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1 Introduction

Reality is not always probable, or likely. But if you are writing a story, you
have to make it as plausible as you can, because if not, the readet’s imagination
will reject it. (Jorge Luis Borges)!

War is, among other things, an event characterized by great uncertainty and tension,
both in combat and on the home front. Under such conditions, the demand for
information that provides a sense of security increases, but such information is often
word-of-mouth, unverified information. A few years after the conclusion of World
War I, the historian Marc Bloch, who spent many years of the war on the battle
front, both as a combat soldier and an officer, published the article “Reflections of
a Historian on the False News of the War,” which explored how stories were spread
during the war, while reviewing previous studies on World War I and other wars
(Bloch 2013). Building on the insights of eatlier scholars, Bloch reached his own
conclusions which were innovative for his time: to study history, he argued, one
must also consider the mentality of the group being examined, rather than just the
“dry” facts. Bloch bridges history with the psychology of testimony, showing how
the former can — and even should — rely on the insights and research methods of the

! Borges formulated this statement within a conversation held at the University of Columbia between
him and the writer Norman Thomas Di Giovanni. Afterwards, his words were published in the maga-
zine Columbia University Forum, and from there were cited in several places, such as Borges (1973: 45).
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latter. When listening to people’s stories about the war, Bloch argues, the researcher
should not merely affirm or reject the facts presented — the researcher must under-
stand what drives people to tell certain stories rather than others. Bloch focuses on
word-of-mouth narratives and asks what can be learned from their formation and
dissemination. Over the years, the article has become one of the significant mile-
stones in the Annals movement in the study of history (Stirling 2007). Furthermore,
this article is part of a considerable body of reseatrch that has examined the relation-

ship between rumors and wars, and rumors and violence more broadly considered.
Bloch saw the devastating World War, with its catastrophic consequences, as a
research opportunity:

The war [...] was an immense experiment in social psychology. To console
oneself for its horrors by being pleased with its experimental interest would
be to affect a dilettantism of very bad form. But, since it has taken place, it is
appropriate to use its lessons for the betterment of our science. Let us hasten
to take advantage of an opportunity that we must hope will be unique. (2013:
11)

Unfortunately, the idea of World War I being a ‘unique’ war was rather naive. Only
two decades passed before another bloody international war broke out, again alter-
ing the fate of human history. It did not spell the end of war cither. In the century
since the end of World War I, humanity has not reformed from its old habit of
maintaining armies ready to destroy one another.

The same is true of the Middle East, and within it, the state of Israel, which in
its brief and turbulent history has known seven official wars and other violent con-
frontations known in Israel as ‘military operations.” The war focused on in this vol-
ume broke out in June 1967 and lasted less than one week, during which Israel
fought Egypt, Jordan and Syria. It is viewed as one of the fateful wars of the region,
as it resulted in a host of significant problems that have not been resolved until today —
regarding the borders of the state, Isracl’s relationships with neighboring countries
and the fate of the Palestinians residing in the territories captured and in part still
occupied by the State of Israel. In the long run, it also affected the dynamics within
Israel, reshaping and aggravating the political controversy between the Left and the
Right, as well as between Jews and Muslim, and Christian Arabs and Druzes. Bloch
would probably agree that the June 1967 War can also be viewed as an ‘immense
experiment,’ particularly due to the fact that we are still living this experiment: from
the perspective of all of the participants in this project — the researchers, interview-
ers, interviewees, transcribers, translators and consultants — the 1967 War is not a
memory frozen and preserved in time, but a living entity, which is ever-present, pen-
etrating and constructing their existence.

Bloch criticizes laboratory experiments, done at the time, that dealt with
memory. He explains those were always cut short before emerging narratives
reached their conclusions, and used mainly primary witnesses as sources. These con-
ditions contrast with the improvised, unscripted reality outside of the laboratory, in
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which participants in the discourse are also secondary and tertiary sources (Bloch
2013: 2-3). Such an approach includes people who did not witness the actual events,
but were given the impression that they knew what was happening at the scene of
an incident (e.g. on the combat front), as they were exposed to descriptions and
stories whose sources were not always known.

Bloch’s groundbreaking article was written before the dust of World War I had
settled; the present study began fifty years after the end of the 1967 War, and is
based on interviews marking the war’s 50th anniversary. It could be argued that
narratives that consolidate events might be affected by various influences with the
passage of time, resulting with various inconsistencies. Evidently, these conditions
present a different kind of challenge and raise new questions.

We must assume that fifty years after 1967, direct witnessing of events, specula-
tions as to what took place and accounts produced by historians about the most
dramatic moments intermingle: interviewees recall not only what they witnessed with
their own eyes or were told in real time, but also their assumptions and the infor-
mation snippets to which they were exposed during the war, beforehand or even
decades after the events took place. In most cases, the interviewees themselves do
not seem to be able to distinguish between these different types of perceptions. Each
personal narrative appropriates pieces of information from various sources which
become embedded in it. In the narrative situation — that is, the situation in which
people tell their stories — the hierarchy between the various types of sources may be
blurred. In other words: assumptions, speculation and even conspiracy-like rumors
all become integral aspects of personal stories about the 1967 War. More im-
portantly: when interviewees, Palestinians or Jews, meet with interviewers — Jews,
Palestinians and outsiders to the Middle East — the events of the 1967 War still im-
pact their present-day relationships and maintain a hold on the situation. Talking
about the 1967 War is never only about those six days but also about the present.

One example of the evasiveness of memory occurred in an interview with one
of the soldiers from the Paratroopers Brigade who was the first to arrive at the West-
ern Wall during the war, immortalized in a photograph with his two friends. The
photograph of these three soldiers has since become one of the icons of that war,
as it is one of the most recognized in the shared photographic memories of Israelis.
It has been printed in countless books, was part of exhibitions and even placed on a
stamp. However, the soldier himself, who was 22 back then, on reserve duty, claims
that he does not even remember the moment at which the photograph was taken;
he describes it as a kind of a ‘blackout.”? From his conversations with photographer
David Rubinger and the other soldiers, it became apparent that this was a staged
photograph. Photography is stronger than memory, and the collective memory of a
photograph ‘remembers’ what personal memory forgets.

