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A. INTRODUCTION 

The control post-WWII welfare states wielded over their housing market was a meaningful 
method of achieving social justice while realizing “national” interests, such as regional 
development. All of this was done while getting the public to identify with the national 
agenda. Housing policy, however, also had a more sinister side, as it served to achieve 
national domination of disputed lands and stratified societies according to ethnic affiliation. It 
appears as if this reality has changed over the past three decades: The current discourse on the 
decline of national hegemonies and governmentability, the normalization of neoliberal reality 
and the growth of the global economy, would seem to be forcing the state to be concerned 
with cost-benefit issues. Furthermore, the human rights discourse prevents the state from 
favoring or discriminating against certain groups in the housing arena, based on their affinity 
to national or ethnic agendas. Alternatively, the function of the state and centralized policy 
has been replaced by neoliberal logic, which is meant to promise “neutrality.”  

However, a critical analysis of the Israeli settler-society reveals that housing policy as 
control is served by neoliberal practices. At times it would appear that cooperation between 
neoliberal and “national” goals is obtained, thus guaranteeing a mutual “benefit.” Such 
cooperation enables the preservation of nationalism as the main axis organizing social life, 
primarily when said cooperation takes place in the housing arena for immigrants - the focus of 
this article. In such cooperation the “free market” advances national goals of development and 
growth, yet maintains domination, regulation and control. In return, the political and 
administrative branches of the state advance neoliberal goals of globalization and 
privatization. Thus, the relations between neoliberal and national goals are normalized, while 
providing major agents in the “free market” with public resources and wealth. In other words, 
nationalism and neoliberalism at present are related, and therefore enable the simultaneous 
coexistence of the two hegemonies: national and neoliberal, both of which stratify society.  

This article follows two phases of housing projects, designed to absorb Jewish immigrants, 
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once during the 1950s for Mizrahim1 and once during the 1990s for “Russian” immigrants2, in 
Lod - a “mixed” Jewish-Arab (“Palestinian”) city. Officially, these two phases are regarded as 
policy for improving the standard of living of needy immigrants. The article critically 
illustrates what the geographical and social consequences of this policy are, and how housing 
for immigrants helped the State of Israel promote a national agenda of ethnicizing the 
“internal urban frontier,” as well as advance neoliberal goals of privatization.  

The central question of the article is how does housing policy serve as a means of 
controlling society and space in “mixed” cities, in ethnically divided societies particularly in a 
period in which the powerlessness of the nation-state and the strength of neoliberal ideology 
are evidenced? The article argues that the transformation of Israeli housing policy  (from 
centralism to private initiative and “free market” economics) did not dramatically change the 
structures of spatial power and control. The link between housing policy and immigration is a 
powerful device for national expansion and stratification of society according to ethno-class 
belonging. That is to say that housing policy is a tool for allowing the state to control society 
and space.   

      

B. CENTRALIZATION, DISPOSSESSION, ABSORPTION AND HOUSING: THE 
SETTLEMENT OF MIZRAHI IMMIGRANTS 

The social and spatial characteristics of Israeli settler society and the attempt to control the 
demographic balance in the “mixed” Jewish-Arab city of Lod are key to understanding the 
housing policy implemented in Lod since 1948. The establishment of the State of Israel and 
the ensuing 1948 War created a new reality in the city of Lod, when approximately 20,000 
Palestinians fled or were forced to leave the city (Morris, 1987), and 1,030 Palestinians were 
allowed to remain in the city. After the war 10,000 Jewish immigrants were settled 
intensively in the abandoned Palestinian houses of Lod . Some of the newcomers were 
Holocaust survivors (Yacobi, 2003). 

Settling Jewish immigrants in cities and regions that were populated by Palestinians until 
1948 was part of a governmental scheme to Judaize frontier and internal frontier areas. The 
latter, relevant to the case of Lod, are “alien” areas within the boundaries of the state with 
high concentrations of indigenous people, where the dominant community attempts to 
increase its control. Obviously, in these regions the state uses positive images of development 
by rational planning, in which housing plays a significant role. In practical terms, this was 
enabled through massive expropriation of Palestinian land and houses, and their 
transformation into property of the Jewish state through legislation. All properties and lands 
were listed under the name of the Custodian of Absentee Property and the Development 
Authority (Kedar, 2001). Shortly after the end of the 1948 War, nearly 44,000 Jewish 
families, most of whom were immigrants, were housed in abandoned Palestinian houses all 
over Israel. Another 61,000 Jewish families were housed in temporary dwelling units, 
constructed mostly on abandoned Palestinian land (Golan, 1998).  

