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The acquisition by the Israeli National
Library Archives at Givat Ram of a sizeable
trove of primary material pertaining to
the internal workings of the communist
movement in Israel/Palestine covering
the last eighty-five years took me recently
to Jerusalem. The friendly and helpful
reception afforded me brought to mind a
rather different experience over thirty-five
years ago.1
My initial introduction to the world
of Israeli archives was facilitated by an
old university classmate who was in
Jerusalem conducting research on senior
Arab and Jewish Mandatory officials.2
He introduced me both to the Israel State
Archives (Ginzach Ha Medina) and to the
Central Zionist Archives. The former, in
the early 1970s, occupied the basement of
the Israeli prime minister’s office in an area
which before the establishment of the state
of Israel was known as Shaykh Badr; the
latter were located in the Jewish Agency
building on King George Street. The State
Archives, despite the grandiose name,
were in the early 1970s a shambolic and
haphazard affair, unlike the Central Zionist
archives, which were a more efficient and
business-like enterprise. The sojourn in
both establishments was uneventful.
In the late 1970s and early 1980s,
Amnon Cohen, Moshe Ma’oz, Shaul
Mishal, Moshe Shemesh, Uriel Dan, and
Avi Plascov, among others, published a
number of “scholarly” works. Most if
not all of these authors combined their
Orientalist research with service to the
state, a state of affairs rather common
in the field of Middle Eastern studies in
Israel.3 The protagonists were for the most
part “state scholars” who utilized their
academic skills and “knowledge of the
enemy” to promote Israel’s case in the
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world of academia and establish a dominant Israeli narrative.4 A majority of these works
were anchored in archival research, and the source of the numerous documents cited,
housed in the Israel State Archives, appeared to be official Jordanian security reports. In
the early 1980s, I approached one of their number and asked about accessibility to the
archives, having assumed that this was a privilege restricted to those in the “service of
the state.” Amnon Cohen, who I later found out was instrumental in assembling a team
of “future scholars” to go through the captured Jordanian documents,5 and who served
three terms as the civilian coordinator for the military government established after the
occupation of the West Bank in June 1967, assured me that contrary to my suspicions,
the archives were open to all researchers.6 He advised that I should approach the director
of the Israel State Archives in order to gain admission. I did this forthwith and contacted
Avraham Alsberg, the “state archivist.”
Alsberg politely but curtly informed me that access to the documents could not be
obtained, for the simple reason that he was not the person responsible for them, merely
their keeper. He conceded that the documents were indeed housed in the State Archives,
but maintained that they were the property of the Jordanian government and he did not
possess the authority to release them. The responsible body was the Israeli army in its
capacity as the successor authority in the occupied West Bank to the Jordanian government.
Once a peace accord was concluded with Jordan, the material would revert to Jordanian
authority. The State Archives were merely their temporary home. When I retorted that a
number of Israeli academics had already used the archives and published books in Hebrew
citing the documents and that some of these had already been translated into English, he
responded that these individuals had abused a trust. They had access to the documents
as part of their military duties.
I returned to Cohen and informed him of the gist of my encounter with Alsberg. He
answered that this was not the case, the implication being that his work on political
parties in the West Bank under Jordanian rule – the first to be published in English –
was a legitimate scholarly endeavor. I thereupon sought out Alsberg again and informed
him of my conversation with Cohen. His response was that I had been misinformed.