2 This article builds on the interviews conducted in both the Israeli and the Palestinian part of the
project; while I conducted but a few interviews myself, I was given the opportunity to work with the
transcriptions.
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2 The War that Was Not

Nobody in the Middle East was surprised by the outbreak of the regional war on
June 5, 1967, although its specific events could not be predicted. The Israeli Defense
Forces” (IDF) Deputy Chief of Staff at the time, Haim Bar-Lev’s famous (or infa-
mous) promise to the Israeli public is quoted until this day: “We’ll screw them hard,
fast, and in an elegant manner” (Rosenthal 2019). This quote remains relevant be-
cause in comparison with other wars in Israel and around the world, one of the
distinct and unique characteristics of this war was its short duration, which lies in
reverse proportion to its outcomes. All in all, from the outbreak of fighting on June
5 until its termination on June 10, 132 hours passed, making it one of the shortest
wars in documented history. Within less than a week, Israel tripled its territory,
28,000 soldiers from four armies were killed and thousands more remained missing.
Many thousands of Palestinians fled Israel to neighboring countries.?

The brief duration of the war is reflected in conversations with people who
recall it. One Jewish Israeli interviewee, a woman who was in her late thirties in 1967,
speaks at great length regarding preparations for the war, and then suddenly states:
“Time was very short and [...] suddenly the war was over.” The buildup to the war
and its aftermath had a greater presence in her narrative than her account of the
combat or her experience sitting in the bomb shelter. This is not an exceptional case.
While Jews who fought in battle remember in detail the violent clashes with the
enemy, those who remained on the home front tend to remember the prolonged
waiting period preceding the war and the intense feelings that overwhelmed the
public upon the wat’s conclusion. One interviewee, who was a 21-year-old man in
1967, stated: “The war [...] was terribly [...] short. What I mean is that, for me, 1
can say that, unlike, for example, the Yom Kippur War [...] it passed by like a game.”

Among Israelis, the phrase ‘six days’ is repeated again and again to emphasize
the magnitude of the achievement. “Think [...] Egypt, Jordan, Syria [...] all in six
days, finished! Can you believe what this is? Can you understand the nature of this
turnaround? It is simply impossible to believe what a miracle it was,” said one inter-
viewee, who was born in 1948, representing a widespread assessment. The words of
poet Nathan Alterman, written soon after the war, reflect similar wonder at the sud-
den transformation. In a pathos-rich column published in the newspaper Maariv on
June 16 approximately a week after the war’s conclusion, he praised the speed of the
victory:

Do not say “there are no words” to say what has occurred in these days.
There are words, and words are still our primary tool for expression and

3 The main combat took place at a distance from significant concentrations of population, and I was
not able to find an official source documenting the number of casualties on the home front. However,
the number of refugees was significant. According to various estimates, about 175,000-250,000 Pales-
tinians fled the West Bank for Jordan, while in the Golan Heights, many fled to Syria. See Oren (2002:
328-330).
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thought, but the words are still blinking and pinching themselves to check
that they are awake and not dreaming. Only slowly they understand that they
are describing reality, and are not fantasizing. Their embarrassment is undet-
standable. The one chance only that transformed the danger of failure to in-
comparable salvation occurred in less than a week. This was an unprece-
dented quick war, which perhaps contributes to the difficulty to orientate
ourselves in the wealth of achievements imparted to Israel, but the speed, as
much as it surprised us, was in fact the single element that guaranteed victory.
The victory, in order for it to take place, had to happen lightning-fast. The
global forces sympathetic to us, unanimously, would not have lifted a finger
to help us had we engaged in long, drawn-out combat, while forces hostile to
us would have done everything to come to the aid of our enemies. (Alterman
1967; translated from the original Hebrew).

While Israelis have named the war “the Six-Day War,” the Palestinians actually
shorten the duration of the war, as for them, the war did not last for six days, but
for only two or three.* The rest of the time was devoted to “clearing the roads,” one
interviewee points out. Another interviewee, the owner of a fabric store in Jerusa-
lem’s Old City who lived in eastern Jerusalem and was 17 years old in 1967, recalls:
“They say six or seven days, but I remember one day. On the second day — the
Israclis were here. Two days, really!” In fact, and this is perhaps more significant,
many Palestinians are outraged at the very use of the term ‘wat’; according to them,
there was no actual war, but an act of Israeli conquest, which took place almost
without resistance or combat from the Arab states. In the firm and concise words
of another interviewee, who was in his late twenties when the war broke out, “The
war started with Egypt, and later there was, like they said, ‘balagar’ (‘mess’ in He-
brew), and they conquered Jerusalem, the [West] Bank, everything, within six hours.
Is this a war? No. This is not a war.” In his version, six days are shortened to six
hours.

As can be understood from the examples, whereas the Jews emphasize the short
time span of the war to point to the magnitude of the achievement, the Palestinians
describe it as even shorter than six days, to argue that using the term ‘war’ is unfair.
There were no hard fought, challenging battles but instead, as many Palestinians tell,
an easy and cunning act of conquest — a narrative perspective which diminishes the
heroism of the winning side and exposes the losing side’s weakness. This logic,
which questions the fairness of the battle in order to undermine the achievement of
the winning side, is a constant in Palestinian narratives regarding the 1967 War. The
quick nature of the war impacts the way in which it is remembered in various testi-
monies. The stories of soldiers who participated in combat focus mainly on battles.
But in others’ stories, the war itself is not the main focus, as Palestinians and Jews

4Thus, Palestinians often call it “the June War” or “A4/LNaksa” (the setback). The various names of the
war appeared in the interviews of this study, each according to the meanings the interviewee attributes
to the war.
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alike focus on the buildup to the war — their fears and hopes, and the practical
preparation for the military attacks; as well as the new reality that followed — for the
Jews, feelings of euphoria, and for the Palestinians, feelings of shock and dismay.
Several testimonies create the impression that the war “did not occur” or “barely
took place”; the battles themselves are portrayed as brief, stolen moments which
destabilized the fabric of life, rather than as a prolonged period that continues to
impact life.

In the decades since, those feelings have not been compromised, but have been
preserved and even made permanent. The Six-Day War has been described as an
event that could not be grasped in real time. Although there were stories during the
war that attempted to put the events in order, these stories did not last as they were
officially confirmed or refuted. This phenomenon was contrary to the way in which
rumors from the front to the home front had “legs,” as soldiers wallowed in the
mud trenches over many months of waiting during World War I. Regarding the Six-
Day War, the need to explain what had happened was structured mainly after the
war’s conclusion. Since the results of this war still shape our lives, the need to explain
it remains present. Indeed, this is the paradox of the 1967 war: on the one hand, the
war was almost ‘not felt’ in real time, while, on the other hand, many people are still
living with the reality it created. Consequently, participants in the war still have the
need to tell stories about what actually took place during that time, not least to them-

selves.