Nevertheless, housing was in short supply, as hundreds of thousands of immigrants 
arrived. Most of them came from Muslim countries in Asia and North Africa and were known 
as Mizrahim (Easterners). By the end of 1953, four and a half years after statehood had been 
declared, Israel’s Jewish population had doubled; at the close of 1956, it had tripled (Lissak, 
1999). The large wave of immigration obligated the socialist (yet not communist) political 
establishment, headed by Prime Minister David Ben-Gurion, to adopt an optimal and 
expeditious policy, associated with modern and “rational” methods (Eisenstadt, 1969), while 
                                                 
1 “Mizrahim” (Mizrahi in the singular) means Orientals or Easterners and refers to Jewish immigrants 
who came to Israel in the 1950s from Muslim countries in the Middle East and North Africa.  
2 “Russians” refers to immigrants from the Former Soviet Union who came to Israel in the 1990s. Most 
of them are Jewish.  
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solving the problem of spatial polarization (Lipshitz, 1998) – meaning the lack of Jewish 
presence in regions and cities that had been Arab3 ones prior to establishment of the state. 

The “solution” found was to concentrate most housing-related activities, such as planning, 
financing, allocating and populating, in the hands of the Israeli government (Golan, 1998). In 
fact, this policy was typical of many European states after 1945. Housing became a major 
policy component wherever state regulation adopted some variant of the welfare-state model, 
as it reflects social progress and individual status within society (van Kempen et al., 2000). 
Hence, some claim that the state should allocate housing  based on need, and housing policy 
should not be subjugated to market considerations (i.e. cost-benefit). Instead, policy should 
contribute to the development of the welfare system (Donnison and Stephens, 2003). These 
ideas were part of the modernist-functionalist approach, which regards society as a set of 
requirements and problems that public institutions, and mainly the institutions of the nation-
state, are supposed to resolve, while concurrently achieving public identification with the 
national agenda - primarily regarding immigrants (Gordon, 1964).   

To that end, a new public construction company was established in Israel – Amidar- 
owned by the State of Israel and Zionist institutions, to administer a large stock of newly built 
housing, as well as expropriated refugee houses, which were transformed into public or social 
housing. This stock accounted for 10,000 dwelling units in 1949, 125,000 in 1958 and 
200,000 in 1962 (Dadon, 2000). It served to house newly arrived and needy immigrants, but 
also to control the allocation of the immigrants in frontier and internal frontier regions – 
analogous to McGarry’s (1998) “demographic engineering”:      
“On one hand, state authorities move agents, that is groups which are intended to perform a 
function on behalf of the state. State agents are normally settled, that is made provision for, 
and they are normally moved to peripheral parts of the state occupied by minorities. On the 
other hand, the authorities move enemies, that is, groups, which in their present location pose 
a problem for the authorities and an obstacle to their goals. “Enemy” status is subjectively 
assigned by the authorities, and need not correspond with anti-state activity on the part of 
targeted groups” (McGarry 1998, 614-615). 

In relation to the “enemy,” in the first period after the war, Palestinian refugees tried to re-
settle in their vacated houses in Lod. The authority’s reaction included military acts against 
them as well as massive settlement of Jewish immigrants - mainly Mizrahim. From the 
foundation of the State of Israel through 1949, 126,000 (66 percent) of the 190,000 Jewish 
immigrants to Israel were settled in abandoned Palestinian houses, turned into “public 
housing,” in the “mixed cities,” including Lod (Morris, 1987). Starting in the early 1950s - 
following a new master plan for Lod - the Israeli government began massive construction of 
modernist housing blocks, infrastructure and public services, solely for the Jewish population 
(Yaacobi, 2002).  

