as they sought to exist in the midst 

22 Yael Zerubavel, Recovered Roots: Collective Memory and the Making of Israeli National 
Tradition (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995).
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of would-be oppressors (the Romans) and attackers (the Arabs). These 
territories—all within pre-1967 Israel—also include places of more recent 
Jewish history that, like Gush Etzion, can be used to link modern Zionist 
pioneers with the original Zionist enterprise. These include several pre-state 
settlement areas in the Galilee, the area around Haifa, Petah Tikva, Rishon 
LeTzion, and Yad Mordechai. 

Some of these places, like Petah Tikva, are large urban areas, while 
others, like Yad Mordechai, are much smaller. Either type could be used to 
meet the needs of specific groups of settlers. Yet other places, like Tel Aviv, 
have become central elements to modern Israeli identity that have roots in 
the pre-state period. Established in 1909, Tel Aviv is considered the first 
Hebrew city since before 70 CE. It has a rich intellectual and artistic history: 
in 2003 UNESCO declared Tel Aviv’s “white city,” a collection of some 4000 
buildings built in the German Bauhaus style, a world heritage site. It has a 
lively and diverse social scene and its position on the Mediterranean adds a 
Levantine atmosphere. It is also the locus of many corporate headquarters 
and the Tel Aviv stock exchange, and its urban economy is one of the world’s 
strongest.23 It is world-famous for its restaurants, entertainment, and 
museums. 

Some of these attractions are not likely to appeal to ideological settlers 
who believe in direct contact with the entire land of Israel—that is, in the open 
spaces of the Judean Hills—rather than in the crowded cosmopolitanism 
of Israel’s coastal centre. Neither does Tel Aviv boast the overt spiritual 
significance of some of the biblical sites in the West Bank. But early Israeli 
voices waxed rhapsodic about the city. Consider this 1929 quote from Israeli 
poet Yehuda Karni: “This city has much of the devil in it, but this city has, 
like any other city, much of God. There is a great God in Tel Aviv. The God 
of love and work, and an aspiration of the people. Very soon Tel Aviv will 
sanctify a tradition, will shape forms, will fulfill the commandments and 
will bequeath a life of dignity to the next generations.”24 In combination with 
other Israeli locales, the government might call up these existing narratives 
more prominently as part of its effort to resettle the settlers.

Finally, much of the rest of Israel consists of core parts of ancient Jewish 
kingdoms—places discussed in the bible as much (or nearly as much) as the 

23 “Israeli stocks’ prosperous 60-year path,” MarketWatch, 10 May 2008, www.
marketwatch.com.

24 Quoted in Maoz Azaryahu, Tel Aviv: Mythography of a City (Syracuse: Syracuse 
University Press, 2007), 213.
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West Bank. Places like Ashdod, Beersheba, Beit Shemesh, Yavne, and Safed 
were of great importance to ancient Israelites. Many of them experienced 
attacks and destruction throughout the years in similar ways to Gush Etzion. 
Such similarities can be teased out to make these places more meaningful 
to settlers.

THE WILD WEST BANK AND THE ZIONIST FRONTIER

Where Theodor Herzl had envisioned a Europeanized Israel whose streets 
would have more in common with the cafes of Vienna than with the ancient 
desert life of the Israelites, much of the engine of modern Zionism took 
the form of the pioneering ethos promoted by the Labor establishment. The 
newly acquired territory from the 1967 war, the gradual decline in power 
and appeal of Labor Zionism and the kibbutz movement, and the rise of new 
religious Zionist messianism shifted the frontier ethos to the West Bank. 
There a “wild west” settler identity began to emerge. Thousands of Israelis 
were ready to live in both rural and urban areas in contested space amid 
Israel’s perceived enemies, create facts on the ground that would enable a 
Jewish foothold over an expanded territory, and establish a major Jewish 
presence where there had been none for 2000 years. 