3 What the Rumor Hides and What It Reveals

A book called Yalkut Ha-kzavin (The Bag of Lies) was published in Israel in 1956
and gained enormous popularity. It collects funny, exaggerated and absurd stories
soldiers told each other during the days of the Palmach (the brigade of the Haganah,
constituting the military defense force of the Zionist movement in Palestine until
the establishment of the State of Israel, when the IDF was formed and the Palmach
disbanded). To this day, this collection is seen as a representative and foundational
document of Israeli life in the 1940s, and of Israeli humor in general. In the intro-
duction, the editors write:

What is the meaning of the word falsehood (KZAV)? If you will, falsehood
(KZAV) is a story that is completely, mostly or partly a lie, an exaggeration
or a hoax. A lie SHEKER) is when nobody knows the truth, except the one
who tells it. A hoax (METIKHA) is when everyone knows the truth except
the victim of it. A falsehood (KZAV) is when everyone knows that the story

is nothing but a lie, and yet they are willing to come back and hear it again
and again. (Ben Amos and Hefer 1963: 6)>

5 Original Hebrew terms appears in Latin letters between brackets.
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I suggest that a rumor is a story where no one is sure if it is real or not — not the one
who tells it nor the one who listens to it. Rumors are deeply connected to feelings
of uncertainty.

This essay focuses on rumors and conspiracies from all the pieces of information
in the narratives about the events of 1967 which were revealed in this project’s in-
terviews. There is no consensus on the definition of these genres in the study of
folklore. Contrary to the genres of myth and legend, rumor is still considered a lim-
inal genre. Many scholars emphasize the similarity between rumors and legends,
which is commonly defined as a story whose narrators tend to believe that the events
recounted actually happened.® However, there are researchers who distinguish ru-
mors categorically from legends. Nicholas DiFonzo and Prashant Bordia define a
rumor as “Unverified and instrumentally relevant information statements in circula-
tion that arise in the contexts of ambiguity, danger or potential threat, and that func-
tion to help people make sense and manage risk” (2007: 212-213). This is one of
many definitions, but it is particularly relevant to this essay which deals with war
stories.

Gordon Allport and Leo Postman define rumors in their book The Psychology of
the Rumor as “a specific (or topical) proposition for belief, passed along from person
to person, usually by word of mouth, without secure standards of evidence being
present” (1947: ix). Patricia Turner defines a rumor as “a brief, oral, nonnarrative
statement based on hearsay” (1994: 4). In a book co-authored by Turner and Gary
Alan Fine, the two argue that “Many rumors are spawned, but only a few survive”
(Fine and Turner 2004: 63). Thus, the spreading of rumors can be described in
evolutionary terms — only the rumor that adapts endures over time.”

Approaching rumors as a genre relates to the pragmatics and the meta-pragmat-
ics of rumor. Pragmatics focuses on how the speakers present their words and the
meaning created by intonation, rhythm, tone, etc. A rumor, for example, may sound
hesitant and, thus, deviate slightly from the pace of usual speech. Meta-pragmatics
refers to the way in which the speaker themself frames the story. One may identify,
for instance, that a rumor is being presented, when a speaker explicitly states: “there
was a rumor that,” “according to a rumor” or “I heard that.” I was using those two
ways to spotted rumors in the many interviews conducted within the project. Some-
time, a rumor is not identified in the course of the interview and is apparent only in
the analysis of the transcript of it.

Marc Bloch does not use the term ‘rumors’ but, instead, discusses what he calls
“false news” (in the original French /es fausses nonvelles). He pays particular attention
to erroneous stories and asserts that more can be learned from false stories than
those that eventually turn out to be true. But we know that many rumors turn out
to be true, and several authors argue that the truth of a rumor is not relevant to its
definition as such. Aliza Shenhar (1990), for example, argues that the nature of the

¢ For similarities and differences between the genres, see Astapova (2017).
7 For background about the evolutionary premise in folklore theory, see Wilson (1976).
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rumor genre is unrelated to the objective credibility of the facts narrated, but, in-
stead, relates to how a narrative is presented, and the level of cooperation between
the narrator’s audience. Nevertheless, talk about rumors is often accompanied by
judgmental claims.

Even in 2019, the stories of a war that occurred in the late 1960s are still laden
with this type of information. Classifying them within the rumor genre, based on a
consensus of research and insight on the subject, can be used as an effective tool for
the analysis of the relevant narratives.

A fascinating rumor about the war was revealed by an Israeli interviewee who
was about 18 years old in 1967. She lived with her family in Ramat Hasharon, a small
town in central Israel, established in the 1920s as an agricultural settlement. In its
first decades, it was settled mainly by European immigrants The interviewee still
vividly remembers the days leading up to the outbreak of the fighting, known as the
“waiting period.” Her family members dug trenches, as did many Israelis during that
period, as they heard Jordanian airplanes fly overhead. Until this point, her story is
quite similar to those of many Israelis during this period. However, she also provides
the following extraordinary account:

I want to tell the story about ‘Morasha,” the neighborhood adjacent to us,
which was a transit camp at the time. In the 1960s, this neighborhood was
populated mainly by immigrants from Middle Eastern countries. They were
mostly Yemenis and Iraqis. And they, in contrast to the Jews [this faux pas
appears in the source; the immigrants from Yemen and Iraq were also Jewish],
had televisions, and they would pick up the broadcasts from Jordan regulatly.
During the war, at some stage — some of them went out into the street carry-
ing a white flag — and they were asked why. So they said, “The Jordanians are
here right at the entrance, and we surrender.” “How do you know this?” they
were asked. They replied, “From the broadcasts on Jordanian television.”

When the interviewer asked how the residents of Ramat Hasharon reacted when the
residents of Morasha announced their surrender, the interviewee admitted that she
did not know, as she and her family did not witness the incident. She said, “It is a
story told in the neighborhood [...] Listen, I don’t know who told it to me. Maybe
it was my mother. Of course, I was not present. And I don’t know how reliable it is.
But if a story like this exists, maybe it has legs.”” She insinuates that there is a reason
this story continues to be told, illustrating that it probably has a kernel of truth in it.

The story can be defined as a rumor — it includes within it the narrator’s own
classification as such. But what is behind this story? Bloch offers a guideline for
rumor scholars, arguing that rumors are based on a shared imagination that precedes
their formation. The rumor begins with a specific incident which ignites the imagi-
nation — however, this process only begins because the imagination has been “train-
ing” and is secretly effervescing. For Bloch, an event that does not match the pat-
terns of the imagination will only achieve exceptional status in private and will not
spread further through “false news.” In his poetic language, Bloch claims, “false
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news is a mirror wherein the ‘collective consciousness’ contemplates its own fea-
tures” (2013: 9-10). He argues:

The error propagates itself, grows, and ultimately survives only on one con-
dition — that it finds a favorable cultural broth in the society where it is spread-
ing. Through it, people unconsciously express all their prejudices, hatreds,
fears, all their strong emotions. Only great collective states of mind [...] have
the power to transform a misperception into a legend. (Bloch 2013: 3)

These insights provide tools for understanding group mentality, and illustrate the
great usefulness of researching these kinds of stories. Expanding on Bloch, I con-
sider this approach valid not only for “false news” but for any kind of unverified
piece of narrative.