The aforementioned socio-spatial process clearly demonstrates a specific case of settler 
society; a model that refers to the colonial legacy in which Europeans immigrated to other 
territories and settled there, perceiving these places as “terra nullius.” This model identifies 
social and spatial patterns that can be also recognized within the Israeli case, in which three 
social groups can be schematically marked (Shafir, 1999; Stasiulis and Yuval-Davis, 1995; 
Yiftachel and Meir, 1998). The first is the founding charter group, which gains the dominant 
political, cultural and economic status during the first period of establishment. In Israel, this 
group is composed of mainly Ashkenazi Jews,4 the “founders” of the state. The second group 

                                                 
3 The terms “Arabs” and “Palestinians” are used alternately, and refer to Palestinians that are citizens of 
the State of Israel.  
4 Ashkenazi Jews - Ashkenazim in the plural - comprise the dominant or “core” Jewish collective in 
Israel. Most Ashkenazim immigrated to Israel from Europe and America during the pre-state period or 
immediately after 1948, founding and constituting Jewish culture and nationalism in Israel. 
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consists of waves of immigrants that follow the charter group, and are often ethnically 
different and pigeonholed as having an inferior social status. This group, in reference to 
Israel, is the Mizrahi Jews as well as those who emigrated in the 1990s from the former 
Soviet Union, typically referred to as the “Russians.” These immigrants are usually labeled 
“home comers” or “return migration.” The indigenous people forming the third group are 
excluded from the process of constructing the new state, and members of this group are 
generally fixed into their inferior ethno-class status. In the Israeli context this group includes 
the Palestinian citizens that face discrimination in different spheres of public life. The nation- 
and state-building project in Israel, which was conducted in the shadow of the national 
conflict, included the Ashkenazim, the Mizrahim, and the Russians, while excluding the 
Palestinians.  

The above raises a crucial question concerning the ability to include both founders and 
immigrants in the national project and at the same time preserve the immigrants’ 
“backwardness” and exclusion. In other words, why do the immigrants agree to and cooperate 
with this unequal partnership? According to Gurr (1993), immigrants tend to adopt the values 
of the dominant group in order to achieve material benefits. Another related explanation 
suggests that gradual integration of the immigrants in the ethno-national dominant group, 
even as an inferior class, will protect the immigrants’ advantage and preference over the 
indigenous people. With regard to the distribution of housing, land and resources, in most 
cases the immigrants experienced some material gains and thus benefited from the system 
(Yiftachel and Kedar, 2000). Yet, the distribution of public housing never comes without an 
expense for the immigrants: They usually face poor housing conditions, dwelling in close 
proximity to the “enemy,” which prevents the growth of a developed dwelling market in the 
“mixed cities.” Consequently, landlords who want to sell their apartments in order to leave 
the cities find that the value of their apartments is not sufficient for living elsewhere in Israel 
(Kallus and Yone, 2002; Yonah and Saporta, 2002). This allocation, generally achieved in 
Israel through the supply of housing and subsidized according to locations of “national 
priority,” is an important product and conserver of the demographic engineering project.  

The presence of the remaining 1,030 Palestinians in Lod and the geographical location of 
the city in the center of Israel - just between Tel Aviv and Jerusalem - fit well to the term 
“internal frontier” or “national priority place.” As a result, the young state promoted the plan 
to settle the Jewish immigrants in the city. Soon it became the third node of its size to 
“absorb” new Jewish immigrants, mostly Mizrahim5, whether in abandoned Palestinian 
houses or newly constructed modern apartment buildings on expropriated land (Yacobi, 
2003).  Both became part of the public housing or subsidized stock in the city and served to 
allocate Jewish immigrants for the benefit of demographic goals. The 1995 Population and 
Housing Census showed that 46% of the pre-1948 houses occupied by Jews, were owned by 
Amidar - more than the average rate in the city (11%).    