In recent years this has translated into a more aggressive frontier 
mentality among many settlers. A subset of the hardline ideological settlers 
are the so-called “hilltop youth”—mostly younger individuals and families 
who have constructed almost 100 illegal outposts containing 4000 settlers 
throughout the area.25 Indeed, when the Israeli government has dismantled 
outposts, there have been serious clashes between settlers and the military. 
At the beginning of February 2006, for example, the government was 
determined to take down the outpost of Amona, in the centre of the West 
Bank. Established by 25 families, the dismantling of the outpost was seen as 
a test case for future confrontations between settlers and the government. 

25 Peace Now, “West Bank settlements.” The Israeli government has established 
a set of legal and political requirements for any new settlements to be built. 
Settlements that do not meet these criteria are considered unauthorized and illegal 
under Israeli law. In a government-appointed investigation, Talia Sasson from the 
attorney general’s office reported that there has been no government decision within 
these guidelines to establish a new settlement since the mid-1990s; Israel therefore 
deems any settlement or outpost built after this time to be illegal. See “Summary of 
the opinion concerning unauthorized outposts,” Israel Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 10 
March 2005, www.mfa.gov.il.
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In the event, about 200 settlers broke into an army base near the outpost 
two days before its scheduled demolition, damaging military equipment. 
Clashes between thousands of police and military and thousands of settlers 
ensued and over 200 people were injured.26 

For the rest of the ideological settlers—who are presumably somewhat 
more malleable than the illegal-outpost residents—the government should 
attempt to tap into the West Bank pioneering identity and redirect it to the 
other side of the green line. Pre-1967 Israel also contains areas rife for 
continuing the state-building project of Zionism. Two sites in particular—
one territorial (the Negev desert) and the other economic (the high tech and 
research-and-development sectors)—may help facilitate this. Judah and 
Simeon, two of the 12 ancient tribes of Israel, were believed to reside in 
the Negev. These kinds of symbolic links can help settlers forge a past with 
biblical history and should be emphasized. Stemming from the early passion 
of Ben-Gurion, the Israeli government has increasingly recognized the 
Negev as an important site for settlement and development. The challenge 
of developing the Negev might help connect with these pioneering longings. 

Resettlement in specific areas raises the concern about extant 
communities in the same space. The Negev is home to the Bedouin, a tribal 
society of Arabs that has struggled to retain its historical lifestyle amid the 
intrusions of the Israeli state. The Bedouin have faced considerable apathy 
regarding their interests and even direct persecution from the state. The 
movement of settlers to new areas within the green line must be conducted 
very carefully and without disruption to other groups.27

Apart from physical pioneering, settlers might be encouraged to 
devote their energies to the economic sector. Israel is a world leader in a 
number of advanced high technology areas, including biomedical research, 
communications and computer technology, diamond processing, military 
equipment, and water conservation, including desalinization of water.28  
The Negev, one of the sunniest places in Israel, is used as a centre for 
development and testing of instruments for harnessing solar energy. Israeli 
scientists have made significant advances in such technology, aided by a 

26 Efrat Weiss, “Settlers storm army base,” Ynetnews.com, 31 January 2006, www.
ynetnews.com. 

27 See Hana Hamdan, “The policy of settlement and ‘spatial Judaization’ in the 
Naqab,” Adalah Newsletter 11 (March 2005), www.adalah.org.

28 Israel ranked 16th according to Forbes.com’s “Best countries for business,” 8 
September 2009, www.forbes.com. 



|   1012  |    Autumn 2011  |   International Journal   |

| Brent E. Sasley & Mira Sucharov  |

vibrant venture capitalist system in Israel. These activities call out to the 
pioneering spirit.