The “white flag” rumor, like every rumor, is short. With only a few sentences, it
manages to touch on a number of significant themes. First and foremost, it appears
that the fear of defeat lies at the heart of this rumor. Fine and Turner (2004) devel-
oped a catalog of rumor types, among which they highlight the “pipe dream rumor,”
which fulfills a public wish, and the “bogey rumor,” which gives expression to a
wortld that could be actualized according to a pessimistic outlook. The “white flag”
rumor clearly fits this second type.

The general mood among Jews in Israel leading up to the war was revealed in
interviews (reflecting, of course, the way in which this mood was captured in retro-
spect, decades after the fact). On the one hand, there was hope in Israel of achieving
a historic victory of the small state defeating all of its enemies — a David versus
Goliath-like setup. A Jewish interviewee, for example, who was just a little girl of
seven years during the war, attests:

I remember petfectly that we were imbued with a sense that we — that there
is no beating us. As if there is no possibility [of defeat], that it is clear that we
will win. It is clear that we are the best in the world. It is us, like, the entite
myth of David and Goliath. We are David and they are Goliath. They are
many and all that, but they are stupid. We are smart. Small, but smart. This
was something very, very clear to me, that this was the case. As if it was
unequivocal, there was not even a question.

However, in parallel to such testimonies, there was an overwhelming fear of future
events and the possibility of a defeat of historic magnitude. These were two sides
of the same coin: defeat at the hands of the Arab states could be so scathing that it
was difficult to even conceive. The only reasonable alternative was for Israel to win
against all odds.

Many Jews in Israel in 1967 had witnessed the events of the 1940s: the horrors
of the Holocaust. An interviewee who lived in the US and was about 18 years old in
1967 recalls:
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Nowadays the impression of Israel is so strong, Israel is so strong, that people
don’t remember the feeling that many of us had, particularly people with no
competence. In America, and I later found out in Israel also, that this was
going to be Israel’s worst nightmare. We were going to face all the Arab coun-
tries at the same time, which no one thought could happen. [...] And at that
time the possibility that Israel could be overrun was not something that we
didn’t imagine. It could really happen. You know, which meant. I remember
thinking about it in those days, what it would mean if Israel was overrun. So
being in the States, my thinking was, “Look, if there’s going to be a holocaust,
and Israel is going to be wiped out, I want to be with my people.”

Indeed, this woman immigrated to Israel, and found that many Israelis shared her
feelings. This feeling of dread is referenced constantly in interviews with Jews and
has numerous manifestations, from the personal to the collective and back: fear of
another Holocaust, of grief, exile and rape, fear of being widowed or bereaved and,
in one case at least, fear of drowning at sea.® Indeed, only two options existed in the
superposition: Holocaust or victory.

Not only is it impossible to determine the source of the interviewee’s rumor,
there is also no way to track when the interviewee heard this rumor for the first time.
Was it during the war or after its conclusion? Either way, the story has become an
integral part of her war narrative, despite the fact that she only witnessed the telling
of the story, rather than the event it describes. However, in her testimony, stories
heard and events witnessed are granted equal status. Even today, when she is no
longer a child and her critical thinking is more developed (in fact, she is an academic),
the interviewee still believes that the story contains a grain of truth, and feels the
need to ‘protect’ the narrative, so as not to dismiss it entirely from her war story.

In addition, although the interviewee is well acquainted with the final results of
that war, it is interesting to examine how the rumor encapsulates the same fear of
defeat that characterized the war. In retrospect, the Israeli victory would have neu-
tralized such fears, but in practice, it did not. Fear of defeat remains part of the story,
and in the narrative tradition, a few decades after the war, this fear is still present.
This is probably related to the strong impression that such fears had on the young
gitl’s state of mind at the time and her desire to reflect this terror to interviewers
who are distant from this powerful state of consciousness. But her need to reflect
this state of fear also contains the fact that while this war indeed ended decades
eatlier, the conflict itself has not been resolved. In other words, fear is present in the
story because the enemy of that war — the Arab states — are still perceived as an
enemy, and the threat is still valid, even if differently configured. As long as the
situation has not changed dramatically, that is, as long as conflict and hostility

8 This derives from the well-known phrase that took root in those years: “The Arabs will throw us into
the sea.” Both Israelis and Palestinians interviewees suggest it probably originated from Egyptian radio

propaganda.
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remain, this rumor lives on, under the assumption that present-day audiences can
still relate to its underlying logic.

However, it is apparent that fear is not the only motivating factor. Another
theme that comes up in the story about Morasha is the loyalty of minority groups
or groups that are perceived as marginalized by ‘mainstream culture.” When she
describes the residents of the Morasha neighborhood, she states, “Unlike their Jew-
ish neighbors, they had televisions,” despite the fact that the residents of Morasha
were Jewish, just as the residents of Ramat Hasharon were. While the narrator is
clearly aware of this fact, when she recalls the rumor that she heard in her youth,
she embeds herself in the internal logic of the story and her current perceptions: the
Jewish residents who immigrated to Israel from Iraq and Yemen spoke the language
of the enemy, Arabic, and because of this, they might have heard and believed the
enemy’s propaganda. It is possible that this perception moved the tellers of this
rumor to question the loyalty of these groups to the Israeli nation. As history
teaches, minority groups are frequently viewed with suspicion and have often been
the subject of rumors. In this respect, the rumor is twofold: it is framed as a rumor,
while, at the same time, it is a story about gullible people who believed in the prop-
aganda or rumors spread by the Arab media.

Sectarian tensions are still central to the current public discourse in Israel, as they
were in the early days of the state. Without casting aspersions on the interviewee
herself, her story addresses an issue that is still sensitive today: the historical and
cultural affinity of Jewish immigrants from Middle Eastern countries to Arab culture,
in contrast to Ashkenazi Jews’ distance from it. Common language plays a key role
in this affinity. A report that examines Israeli Jews’ knowledge of Arabic indicates
that knowledge of the Arabic language is perceived differently by various groups of
the Jewish population in Israel; but generally, it is perceived as the language of the
enemy:

As for attitudes toward the language, a majority of the respondents (57.8%)
believe that knowledge of Arabic is important. However, an even larger ma-
jority of Israelis believe that this is due to security-related reasons (65.4%).
(Shenhav et al. 2015: 8).