In the years after the settlement of the Mizrahi immigrants in Lod, the Israeli state 
attempted to control the balance between the size of the Jewish and Palestinian populations. 
Despite these efforts, over the past several decades the Palestinian population has increased 
from 9 percent in 1961 to 21 percent in 2000, with a corresponding decrease in the size of the 
Jewish population. This process is a result of forces, which now undermine the Judaization 
project. These forces included allocating internal Palestinian refugees from other regions in 
Lod just after the war of 1948 (Cohen, 2000), resettling a wave of nomadic Palestinians 
(Bedouin) in the city during the 1960s and internal immigration of Palestinians to Lod. 
Furthermore, given Lod’s status as a “mixed” city, it has never been attractive to the Jewish 
population, and consequently suffered from emigration. Most of the Jews who live there were 
needy immigrants, who were offered affordable housing in the city (Yacobi, 2003). In 1995 

                                                 
5 In 1969, for instance, it is reported that in Lod there were 50% Jewish immigrants from North Africa, 
18% from other Middle Eastern countries, 24% from Europe and 8% Arabs. 
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(the year of the census) 76% of the total number of heads of households among the Jews in 
Lod were immigrants (compared to 59% in the rest of Israel). 69% of them were Mizrahim.  

To conclude this section, it is evident that housing policy in Israel was a means of 
demographic and geographic control. Although associated with the provision of shelter to 
needy immigrants, the fundamental goal of housing policy was to advance the Judaization 
project in frontier and internal frontier regions and cities. The objective was achieved through 
massive concentration of housing activities in the hands of the government. However, 
throughout the years Israel has undergone a rapid decentralization and privatization processes, 
which are generally identified with the spreading of neoliberal ideology. Could this possibly 
affect the allocation of immigrants? Is it possible for Israel to maintain the demographic 
engineering project? 

     

C. PRIVATIZATION, ABSORPTION AND HOUSING: THE SETTLEMENT OF 
RUSSIAN IMMIGRANTS 

It has become popular to associate globalization and growth of neoliberal economy with 
the end of national hegemony and diminishing ability of settler societies to affect spatial 
processes, such as directing immigrants to frontier and internal frontier areas (Pearson, 2000; 
Abu-Laban, 2001). The rapid shift to a neoliberal economy increased the role of the “free 
market” in determining social relations in settler societies (Anderson, 2000). This is also the 
case in Israel (Ram, 2000; Nitzan and Bichler, 2002). It therefore implies that social relations, 
which are embedded in spatial processes, are regulated by actors in the “free market” without 
being affiliated with “national” interests. It means that no priority is given to groups based on 
their national affiliation, and that the state cannot move groups of people according to 
national interests. This is the age of neutrality in housing (King, 2000). Is it the end of 
demographic and geographic engineering? 

Research into the housing policy in Lod during the 1990s makes it difficult to accept such 
insights. The study indicates that the aforementioned processes of globalization and 
privatization did not erode national control and caused no meaningful change to hegemonic 
structures. Indeed, hegemonic structures have become more flexible with the emergence of 
neoliberal discourse. That said, a critical examination, such as that conducted in Lod, could 
indicate that this discourse hides the role of the state behind a veil of “market” and 
bureaucracy. The state continues to hold a monopoly over certain resources - land and 
planning rights in this case. This monopoly enables the state to influence the status of 
different actors in the “free market,” and thus subordinates the “free housing market” to 
“national” needs. Accordingly, the separation between state and housing is illusive. In fact, 
veils of neoliberal discourse, efficiency, technocracy and professional considerations - all give 
the notion of neutrality and objectivity, and conceal tight relations between state and free 
housing market. 

The tight relation between the state and the housing market is more evident in ethnically 
divided and settler societies, particularly where ideological and material affinities between 
state and land are kept. It is manifested in generating better conditions for selected actors who 
are ideologically identified with state’s interest. Needless to say, all are part of the founder 
and immigrant groups. Cooperation between the Israeli state and selected actors in the “free 
market,” mainly entrepreneurs and private housing companies, lies behind the exploitation of 
“Russian” immigrants who came to Israel in the 1990s, for the spatial Judaization project in 
general (Tzfadia, 2000), and in Lod as well. 