THE PUBLIC-PRIVATE DISTINCTION

There is also a less lofty aspect to the story of settler identity. With their 
crowded streets, mixed residential and commercial development, and 
residential density, cities are the ultimate in public existence. People bump 
into each other as they go about their daily lives and the local coffee-shop 
barristo is likely to know your name. Urban life affords an intimacy that can 
help stave off a sense of isolation. But these same qualities can also carry 
with them the Janus-face of anonymity. With so many people circulating 
within city limits, coupled with the transience that typifies much of urban 
life, it is easier to be invisible within a city. Life in the West Bank settlements 
captures this same tension. On one hand, the settlements are automobile-
dependent enclaves, with many settlers commuting to work across the 
green line. This kind of daily existence—the kind that is part and parcel of 
suburbia—can represent both a sense of profound freedom as well as a sense 
of social isolation. On the other hand, settlers live close to their neighbours 
in small village-like enclaves surrounded by a complex network of roads and 
checkpoints designed to keep out Palestinians living in the surrounding 
areas. This has prompted a classic statement of the siege mentality—a 
microcosm of the Masada complex to which observers have pointed in the 
Israeli context.29 But the simple fact of settler life has its own communal 
identity rewards. 

The more that the public aspects of life in the towns and cities of pre-
1967 Israel can be reinforced, the more likely it is that settlers may acquiesce 
to relocating. It can be assumed that settlers would wish to find a similar 
sense of community that continues to bind them together. Having assumed 
the public mantle of pursuing the Zionist vision in the West Bank, settlers 
will want to fulfil a similarly publicly rewarded role on the other side of the 
green line. 

At the basic public-private level, this can be achieved by leading these 
settlers to small residential communities that are similarly tightly knit, 
such the yishuv	 kehillati (communal village—Israel’s version of gated 
communities). New ones might even be created for this purpose. Another 
option may be similar to the way that kibbutzim are shifting to creating 

29 Nachman Ben-Yehuda, The Masada Myth: Collective Memory and Mythmaking in 
Israel (Madison, Wisconsin: The University of Wisconsin Press, 1995).
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expansion areas where residents can purchase private homes and still 
partake in some communal aspects of kibbutz life. As with the Bedouin in 
the Negev, such development and relocation will have to be carefully planned 
to avoid infringing on existing Arab and non-settler Jewish communities.

For those more inclined to urban living, the town squares in the major 
city centres need to be the site of focus and investment. In Jerusalem, the 
Ben Yehuda pedestrian mall helps serve this public function. What was 
formerly Kikar Malchei Yisrael (Kings of Israel Square) in Tel Aviv was 
renamed Kikar Rabin (Rabin Square) following his assassination. Rabin is of 
course associated with the Oslo agreement that many settlers opposed. But 
narratives surrounding the integral role that Israel’s founders and military 
and political leaders played in state-building and peacemaking can still be 
emphasized. The key will be to help shore up unifying narratives rather than 
the divisive ones that characterized the post-Oslo climate in Israel and the 
2005 Gaza withdrawal.30 

The Israeli government could also tap into the existing West Bank 
settler siege mentality by emphasizing the types of post-withdrawal policies 
that might best address existing national threats. Bombastic rhetoric like 
that of Iranian President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad’s suggests that shoring 
up Israeli-Palestinian peace will give less fodder to those who oppose Israel 
on the basis of the festering Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Helping bring about 
a Palestinian state will also serve to sideline Hamas and possibly Hezbollah, 
which gain much of their political footing from positioning themselves as 
the vanguard of the Palestinian struggle.

Finally, in a country that values the communal spirit of volunteerism, 
the settlers will have to be assured that they are appreciated for their 
contributions to the Zionist project, even though the borders of that project 
will have changed. The government may consider launching a campaign 
that thanks settlers for their effort in maintaining the West Bank during 
decades of uncertainty in Israeli-Palestinian relations and challenges them 
to continue their nation-building ambitions in a post-peace Israel.