Frustrated with the charade, I enquired where I should seek permission and he proceeded
to supply me with the name and phone number of an officer: Colonel Shalom Harari,
Arab Affairs Advisor for the Israeli Defense Ministry, based in the Central Headquarters
in Beit El on the outskirts of Ramallah. Contacting Harari by phone, I put my request to
him to gain entry to the archives. He feigned total ignorance and denied having anything
to do with the matter. Returning again to Alsberg, I related my latest experience. In an
angry response, he insisted that irrespective of what both Harari and Cohen had told me,
the “captured Jordanian documents” came under the authority of the Israeli military. I
remained insistent that I wanted to examine the documents and hinted gently that this
was a blatant case of discrimination, adding that it was the job of the archive itself to
resolve the issue of jurisdiction. His proposed solution was to refer the matter to the
Israeli cabinet and ask them for guidance.7
I reasoned that waiting for the Israeli cabinet to make a decision on such an
infinitesimally petty issue was going to take an inordinately long time. In the meantime,
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I discovered that a university contemporary of mine had recently been appointed to an
administrative position at the archive. I made my way to his office to complain about
the stone wall I was facing and the fuss I intended to make. He denied that there could
be any possibility of discrimination and promised to try and resolve the matter with the
state archivist. To my amazement, it dawned on me that also in this part of “the Arab
world” wasta was a necessary medium. I had already spent a couple of months toing
and froing, obviously getting nowhere, and was on the verge of abandoning what had by
now assumed the character of an failed attempt to “storm a fortified stronghold” when
in late autumn 1983, during one of my increasingly infrequent visits to inquire about the
status of my application, a compromise was offered. While the index of the Jordanian
material would remain classified, I would be allowed to see any files that had already
been seen and quoted by other researchers. This was blatantly ridiculous. It would not
allow me to know what material the archives contained, and I would remain a hostage of
other presumably “state sponsored” researchers. Nevertheless, I accepted the offer. My
appetite had been whetted by what I had already read in the published literature, and I
reasoned that this would at least allow me to “get a feel” for the world of the Jordanian
security service and government bureaucracy.
On my very first day at the archives, I put in a request to make copies of a number
of documents; the archive staff informed me that it was not permissible to photocopy
material from the files but that I was free to transcribe anything I wanted by long hand.
Ridiculous as this sounded, I acquiesced. Having already achieved a small “victory,”
I thought it best not to press my luck. For the next couple of months, I summarized
information from the files and went through the slow and laborious process of writing
things by hand. Then one day, after coming across a file brimming with printed leaflets
of various political organizations, I asked for these to be photocopied, pointing out that
these were not official documents but printed material which had already been distributed
publicly and had been collected by the security services and filed. This proved acceptable
and from that date on I was able to photocopy whatever material I wanted. Whether this
was on instructions from above or whether the staff did this on their own private initiative
I did not ask and I did not care. But it was not going to be smooth sailing. I was often
informed that the file numbers I submitted proved to be “non-existent,” or that files had
been “misplaced” and could not be found, or that the files were “lost,” or that they were
“closed.” Even when I produced the texts from which I had culled the file numbers, this
proved of little value. Additionally, numerous file numbers I had collected turned out
to relate to matters that were of little interest to my research, such as municipal affairs,
street lighting, garbage disposal, or dealings with mukhtars.
Eventually, and this was bound to happen, the numbers ran out. The only logical thing
to do in the circumstances was to proceed by inventing file numbers based on proximity
to numbers which I already had access to. The drawback, I soon discovered, was that
there seemed to be little logic in the numbering system. The team that had been entrusted
with combing through the files had not retained the original Jordanian identification
numbers and had given the files new numbers. These did not appear to be based on any
recognizable system, like groupings according to region or topic, but – as far as I was able
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to ascertain –according to proximity to the people doing the numbering. While one file
would contain documents relating to communication with army headquarters in Amman
concerning suspicious persons and requesting that they be placed under surveillance,
the successive number would talk about accessibility to water in a remote village in the
vicinity of Hebron.
Getting increasingly frustrated by this method, as many of the requested files kept
turning out to be either “lost” or “non-existent,” I one day confided in a member of the
staff that I had been inventing numbers. He seemed surprised at this information. I had
assumed, wrongly it now appeared, that he was privy to my stratagem and that he was
conniving with it. He suggested I should talk to the person in charge again to resolve the
issue. While mulling this over, my visits to the archive became infrequent, though I still
occasionally invented numbers. Then one day I was approached by the reading room
supervisor, who informed me that I would not be allowed to see any more material from
the archives, as a decision had been taken by Yitzhak Rabin, then minister of defense, to
close the Jordanian archives to all researchers.8 In other words, I was being asked to leave.