How can immigrant absorption and spatial Judaization be implemented when the ability of 
settler societies to realize the project of demographic engineering is eroded? Some 911,000 
immigrants from the Former Soviet Union (`Russians’) came to Israel between late 1989 and 
the end of 2001. Like most previous waves of immigrants, the majority of Russians did not 
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come to Israel for ideological reasons, but to improve their security and quality of life (Al-Haj 
and Leshem, 2000). The willingness of the Israeli elite to absorb such a large mass of 
immigrants is related to their Zionist desire to maintain a Jewish majority and to their 
aspiration to reinforce the country’s European culture. In these senses, the arrival of the 
Russian immigrants primarily served the interests of the Jewish Ashkenazim (Kimmerling, 
2001).  

Unlike previous waves of immigrants, the Russians arrived in Israel when capitalist and 
individualist values were ascendant (Kimmerling, 2001). This was reflected in a new policy 
labeled “direct absorption.” Instead of allocating immigrants to particular geographical 
regions (as was the norm in the 1950s) and giving them housing in government housing 
projects or in abandoned Palestinian houses (Lewin-Epstein et al., 1997; Yiftachel and 
Tzfadia, 2004; Kallus and Law-Yone, 2002), “direct absorption” permits immigrants the 
freedom to choose their regional location (Leshem and Shuval, 1998). It gives each immigrant 
family a first year budget for renting an apartment immediately upon arrival, wherever the 
family may choose. In the second year, the immigrant may select one of three tracks for 
financing dwelling: renting assistance, public housing or allowances to purchase an 
apartment. This concept and practice was embedded in the private housing market arena, as 
the prevailing assumption was that the private housing market would be sufficient for housing 
all immigrants (Doron and Karger, 1993). 

However, at the beginning of 1990, when the entrepreneurs waited for a growing demand 
in the housing market and homelessness started to spread, the government moved from total 
dependence on the private market to direct large-scale construction. This modification was 
done by making more agricultural lands available for new large-scale construction. The Israel 
Lands Administration  (ILA) reduced the transaction cost of land development: The ILA 
allowed farmers to enjoy some of the profits from developing dwelling projects by selling 
their land tenure rights for relatively high prices, and in some cases to instigate such 
development without returning the land to ILA (Feitelson, 1999). The first option is relevant 
to the case study of Ganei Aviv, which is regarded as the largest project realized under this 
governmental decision. Ganei Aviv is a new neighborhood constructed in Lod during the 
1990s, between two Palestinian neighborhoods. It is now acts as a wedge between the two 
Palestinian neighborhoods and the central district of the city. 

Another benefit used to encourage large-scale construction, with great relevancy to Ganei 
Aviv, was changing the law of planning and construction by authorizing the work of Special 
Committees for Housing (SCH). The SCH had authority to decide on large-scale residential 
projects (over 200 dwelling units), without being subjugated to the planning and housing law 
(Alterman, 2002). Furthermore, the government decided to grant prizes to entrepreneurs who 
managed to expedite the construction processes. All these decisions are almost worthless in 
public costing terms (excepting the last one, which cost several million shekels a year). 
However, these decisions took advantage of the state monopoly over lands by making the 
lands more available and the planning procedure more rapid, thus benefiting the 
entrepreneurs. This is the contribution of public policy to the advancement of free market 
interests. The question is how the state benefits. Following the governmental decisions, in 
1988-1992 the annual rate of new dwelling units was tripled. Yet, most of the new dwellings, 
including those in Ganei Aviv, were very small and lacked services (State Comptroller, 
1992).  

In November 1991 the Ganei Aviv plan was authorized by the SCH. The plan changed the 
use of the land from agricultural land to a dense housing zone of 16 housing units per dunam6 
(4,125 units). 2,000 units were supposed to be built within the municipal boundaries of Lod, 
while the remaining units were planned for Emek Lod (Lod Valley) –Regional Council for 

                                                 
6 Dunam - a unit of land measure equal to 1,000 square meters (about 1/4 acre). 
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agricultural purposes Furthermore, the new plan authorized the construction of two 
commercial centers, open space and kindergartens. 

In 1993 Papo Construction Projects purchased 1,300 dunams of farmland in Emek Lod. 
The leasing rights were purchased from farmers for a total of $16 million. This was 3-4 times 
higher than the real price of agricultural land, but 8-10 times less expensive than the price of 
planned land for housing. After the purchase of the land, the company started a process of 
changing the use of the farmland to housing and transferring the land from the regional 
council of Emek Lod to the municipal territory of Lod. Why? Because it was only possible to 
implement the SCH program to build 16 dwelling units per dunam under the authority of the 
city of Lod, and 2 dwelling units per dunam under the authority of the regional council of 
Emek Lod.  