CONCLUSION

It is often forgotten that resolving the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is as much 
about ideas, narratives, and symbols as it is about economics, security, and 

30 See Michael Barnett, “The Israeli identity and the peace process: Re/creating the 
Un/thinkable,” in Shibley Telhami and Michael Barnett, eds. Identity and Foreign Policy 
in the Middle East (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2002), 58-87.
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water. Any resolution to the conflict will entail not only negotiation and 
agreement between the two parties, but assent from the very factions within 
each society that will be most affected. As we note, the number of settlers 
likely to be moved from the West Bank is relatively small (about 70,000). 
But given their passionate attachments, they can still play the role of spoilers 
in any peace agreement. Deeply rooted identities, anchored in time, can be 
stubborn roadblocks on the path to peace, particularly when they become 
attached to specific territories.31 But they can also be wisely harnessed by 
governments. The settlers’ sense of place in the national project needs to be 
honoured in a deliberate strategy of recasting existing symbols. 

With decades of settlement policies, the green line has been rendered 
fairly invisible: as Aluf Benn, editor-in-chief of Haaretz, writes, “[many] 
mainstream Israelis…have no idea where [the settlements] are, even when 
they’re a half-hour’s drive from Tel Aviv.”32 If this is indeed the case, this very 
fluidity paradoxically provides a basis for settlers to be convinced to relocate 
to the other side of that invisible border without much challenge to their 
identity. If Israel includes the West Bank, then surely Israel includes (west) 
Jerusalem, greater Tel Aviv, the Galilee, and the Negev.

The deeply rooted meaning that the West Bank and Jewish settlements 
in it hold for many Israelis makes such discussions deeply fraught. Israelis 
are divided—even in contradictory ways—about the settlements. A poll 
conducted two weeks prior to the slated end of the Israeli construction freeze 
in September 2010 shows that while a majority felt that the construction 
freeze should not be extended (54 percent compared to 39 percent), a 
majority was also revealed to support compromise on the issue overall: 42 
percent believe construction should take place only in the settlement blocs, 
while 20 percent believe that the freeze itself should be comprehensive.33 
The Israeli government can build on these existing support levels to refocus 
Israeli identity for West Bank settlers to make their willingness to move in 
the event of a peace deal with the Palestinians more likely.

A successful resolution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict will of course 
also be beneficial for Canada, the United States, and other countries in 
many ways. However, it should also be clear from the above discussion 

31 See Ron E. Hassner, “The path to intractability: Time and the entrenchment of 
territorial disputes,” International Security 31, no.3 (winter 2006-07): 107-38.

32 Aluf Benn, “Why won’t Obama talk to Israel?” New York Times, 27 July 2009, 
nytimes.com.

33 Dahaf Polling Institute, Yediot, 14 September 2010, reported in http://972mag.com.
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that there are limits to what Washington can do to influence the outcome 
of Israeli-Palestinian negotiations. These limitations must be accepted 
more realistically both by the American government and by observers. 
Expectations and rhetoric must be contained.

The US can certainly provide relevant financial and security incentives 
to both sides. But contrary to popular understandings, these will not be 
enough: they will not win the hearts and minds of Israelis and Palestinians, 
not least because they come from a third party not involved in the conflict. 
Ideational incentives—that is, nonmaterial things—must come from the 
Israeli and Palestinian governments themselves. With identity being such a 
defining aspect of the conflict, reticent populations will only trust their own 
governments—if anyone—to carry out the delicate task of recasting identities 
in new, geographic ways. This alone means that a reduction in expectations 
of (and blame toward) any given US administration are in order.34 

But this is not to say that there isn’t more the Obama administration 
can do. The United States, along with other powers, can contribute to the 
negotiation process in other ways. First, through the provision of legitimacy. 
Skilled mediators can help each side accept the validity of the other’s 
narratives and ideas. When Palestinians deny that a Jewish Temple ever 
existed in Israel, Israeli leaders have no confidence that dividing the city 
will allow them to retain access to Jewish holy sites. When Israel denies 
any responsibility for the displacement of Palestinians during the 1948 war, 
Palestinian leaders cannot show their population that Israel can be trusted 
to negotiate a fair solution to the Palestinian refugee issue. The US can offer 
a firm but compassionate hand in guiding each side toward acknowledging 
the narratives that define the collective memory and identity of each people.