The trespass into the archives and the (admittedly incomplete) access to the files that
I was able to peruse has provided the following picture of what they hold. The files in the
archives cover an eighteen-year period and contain regular reports from security officials
stationed in Jerusalem, Bethlehem, Hebron, Nablus, Jenin, Tulkarm, Jericho, and a number
of villages, covering the activities of individuals suspected of involvement in any kind
of political activity, whether legitimate or otherwise. This surveillance encompassed
both those deemed hostile to the regime and elite notables as well. Additionally, the files
contain detailed information on matters relating to the Israeli-Jordanian cease-fire line,
armed Israeli incursions, names of individuals suspected of spying for Israel, smuggling
activities, and the prevention of infiltration, i.e., Palestinians trying to return to their
homes behind the recently erected border.9 The security reports also contain descriptions
of the general situation regarding economic and social affairs, the current state of “public
opinion,” and detailed reports on the activity of individual political organizations: the
Communists, the Ba‘thists, the Muslim Brothers, the Tahriris, and the Qawmiyyun
al-‘Arab. This went hand-in-hand with collecting and filing any and all opposition
publications, which took the form of leaflets, pamphlets, captured party documents, and
reports on the organizational structure of these groups and their contacts with hostile
elements, whether states or individuals beyond the kingdom’s borders.
The initial and foremost preoccupation of the Transjordanian regime in the immediate
aftermath of the annexation of the West Bank in the post-1948 period was with the mufti
and his supporters. Despite the public insistence that the annexation was in response to
popular clamor expressed in the congresses held in Jericho and Nablus and the delegation
of Palestinian notables (many of them former supporters of the mufti) who journeyed
to Amman calling on King Abdallah to affect the “unity” of the two banks, it was clear
to the authorities that the new regime was not popular. Public sentiment held Abdallah
responsible for the fall of Lydda and Ramla, and the surrender of the Triangle to Israel. A
sizeable amount of correspondence in the files in the early period is devoted to reporting
and naming “agents of the mufti” and their nefarious stratagems to violently combat the
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regime. This was the task of agents and informers, in addition to personal surveillance
of individuals who had exhibited any nationalist or anti-British activity in the pre-1948
period and were therefore deemed partisans of the mufti. Political assessments, provided
by more senior officers, provide us with a window into the political views and concerns
of Transjordanian officers. Handpicked by General John Glubb, the British commander
of the Arab Legion, to man his tribal levies, their original task was to patrol Palestine’s
border in the buffer zone created by Churchill after his announcement in 1922 that the area
east of the Jordan did not fall within the boundaries of the League of Nations Mandate.
After 1949, these officers found themselves in the uncomfortable position of military
governors ruling over an impoverished and embittered population which had grown
accustomed to the somewhat more liberal ways of British colonial rule.
The period encompassed by the security files extends from 1949 to 1967 and although
there are no formal demarcations it is possible to outline three distinct historical periods.
The first was ushered in by the annexation of the West Bank during Abdallah’s lifetime
continuing through his assassination, the short reign of King Talal, and the assumption of
King Husayn to the throne: roughly 1949–1953/4. The second extends from the recall of
Fawzi al-Mulqi, the Jordanian ambassador in London, to fill the position of prime minister
until the royal coup of April 1957. This period witnessed intense political activity and
competition between the various political parties and a dynamic which appeared to be
heralding the establishment of constitutional rule in the country. This was symbolized by
the elections of 1955, which eventually led to the formation of a government representing
a nascent national bourgeoisie under the leadership of Sulayman al-Nabulsi, head of the
National Socialist Party (al-hizb al-watani al-ishtiraki), which emerged as the largest
party after the freest elections ever held in Jordan in October 1956. Although political
activity was primarily centered on the West Bank and, of course, Amman as the capital
of the enlarged kingdom, Palestinians did not monopolize the political stage. A joint
Jordanian-Palestinian political space had been created which reverberated to the drumbeat
of a nascent Arab nationalism marshaled by Egypt under the charismatic leadership of
Gamal Abdul Nasser. The army itself was part of this movement, with the formation of
a free officers movement, which naively looked to the young monarch for leadership
and which played a part in the expulsion of the British commander of the army General
Glubb and the bringing to an end of British influence in Jordan.10
The third period, stretching from 1957 to 1967, saw the suppression of all organized
political activity and the outlawing of political parties, with the exception of the Muslim
Brothers, the only party which supported the regime’s enmity toward Nasser and his
Arab nationalist policies. (Indeed, the Muslim Brothers were to extend their support
to the regime in the post-1967 period and in the subsequent clash between the regime
and the Palestinian national movement which would culminate in the army crackdown
of September 1970.) While the army continued to provide fertile ground for plots and
competition between officer cliques, based on both political and local regional affiliations,
the main threat to regime survival in the post-1957 period appeared to be external. This
increased with the conclusion of Egyptian-Syrian unity in 1958, the Iraqi military coup
of 1959, and the embrace of the Palestine entity project and the steps taken to establish
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the Palestine Liberation Organization with Ahmad Shuqayri as its designated head in the
early 1960s. The mufti was a thing of the past; indeed, in this period he and his handful
of supporters were being transformed into allies of the regime as Shuqayri and the new
political organization staked a claim to speak in the name of all Palestinians.