It is worth noting that there has been a change among those who are closest to the
language. Decades after the founding of Israel, descendants of Jews who emigrated
from Arab countries hold largely negative attitudes towards the Arabic language.
The latter, which represents the enemy in the eyes of many Israeli Jews, evokes emo-
tions among them:

An intra-generational analysis found that first-generation immigrants from
Arab countries are more positive about all aspects of the language, whereas
the second and third generations have moved away from it and express a
more negative attitude toward it. (Shenhav et al. 2015: 8)
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4 Communication and Confusion

If you tell where they’re going |...] They may never get there.
(An American poster, from World War I, advises servicemen and other citi-
zens to avoid careless talk)

An anecdote titled “Information,” from Yalkut Hakzavm amusingly demonstrates
the desperate search for information during times of fighting.

One day, Benny stopped one of the guys, who was in a hurry to go the Tel
Aviv, and told him: “Listen, go with me later, I've got a lot of information”.
The situation was very tense, and the guy waited for him nervously. When the
Taxi finally moved, after two hours, Benny told him: “Listen, the situation is
very bad,” and fell asleep until Tel Aviv. (Ben Amos and Hefer 1963: 51)

Indeed, in tense times, the value of any piece of information increases. Much as in
the market economy driven by novelty, there is much more demand for it. In such
situations, people usually turn to media. But then they find out it does not meet their
expectations.

The “white flag” rumor touches on another theme which arises in almost every
interview about the Six-Day War: mass communication. In fact, since the emergence
of mass-mediated journalism, it is impossible to speak about rumors and conspira-
cies without relating to mass communications. The relationships between rumors
and mass media are complex: rumors and conspiracy theories, often transmitted by
word of mouth (and currently via social media) constitute an alternative pipeline for
the transmission of information, in parallel to institutional mass communication.
However, this is not a binary division: after all, popular information that appears in
the mass media is also translated into popular knowledge following its acceptance.
This entanglement can result in confusion, or failure to have reliable facts, particu-
larly during periods of warfare. Such uncertainty is nourished by news from the mass
media, from information transmitted by word of mouth or from a combination of
both.

When speaking about mass communications during wartime, the issue of cen-
sorship becomes relevant. Bloch assumes that media censorship plays a crucial role
regarding the spreading of rumors, as he argues, “Not only did it gag and paralyze
the press during all the years of the war. Its intervention, suspected even when it had
not occurred, never ceased to render unbelievable in the eyes of the public even the
true reports that it allowed to leak through” (2013: 10). Bloch quotes the French
playwright Pierre Chaine, who wittily claims: “The opinion prevailed in the trenches
that anything could be true except what was allowed in print” (Bloch 2013: 10).
Bloch considered the deep lack of trust in the media, based upon the awareness that
it operates under pressures of censorship and propaganda, resulting in a “wonderful
renewal of oral tradition, the ancient mother of myths and legends” (Bloch 2013:
10). Within this context, the rumor about Morasha takes on additional layer of mean-
ing: it not only serves as an alternative mode for distributing information, but also
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relates to the information referred to in mass communication channels, ridiculing
the reliability of such media in times of war.

A witty saying, whose source is unknown, states, “If you don’t read the newspa-
pet, you’re uninformed. If you read the newspaper you are misinformed.” This ad-
age describes the situation before and during the Six-Day War accurately. As with
any war, there were feelings of uncertainty on the home front and the battlefront,
accompanied by incorrect information. This is illustrated by an interviewee who re-
sided in the Negev, in Southern Israel, in June 1967, and describes the sense of help-
lessness during the waiting period:

We didn’t know [what was going to happen|. There was uncertainty. They
took us out, they sat us down, they prepared us, but nobody knew exactly
what would happen. It was really an unpredictable situation. We sat there and
waited, and the waiting was not pleasant, you could say.

Another interviewee, who was 15 years old and lived in Jerusalem, uses similar ter-
minology when describing the experience of sitting in the bomb shelter:

There were not many shelters, and nothing was clear — you hear a lot of
explosions, you don’t know. You hear airplanes, and you don’t know if these
are planes that will bomb you |...] you always live in a lack of certainty, until
you go outside.

One more interviewee, who was a mother in her late thirties with small kids, spent
the entire war in a bomb shelter because “going out would be life-threatening,” in-
dicates that she was not exposed to any reports about what was happening. When
asked, “Did you have any reports of what was going on around?” she replied,
“Hardly, the soldiers and the police who came brought us all kinds of news.”

A Jewish woman who was with her husband in the United States in the days
leading up to the war, both were in their twenties in 1967, recalls:

At the outbreak of the war — I do not need to remind you, you know — Israel
kept its silence in terms of media. That is, in the United States, we did not
know at all what was happening, apart from what the Arab states were saying.
So, on the first day of the war we knew a war would break out, and we knew
the war broke out. We knew that they dug graves in Tel Aviv.

According to her, on the first day of the war, Egyptian media announced that Egypt

[...] attacked, arrived in Tel Aviv, killed all the men, raped all the women,
burned everything on its way. On the second day of the war we heard that
Syria entered, that Syria attacked from the north, and that Haifa was burning.
And that the Syrian army met the Egyptian army in Tel Aviv, and that they
conquered everything,

9 Many attribute this quotation to Mark Twain, however, this is probably misinformation in itself.
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The interviewee says she did not remain indifferent to these harrowing reports.
Even during the interview itself, she sobbed slightly when sharing the following:

I remember we sat on the porch of our house, and I remember I told him
[her partner| — this is a bit of a Jerusalem story — I told him that it was so
soon after the Holocaust, when the world wanted to destroy the entire peo-
ple of Israel, and here the Arab states are destroying Israel and all the world
is sitting on its hands and nobody is doing a thing to help Israel, nobody is
helping, nobody is sending an army, sending airplanes, they do not send any-
thing! They aren’t doing anything! In that kind of world, I do not want to live.
There is no reason to continue.

But a falsity of great magnitude is revealed at the end, as she continued:

At the end of the week, we learned that they were all liars, and all the stories
told [...] of course, Jordan said they conquered the new Jerusalem, and noth-
ing was left for Israel, nothing, nothing, and we did not know the truth,
because the State of Israel did not announce anything to the world!

The interviewee’s story draws a connection between the lack of reliable information,
false reports (in this case, reported in the media), and fear — illustrating how they
feed upon one another. In the days leading up to and during the fighting, civilians
on the home front had no way of receiving a complete or accurate picture of what
was happening from radio broadcasts. Jews and Palestinians alike listened to Egyp-
tian President Nasser claiming that the Egyptian air force was invincible, to the
propaganda of Egyptian newscaster Ahmed Sa’id, and others. The interviews indi-
cate that as the pressure mounted, the lack of information became more difficult to
bear, resulting in a greater need to listen to the enemy’s radio broadcasts.