Second, the US can help the parties by providing time. Nobel Laureate 
Robert Aumann of the Hebrew University in Jerusalem argues that both 
sides need time to truly understand the commitments and positions of 
the other.35 In the same vein, both sides need time to convince the relevant 
segments of their populations of the necessary compromises and sacrifices 
for peace, and to ensure that such efforts are genuinely absorbed to avoid 
the internal conflict on which any Israeli-Palestinian peace deal will surely 
founder. Washington can avoid pushing for immediate deadlines for a final 

34 On the limitations of America’s peace-brokering role, see Aaron David Miller, “The 
false religion of mideast peace,” Foreign Policy (May-June 2010): 50-57.

35 Lee Smith, “Wrong move,” Tablet Magazine, 22 September 2010, www.
tabletmag.com.
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agreement. Such impositions only heighten expectations and place undue 
pressure on the parties themselves. In instances when deadlines are deemed 
to be helpful, Israeli and Palestinian negotiators might instead be brought 
into the decision about what sort of deadline is appropriate given each side’s 
domestic requirements. One year, an often-suggested timeframe in which 
to reach an agreement, is probably not enough for Israel and Palestine 
to convince their own populations that they must accept the end of their 
respective dreams.

Third, the US should put pressure on the Israeli and Palestinian 
governments. But instead of pressing them only to compromise with each 
other, as is the norm, more pressure should be brought to bear to push them 
to deal more directly, honestly, and firmly with their own populations. Israel, 
for example, should be encouraged not only to freeze settlement activity, but 
also to demonstrate its commitment to an eventual withdrawal by dismantling 
the illegal outposts and to begin building affordable communities and 
opening spaces within the green line for settler populations. 

At the same time that settler activity is halted, the settlers need to be 
able to glimpse a viable future for themselves within relocated communities. 
Otherwise, no agreement will survive past the negotiating table. This 
may run counter to the expectations of many (why reward the settlers for 
intransigence?) but it is necessary. While land has served to structure much 
of the clash between Israeli and Palestinian histories and destinies, imbuing 
alternative physical terrain with existing settler Zionist symbols and longings 
will be critical in enabling a lasting peace.

Finally, it bears repeating that the effort to re-narrate settler identity 
within the green line must be done deftly, with appropriate sensitivity 
to existing communities in Israel—particularly the Arab sector. Our 
prescriptions can certainly, if unintentionally, affect extant dynamics and 
tensions over the Jewish nature of the state and majority-minority relations. 
We have tried to address this in different ways. For example, the sites 
and narratives highlighted above are explicitly Jewish and not subject to 
interethnic dispute. The size of the settler population discussed above is 
small enough that it would not affect to any significant degree demographic 
balances in Israel. Israel already must provide for all its citizens’ (Jewish 
and Arab) cultural needs. And it should be noted that there is already an 
ongoing discourse in Israel about how to square the circle of a Jewish state 
with a large nonJewish minority. Emphasizing Jewish-Israeli identity for 
the settlers will not add any radically new conceptual dimensions to the 
existing discussion. If anything, it might bring the issue into sharper relief, 
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engendering a new layer of identity-searching on the part of Israel about the 
nature of its democracy as a Jewish state.

Still, we are aware of potential implications of this argument for spurring 
further interethnic tensions. On one level there is little choice: the bulk of 
the settler population is highly unlikely to want to remain under Palestinian 
sovereignty and subject to Arab symbols and narratives. This means that 
the ideas presented above will have to be carefully operationalized so as to 
mitigate the consequence or the perception that Palestinian citizens of Israel 
are being crowded out to make room—physically and symbolically—for 
Jewish citizens. But the ongoing discussion and debate about the character 
of the state and what it means for the Arab minority provides some hope that 
the transfer of settlers into Israel will be incorporated into this discourse. 