Several months later, the land was transferred to another real estate developer, Migdal 
HaZohar, and the construction process got underway. In 1994 the Ministry of Construction 
and Housing gave  Migdal HaZohar a special grant of $4 million in order to expedite the 
process. This sum was half of the governmental grants given for this purpose in 1994. Yet, in 
1994 it was also discovered that Migdal HaZohar had constructed more units than the 
program permitted by adding more floors and failing to build the public facilities and open 
spaces included in the authorized program.  

The marketing process started at the very beginning of the construction stage. It focused 
on affordable prices. To the target group of apartment purchasers in the new neighborhood, 
which at this stage was mainly Russian immigrants, Ganei Aviv was presented as a suburb of 
Tel Aviv. Advertisements in Israel’s most popular Russian language newspaper failed to 
mention that the development was located in the mixed city of Lod: 

“We are talking here about the erasure of the borders between Tel Aviv and its satellite 
towns. Within a year or so, a suburb train will link all cities in to one big metropolis. Those 
who will live in Ganei Aviv will live in a suburb of Tel Aviv” (from an advertisement in Vesti, 
January 9, 1997, translated from Russian). 

Later, when a sample flat was designed and presented to the potential buyers, Migdal 
Hazohar constructed a bypass road that led to the new neighborhood without going through 
the Palestinian population of the city.  

Indeed, the benefits given to the developer and the purchasers of the apartments, attracted 
Russian immigrants who wanted to live in a Tel Aviv suburb and fulfill their national 
“mission” since “the wave of Russian migration preserved the proportions between Arabs and 
Jews in the city.”7 However, several years after moving to Lod, the picture has  changed: 
Russian immigrants who improved the economic status left the neighborhood, leaving behind 
a high percentage of single-parent families and the elderly (Lod Municipality, 2000). In the 
area which is 70 percent populated by Russian immigrants, the price of the flats collapsed 
within 5 years by 50%, one of the reasons for this being the proximity to the Palestinian 
neighborhood of Pardess-Shanir, which “endangered” the new Jewish neighborhood, as stated 
by one of Ganei Aviv resident: 

“Every day I see how they want to enter into our neighborhood. We were promised that it 
would be fine here, that we would have everything: a train to Tel Aviv. …but there are only 
Arabs here” (Interview with Misha, Ganey Aviv, January 29, 2001).  

In contrast, Ganei Aviv is perceived by the Arab population as an opportunity to improve 
housing conditions, as stated Kamal, an Arab resident:  

                                                 
7 “Demography,” June 20, 1993. Lod Municipal Archive. 
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“After all, we were born here and we do not have any other alternative for housing. Ganei 
Aviv offers a big stock of flats, and it is also very close to some of the existing Arab districts; 
so, why shouldn’t I live there?” (Interview with Kamal, August 25, 2000). 

These sentiments illustrate the tension between the city’s promise to become an open arena 
for its inhabitants, and the contradictory ethnic logic of segregation and control. For the 
Palestinian-Arabs in Lod, the road between the “Jewish-neighborhood” and the “Arab-
neighborhood” is thus akin to a sealed wall. The practices producing this segregated reality 
are telling. For example, an “innocent” newspaper advertisement for flats in Ganei Aviv in 
the seemingly “free market” states: 

“Despite the tempting conditions offered to potential clients in Ganei Aviv, do not think that 
we accept everyone here… There is a special committee in charge of upholding the standard 
of living and maintaining the social status of residents. By doing so we aim to avoid conflicts” 
(Kol Ha-Ir newspaper, August 4, 2000).  