It is possible that in many cases misinformation was intentionally disseminated
on the radio to raise morale. It is also possible that various media outlets spread false
information for strategic reasons. During wars, armies want to take control of any
information that spreads between citizens, both among their own population and
the enemies’ population. Considering that, commands may distribute incorrect in-
formation to deceive the enemy to gain advantage (cf. Handel 1988: 385—430), and,
at the same time, states ask soldiers and citizens to keep quiet regarding any military
operations, simple and complicated ones. An effective illustration of that can be
found in official American posters from World War II. In one of those, about a
picture of a soldier training, the title says: “If you tell where they’re going |...] they
may never get there.” In another, a hand dressed in the colors of the USA flag is
shutting the mouth of a man. The title warns in bold letters: “Quiet! Loose talk can
cost lives.” Another version, a more poetic one, says: “Loose Lips Might Sink Ships.”
In other words, it can be said that in wartime, states have an interest in undermining
the dissemination of reliable information while contributing to the dissemination of
misleading information.
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Shimshon Yitzhaki, in his book In the Eyes of the Arabs: The Six-Day War and its
Aftermath, describes the relationship between the regime and the media in Egypt as

extremely close:

The strategy for Egypt’s war against Israel is represented by two figures, who
many viewed as representing only a single figure: Abdel Nasser, who during
his public speeches took a consistent stand on what is known as “resolving
the Palestine problem,” in coordination with the progress of events, and Mo-
hammed Hasnin Heikhel, the Editor-in-Chief of “Al-Aharam,*”” the most im-
portant Egyptian daily newspaper (Egyptian newspapers were by law under
the authority of the only legal party in this state known as “The Socialist Arab
Union,” and are all, in practice, under the supervision of the regime), who
would discuss this strategy in his lengthy weekly column |[...]. [These two fig-
ures] determined that was the only solution for the eradication of the exist-
ence of the State of Israel, and that the war initiative must come from the side
of the Arabs. Both of them advanced the principle that the Arabs must de-
termine the timing and location of their future war with Israel. (Yitzhaki 1969:
11-12; translated from the original Hebrew).

The propaganda before and during the war, thus, operated in two directions: Pales-
tinian interviewees listened to radio broadcasts from Arab states (in various inter-
views, they speak specifically of Egyptian and Jordanian radio stations) and to Israeli
radio stations.!0 In parallel, Jewish residents of Israel listened mainly to local radio,
but also to the broadcasts of “the Voice of Thunder” from Cairo, where they heard
never-ending threats, broadcast also in Hebrew. This was a clear case of psycholog-
ical warfare being directed towards the residents of Israel. In Egyptian broadcasts,
against the backdrop of military march music, the broadcaster sent threats and ha-
tred in both proper and colloquial Hebrew:

The crucial hour is upon us, the time in which your rule must take account.
Your rulers will not help you. You are now suffering the consequences of
their threats. They have befallen upon you a holocaust due to their policy of
threats. They will not be able to save you. Because they have buried you in a
trap. Death will be yours, in the morning or the evening. And if night comes ,
we will clothe you in its black grandeur. Death will be cast upon you from
every place. (Hellbuzz 2013. The quote is taken from the record “Kol

10 Israeli television was then in its infancy. While broadcasting began in March 1966 with “educational
television,” the first broadcast of ‘Isracli TV’ (what became the public ‘Channel One’) was an IDF
military parade on Independence Day, 1968. In subsequent years, there were only broadcasts on certain
evenings of the week. In parallel to these partial broadcasts, Israeli television owners, who were few in
numbers, also received the broadcasts from Egypt, Jordan and Lebanon. For a report on the beginning
of Israeli television in 1966, see Avrech (1966). For a report on the broadcast of the IDF military parade
and broadcasts from Arab states, see Reicher (1968).
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Haraam” [the Voice of Thunder| from Cairo, published in Israel by R. T. A
LTD., several weeks after the war ended).

The broadcasts were filled with reports that, in retrospect, were mainly false. Quot-
ing, again, from the Egyptian radio:

The forces of Moshe Dayan retreating in panic under the squashing Arab.
The defeat of Dayan on the first day of fighting was embarrassing. He is sur-
vived by an infantry division on the Kuntela front, but lost the entire division.
(Hellbuzz 2013)

The threats were not always successful. Many Israelis recall the threat by Ahmed
Sa’id in colloquial Hebrew. The Hebrew word for fronts, chazitot, is very similar to
the term for brassieres, chaziot, and Said was heard to have mistakenly announced,
“We will attack on all the brassieres.” A careful listening to the recordings of this
broadcast reveals that the broadcaster actually said something more similar to
‘fronts,” but was ridiculed in Israel as having said “brassieres,” a perception that took
root. Interviewees claim these statements were thought to be ridiculous even before
the battles began, but gained new broad popularity after the victory. This mispro-
nunciation was etched into many Israelis’ memories — it is often brought up in testi-
monies. It illustrates the great pleasure in poking fun at the enemy, and is — also
typical of inimical relationships — an opportunity to feminize the enemy. Emerging
victorious or “macho,” Israelis enjoyed and still enjoy the image of an Egyptian army
with feminine qualities.

Despite threatening content, among Jews, listening to broadcasts from Arab
countries became a kind of national hobby. A Jewish Israeli interviewee, who was

then about 30 yeats old, and now a well-known researcher and writer in Israel, re-
called:

We enjoyed hearing the voice and speech and analyzing it afterwards. It was
a “happening,” it was a show! [...] this was Nasser. My uncle, my mother’s
brother, would listen with us; he was a lawyer and political commentator on
the 1oice of Israe/ in Arabic, and another expert, who, in my opinion, had
greater knowledge and common sense than either of us. So the three of us
would sit and then analyze what transpired, and more or less try to predict
what would happen next.

The Palestinians were also glued to the radio. A Palestinian interviewee who was 17
years old in July 1967, stated: ““There were always songs, always on the radio Ahmed
Sa’id would mess with your head and everyone would listen to him [...] He would
fill your head, because he would speak seriously and with authority.”

Another Palestinian, who was a teenager back then, heaps praise on the contro-
versial broadcaster:

First of all, he would deliver a speech in a way that subdued the listeners. In
addition, the depth of confidence that was in his voice made all the people
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[...] who would not listen to him? And you know, that was a petiod when
the relations between Egypt and Jordan were bad, and people would secretly
listen to Ahmed Sa’id [...]. Everyone was listening to Ahmed Sa’id, but se-
cretly. At night, they would sit in their homes and close themselves off and
listen to Ahmed Sa’id. Apart from that, he was a good speaker and was viewed
as very reliable, and would speak to the Egyptian army on the issues of the
day at the time.