At the same time, political parties remained outlawed, their members – including
establishment figures like Sulayman al-Nablusi himself – either in jail, exiled, or under
constant police surveillance. The prevailing political climate and the regime’s attempts to
monitor the mood of the kingdom’s population and the activities of oppositional currents
are fully recorded in the content matter of the security files which, as a result of the
restructuring of the security services with the help of United States in the late 1950s,11
became more formalized and comprehensive in their content.
Israeli interest in the Jordanian security archives, which came into its possession in
the immediate aftermath of June 1967, was exclusively security oriented. The captured
files provided a wealth of material “in real time” about political organizations and
networks that for all intents and purposes had been underground since the government
crackdown of 1957. Israeli security operatives mined them for the names of members of
underground organizations and their political activities. The image of omnipotence which
Israel security (Shin Bet) agents projected and which was internalized by Palestinians
under occupation was the direct outcome of the Jordanian security regime built with
United States support in the ten-year period elapsing from April 1957 to June 1967. The
(charitable) assumption is that the Jordanians did not leave their security archives behind
deliberately, but that the sudden and immediate collapse of the Jordanian front and the
hurried and disorganized departure of its army from the West Bank did not leave time for
an orderly evacuation, which presumably would have ensured that politically sensitive
material would have been destroyed rather than being left behind.
Like their counterparts the world over, the stock and trade of Israeli security operatives,
when not forcefully extracting information from suspected subversive elements, is the
shuffling of such reports. They took the veracity of the information in the archives at face
value and, in the initial stages of the occupation at least, based their operative decisions on
this readymade information. Much of the factual information contained within them was
probably correct, but much was also outdated and a compilation of hearsay, denunciations
by unnamed informants, and forced confessions. These can perhaps be of use in academic
research as a window into the workings of the regime and its attempts to control people and
neutralize their political activity. As a source for the dynamics of political life, however,
they need to be supplemented by research which covers other facets of material reality
and, when it comes to the biographies of individual actors, perhaps to be complimented
by the political memoirs of field activists and political leaders (though these, too, have
to be handled with special care, as they suffer from a number of limitations).12
That archival collections held by national authorities, even in democratic societies
where a measure of popular oversight exists, are not immune to “tampering” by the
political executive was confirmed a few years back when a scandal broke out in the
UK in relation to a case brought by former Mau Mau detainees from Kenya requesting
compensation. It soon transpired that not only were hundreds of thousands of documents
Jerusalem Quarterly 66 [ 95 ]

Parliamentary Elections, 26.9.1962, in Jordanian Security Documents, ISA, Jerusalem.

[ 96 ] Controlling the Archive

relating to colonial rule in various countries within the domain of the British empire
destroyed in order to bury evidence of colonial “misrule” and in an attempt to create a
narrative “favorable” to the colonial power,13 but the existence of a “secret archive” was
revealed, where tens of thousands of documents were stored, giving the lie to the claimed
sanctity of the official body of “national archives.”14 If this was and is possible in a country
with a long democratic tradition and which upholds the claims of the “neutrality” of
the civil service, then one can only imagine how political authorities in less entrenched
democratic societies behave. Perhaps a flag needs to be raised at all so-called “national
archives,” as a warning that such holdings are at the mercy of political masters past and
present, proclaiming in bold letters “hazardous material, handle with care.”
Musa Budeiri was born in British-occupied West Jerusalem and currently lives in London.
He is the author of The Palestinian Communist Party, 1918–1948: Arab and Jew in the
Struggle for Internationalism (Haymarket, 2010).
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