Furthermore, in the purchasing contract the above is legally formalized: 

“In order to control the [social] level of the population of the neighborhood, the Management 
Company has formed a committee that will categorize the requests to buy flats... Every sale or 
rental of flats, must receive the approval of the committee... A warning, formulated according 
to this clause will be written in the Land Registrar and in the Condominium Order...” (Clause 
22) 

What is the role of such a committee in an urban space in which, as the literature mentions, 
the interests of private capital are dominant and liberal ideas are expressed (Katzanelson, 
1996)? Is it the contribution of the free market in advancing national interests as a response to 
the economic benefits the state gives the developers or whether the developer is concerned 
that selling flats to the minority group will result in falling housing prices - as suggested by 
the literature dealing with ethnic segregation (Turner and Wienk, 1993)? Furthermore, what is 
the role of the state and the response of its apparatuses  vis-à-vis the mechanisms of control 
imposed by the company? 

These questions are at the core of the following section, which will analyze the case of Mr. 
Thanus, an Arab inhabitant who tried to purchase a flat in Ganei Aviv. In the following 
section the interrelations between the urban reality and national interests where the “free 
market” has a central role in the production of ethnic segregation, will be highlighted.  
 

D. THE NATIONAL GATEKEEPERS 

Mr. Thanus, an Arab resident of Lod, wanted to live in Ganei Aviv. In 2000 he made 
offers to purchase two apartments held by receivers, after the former residents faced 
bankruptcy. In both cases Thanus offered relatively high prices (similar to the public auction 
marketing method of selling). Yet in both cases the receivers rejected his offers. Why? One of 
the receivers explained (Execution Office, file 0182128989):  
“3a. According to the Migdal Hazohar settlement, all selling processes must be approved by 
the housing committee. 

3i. The director of Migdal Hazohar, Mr. Kaplan, informed the receiver that Thanus would not 
be able to live in the neighborhood, because he was an Arab and had not served in the Israeli 
army…” 

The second receiver, who holds the second apartment in trust, made a similar statement 
(execution office, file no. 01-97332-98-8): 

“a. The apartment is built on land that belongs to the Israel Lands Administration, and as far 
as I know, the Lands Administration does not lease land to minorities… 
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c. The attorney for Migdal Hazoher, Mr. Krote, informed me that minorities would not be 
allowed to live in the neighborhood.” 

Mr. Thanus appealed to the Execution Authority, claiming that the reasons underlying the 
nonacceptance of his proposals were illegal: No law makes military service applicable to 
dwellings, and the Israel Lands Administration leases land to all Israeli citizens, including 
Arabs (Execution Office, file 0182128989). The chairperson of the regional Execution Office, 
Yael Henig, asked the ILA  whether Migdal Hazohar was permited to select the dwellers. A 
spokesperson of the ILA replied that “when the ILA allocated the land in accordance with the 
development contract with Migdal Hazohar, no restrictions were made as to who the 
residents of the new neighborhood would be… and nobody mentioned a selection committee.” 

Three days later, the Chairperson of the regional Execution Office called in the attorney 
for Migdal Hazohar, Uri Katzav, who said:8  
“My client refuses to accept the sale of any apartment to Mr. Thanus. Ganei Aviv is a private 
neighborhood. It is a gated community. The Israel Lands Administration has nothing to do 
with the sale, as the Lands Administration never defined the marketing method. I claim that I 
am free to sell the apartments to whomever I want. There are contracts between Migdal 
Hazohar and the purchasers which back the selection committee … My claim is that the entire 
debate is contractual. It has nothing to do with the status of the person. It is not relevant. This 
is a contractual matter. I claim that the chairperson of the regional Execution Office has no 
official authorization in relation to the selection committee. It is a private body, and thus is 
not obligated to justify its motivations .” 

This explanation is, however, clearly not legally binding because the State of Israel owns 
the land, hence the provisions of the public law, such as the axiom of equality, are applicable. 
In this sense Migdal Hazohar was hired by the State of Israel to execute the program of 
building Ganei Aviv. Nevertheless, the chairperson of the regional Execution Office studied 
the contracts between the selection committee and the purchasers in depth, as if they were 
legal documents. She found that the contracts include no provisions regarding sale by 
receivers, and decided to uphold the offer made by Mr. Thanus. Despite this, the decision did 
not shut down the selection committee, and Arabs cannot purchase apartments in Ganei Aviv. 