According to this interviewee, these broadcasts interested the entire Palestinian com-
munity:

Often, people would discuss what Ahmed Sa’id had said that night. The dis-
cussions were first of all about what Ahmed Sa’id had said, and what benefit
could be reaped from this topic. And if Abdel Nasser gave a speech, there
would be a week of discussions about what Abdel Nasser said.

It is worth noting that not only civilians suffered from lack of trusted information
but also the leadership of various states. Historians claim that among the causes of
the 1967 war, lack of reliable information was a significant one. The Israeli army and
intelligence failed to understand the tension between Arab states, and leaders of the
Arab states failed to figure out how much Israel was ready to preempt that process
militarily (Oren 2002: 340-341).1" The fact is that Israeli files from the period show
the unawareness of the power system in the inter-Arab world, whereas Arab sources
reveal a degree of misconception about the functioning of the Israeli forces (Oren
2002: 340-341).

The lack of certainty and information operated on two parallel planes: firstly, the
lack of understanding of events on a large scale. Secondly, every individual’s lack of
a sense of security regarding their own fate, as the danger of combat mounted. The
partial and false radio reports, claiming to fill this gap, sowed more confusion than
reassurance among Israelis, Palestinians, Egyptians and Jordanians alike.

Spanish artist Francisco de Goya stated in the title of one of his etchings in the
series “Los Caprichos” (The Whims) that “The Sleep of Reason Produces Mon-
sters.” In the case of rumors before the Six-Day War, one can replace “reason”
with “reliable information,” and argue that ignorance becomes widespread in the
absence of official reports. This gives rise to hopes with no basis, alongside radical
fears, and chaos. All of this served as fertile soil for the spread of stories, which, to
paraphrase Borges, were “more credible than reality.” Over time, these stories did
not disappear, but were assimilated into new contexts.

11 Michael Oren is an Israeli Historian, who later became a moderate-right politician. His book, pub-
lished some years before he got into politics, is one of the most comprehensive and detailed pieces of
research about the Six-Day War. It is generally considered to be a trusted, balanced and reliable book,
even though, like any other material dealing with the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, it also met some neg-
ative reviews.

12 In the original: “E/ sueito de la razdn produce monstrous.”
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5 Conspiracy Theories: Rewriting Reality

Conspiracy is a close relative of rumor. If rumors appear quickly in situations of
information gaps and harness only temporary validity (until the rumor is verified or
refuted), conspiracy is a more elaborate construct. Gary Alan Fine and Bill Ellis

argue that:

Conspiracy theories are not precisely rumors, but they are constructed out of
rumors, They rely on what scholars call a cultural grammar — a nexus of belief
— combining plausible elements into what has been termed a “totalizing dis-
course” [...] Given accepted public knowledge, these beliefs take disorder
and make it orderly by fittings the situation into widely held assumptions of
human motivation, in other words, conspiracy theories can explain large
swaths of an otherwise ambiguous world; they are transcended explanations.
Unlocking a closed world with a cleverly forged key. (2010: 53-54)

Whereas rumor is viewed as a “hasty” genre, that is, one that does not require com-
plicated inventive work, conspiracy requires detailed thought. There are those who
claim that conspiracies are often based on the documents that allegedly confirm
them (Fine and Ellis 2010). Conspiracies are differentiated from rumors regarding
the dimension of time: rumor is perceived as temporary and transient; conspiracy,
on the other hand, is adapted for a longer survival time.

One of the most prominent conspiracies that appeared in the various interviews
on the events of 1967 relates to President Nasser. The Palestinian owner of a Pales-
tinian laundromat in Jerusalem’s Old City, who was 23 years old in July 1967, re-
ferred to this conspiracy when explaining with great patience to a Jewish interviewer
why the Arab states lost the war to Israel. The story begins when Hussein, the King
of Jordan, who required military backing, turned to Nasser. Nasser assured him that
he would “cover Jordan from above” with his planes. However, the interviewee
states: “There was someone who was close to Abdel Nasser, an actual relative of his,
and he was responsible for the entire Egyptian army. So Israel and America bought
this man, [...] he received a million dollars!”

In this story, the interviewee claims that Abed al-Hakim Amer (Nasset’s rela-
tive) promised the United States and Israel that he would keep Egypt’s aircraft on
the ground, making it possible to bomb them. Afterwards, he went swimming with
Nasser in the Red Sea. This suggests that in this conspiracy tale, a million dollars is
only a symbolic amount, recalling a typological number. If Axel Olrik’s epic laws of
folk narrative (1965[1965]) were applied to this tale, the amount of one million dol-
lars would surely be a typological number.!3

This conspiracy was found to be widespread among Palestinian interviewees.
Some mentioned it indirectly, and some were asked directly about it and claimed

13 For an in-depth discussion of this and another interview with this interviewee, see Salamon and
Bendix (2020).
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they were familiar with it. At the same time, other conspiracies were remembered in
the same vein, even if they were less consolidated. A Palestinian interviewee claimed:

The war of *67 was called a war but was not really a war. It was not a war, but
was a coordinated, planned event. One hundred percent planned. King Hus-
sein worked with them [the Israelis], Hafez Al-Assad [the Syrian leadet]
worked for them, and Abdel Nasser worked for them, despite the fact that
they were the ones who brought about his death. They killed him, but all the
others were working for the Jews. It is a well-known thing.

Another Palestinian interviewee argued that the weapons of the Egyptian army were
“fake,” but did not know exactly how to explain this claim. He refused to state from
where or why the Egyptian army received fake weapons.

Regarding the “Million Dollar Conspiracy,” further scrutiny of the details may
explain why it seems credible to those who tell it. During the months preceding the
war, the Egyptians boasted to the Arab world and to the State of Israel about the
unbeatable capabilities of its air force, which it claimed could eliminate Israel if it
desired. But in real time, Israel succeeded in attacking Egypt’s aircraft while still on
the ground in a surprise attack and, in essence, won the war before it began.

The image of Abed al-Hakim Amer clearly contributed to the success of this
conspiracy. Nasser was a revered and beloved figure among Arabs, and they had
difficulty blaming him for the historic loss. According to this conspiracy, he fell
victim to deceit of a cunning member of his family. Indeed, such was the image of
Amer in the Arab world as the 1967 War approached: he was viewed as a corrupt,
greedy figure who lacked loyalty and integrity (Oren 2002: 40—41).