The interrelationship of the free market and nationalism in advancing the project of 
demographic engineering is indeed complex. The concept of Arabs not being allowed to live 
in Ganei Aviv, while all other citizens - including recent immigrants are acceptable - indicates 
a clear demarcation between “us” and “them.” It means that these lines are drawn by the 
private company and that they coincide with the outlines of the nation-building project of the 
settler society. In other words, although the project was constructed and marketed by a private 
company, which is ostensibly a free-market player, we have highlighted how it adopted the 
role of the national gatekeeper.  

Furthermore, the case illustrates the differences between perceived and concealed practices 
that settler societies have to adopt today: the perceived practices, which are interlaced with 
the neoliberal discourse, represent egalitarian public policy, freedom of speech, democratic 
elections, and progressive and professional juridical authorities. The concealed practices, 
however, contribute to “the crystallization of Apartheid by depolarizing the conflicts and 
transforming them into abstract avenues of honesty, disconnected from any social context” 
(Ziv and Shamir, 2003:110, translated by the author).  

In Ganei Aviv as well, the juridical authority of the State (the Execution Authority) 
implemented a moral resolution by identifying a gap in the contracts of the selection 
committee, hence enabling the purchase by Mr. Thanus. Yet the juridical authorities made no 
effort to prevent the continuation of the selection committee and to cancel all the illegal 

                                                 
8 Execution office, file no. 0182128989, 12.10.2000, pp. 1-3. 
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contracts. In reality, the juridical authorities gave Migdal Hazohar the green light, because the 
company serves the national interests.  

*** 

Finalizing the review of the housing policy for immigrants in the “mixed” city of Lod 
during the 1950s and the 1990s, we should return now to the dilemma presented in the 
introduction: the growing neoliberal logic erodes the ability of nationalism to advance 
projects in the name of state- and nation-building, mainly in settler societies whose aim is to 
ethnicize the territory by absorption, inclusion and dispersal of the immigrants. Housing 
policy is essential to fulfilling such an aim. Yet, in the social and political changes that took 
place in settler societies in recent decades, allocation of immigrants according to “national” 
interests is no longer possible (Pearson, 2000; Abu-Laban, 2001).  

The study of housing policy in Lod partly disagrees with this assumption: After the war of 
1948, the young state could promote and implement the housing of immigrants in abandoned 
houses of Palestinian refugees and later plan and construct modern housing projects on 
expropriated land, namely to promote state- and nation-building through development 
projects. At the same time, they could disperse the immigrants and dispossess the indigenous 
people of their property, meaning to Judaize the city. These policies are compatible with the 
knowledge on settler societies and ethno-national logic, which control the directions of 
development, while stratifying the society according to ethnic affiliation.  

However, the 1990s presented a different reality. The ambition of the state to advance 
“national” projects might face difficulties. Indeed, in Israel the national hegemony is still 
dominant, partly due to the conflict in the region, hence able to absorb mass wave of 
immigration. But, the project of ethnicizing the territory is problematic because the state does 
not put its own national interests into practice. The state depends on the agreement of the 
“free market” to implement its decisions. This agreement is essential to the success of public 
projects, thus the decision makers should pay attention that someone in the free market will 
enjoy some benefits from the fulfillment of state policy. In this sense it is appropriate to point 
at the relative powerlessness of nationalism in the neoliberal reality. However, this is partial 
powerlessness. Cooperation between state and “private market,” that enables the 
transformation of public goods, such as providing construction rights on public lands, 
rezoning farmland for urban use and permitting dense construction, cause the entrepreneurs to 
join the game. In exchange for these benefits, the entrepreneurs become the gatekeepers of 
national interest – the Judaization of the city of Lod in this case study.  

Accordingly, the review of housing policy for immigrants in Lod during the 1950s and 
1990s illustrates the manipulative use of housing policy. In both periods it was a resource for 
social and spatial control in the hands of the state. Yet, housing policy underwent a 
transformation from a resource which represented total control of the state in the first decades 
after WWII, into a subtle and even elusive resource, which obligates the state to cooperate 
with agents in the “private market” and to ensure that the agents’ interests are also advanced. 
The state, however, continues to keep housing as a resource of social and spatial control.     
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