This impression also resonates with the testimonies given in this project. When
hearing the name of Amer, one of the Palestinian interviewees suddenly bursts into
laughter. “Abed al-Hakim Amer! The one who made a mess for him [Nasser|.” The
interviewer asks, “Why a mess?” The interviewee responds, “He and Israel talked
that way, and acted that way, acted that way. They say seven days? For two days,
there was not even a war.” The interviewer asks for clarification: “But Amer helped
Isracl?” And the interviewee replies, “Yes! Yes!” The interviewer again attempts to
clarify, “On purpose? Did he know? He wanted to help Israel?” The interviewee
replies, “Yes, he helped. All Arabs helped the Israelis. The whole world is helping
Israel.”’14

Another Palestinian, who was 20 when the war broke out, refers to relationships
between Nasser and Amer, and also claims there was a conspiracy:

I want to tell you about Abdel Nasser. Abdel Nasser, my dear, I'm telling
you the truth and do not get angry with me. Abdel Nasser was a 100 % good
man, straight, honest, and everyone around him laughed at him. King Hussein

14 The interview was conducted in Hebrew, a language that the interviewee does not speak fluently. He
switched from past to present tense frequently, drawing the listener into the intensity of the remem-
bered events.



470 Yuval Plotkin

laughed at him and conspired against him, Hafez al-Assad conspired against
him, his Minister of Defense, who was a relative of his [...] his sister [...] his
sister [...]. Abed al-Hakim Amer. The Jews took him to Tel Aviv before the
war, before ’67. He was the Minister of Defense, he went on a military tour
and they captured him and took him to Tel Aviv, and there reached an agree-
ment with him. The Egyptian army was wiped out from the beginning, within
minutes |[...]. These are the facts! The facts, meaning that everyone knows
them, God is my witness! The Jews never defeated all the Arab armies due to
their might, but due to their intelligence. Through their minds! Everyone
conspired against Abdel Nasser, and Abdel Nasser was surprised.

One more Palestinian male interviewee, who was 15 years old during the war, refers
to the same conspiracy theory:

When the war began, Abed al-Hakim Amer was the deputy of Abdel Nasser.
He was at Goldan A-]’azeria with some gitls, they drank and drank. What is
this? The whole world knows this [...] they drank [alcohol] and danced [...]
and nobody from the military, the important ones, were in the army [at their
posts|. Isracl’s army attacked all Arab areas, Egyptians, Syrians, Jordanians.
Nobody. Where is Abed al-Hakim Amer? He was [...] drinking. He asked
Israel or America to give him permission to leave by air, to go to Sinai. Sinai
[...] was finished [...] under the control of the Jews. Now the Palestinian
people |[...] how do you say, were in shock. They entered a state of bewilder-
ment.

Not only rumors, but also conspiracies tend to flood to the surface, the hidden
streams of consciousness. In research about conspiracies on the spread of HIV in
Africa — many believed it was a deliberate plot of the western world against black
people — anthropologist Dider Fassin concludes that sometimes a “paranoid” way
of thinking may also tell us something important: “It can provide some general clues
to interpret the current state of the world, to comprehend how inequalities are trans-
lated into plots and how anxieties put international relations to the test, revealing
profound tensions” (Fassin 2011: 48). According to him, these theories are a “win-
dow on the embodiment of memory — the way in which the past is lived in the
present” (Fassin 2011: 48).

So we may ask, what does the million dollar conspiracy reveal? The first foun-
dation that facilitated this conspiracy to thrive is probably the disappointment of
the Arab states’ crushing and unexpected defeat in the war. A conspiracy seeks to
explain an inconceivable reality. Fine and Ellis (2010) sketch a model with three
phases explaining how a conspiracy is constructed and spread following a disaster.
In the first phase, “crisis management,” confused individuals’ attempts to under-
stand what happened and what is expected in the future. Upon this backdrop, im-
provised hypotheses float to the surface. During the next phase, when a measure of
stability returns, the focus of rumors changes — as the time comes to cast blame and
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to expose the “villains hiding in the shadows.” In the third phase, the rumors be-
come more detailed and nuanced. Emotions become gentler, the narrative becomes
more complex, and themes begin to take shape. In this way, conspiracies are born.

In her article on rumors during war, Galit Hasan-Rokem points out the great
importance of rumors to the defeated side:

We may view them [rumors| as manipulative machinations of power, taking
advantage of products of popular culture, or instead we may consider them
as subversive operations undermining power structure, drawing their energy
from the vitality of popular or rather folk culture. (2005: 31)

According to her, rumor has an “ideological function™:

to bridge over the cognitive gaps tearing the tissue of normative beliefs and
standards [...] the rumors thus reintroduces a new balance into the shaken
belief system, a balance that is concretely represented in the tale by the scales.
(Hasan-Rokem 2005: 35).

This is also applicable for conspiracies and helps to explain the “million dollar” con-
spiracy. But we must ask why this narrative specifically was formulated to account
for the defeat?

One of the Palestinian interviewees, the owner of the laundromat, proposes two
other conspiracies: the first claims that Israelis who crowded the Old City market
right after the wat’s end bought the entire stock of the shops so that the vendors
would have to go to Israeli suppliers and buy goods from them. A second theory
holds that the Israeli government encouraged Palestinians to convert Jordanian Di-
nars into Israeli Lira at a loss. Along with the “million dollar” conspiracy theory, all
these narratives have one common topic: trade and money. The narrator describes
this act not only as cunning financially but also as a form of humiliation.

It appears that the presence of money in these stories has two bases. Firstly,
anti-imperialist thinking casts the United States and its perceived vassal state, Israel,
as states that are so strong and rich that they can control the wotld exclusively
through their purchasing power. Alongside American imperialism, such stories are
related to a more ancient stereotype: the age-old perception that claims Jews have a
good sense for money, in its less offensive version, or that Jews have unbridled
greed, in its more offensive, antisemitic version. This theory harkens to The Protocols
of the Elders of Zion, the infamous antisemitic publication of the early 20th century,
still popular today, which details the most successful anti-Semitic conspiracy of all.
According to that publication, a group of Jews, “the Elders of Zion,” is planning to
take global control through a dispute between various states, distributing weapons
and terrorism, forging a disconnection between the global leaders and citizens, and
more. For the present study of conspiracy theories surrounding 1967, the chapter
dealing with the Jews’ economic program is most important: the Profocols argue that
Jews intend to accumulate a fortune so massive that the world’s largest bodies will
be dependent upon Jews, who will, in the end, lead the global economy to a major
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international financial crisis. People around the world will lack basic necessities and
will turn to conflict, while the Elders of Zion bring about a political revolution
through economic means (Marsden 1925).

This document resonates in one of the stories recorded for this project. A Pal-
estinian who lived on French Hill (North Jerusalem) in 1967, indicated that his father
was a very senior member of the High Islamic Council of Jerusalem. He explained
that before the war, while his family was still living in Jerusalem, a Muslim man ap-
proached his father and informed him of a conference being held at the Hilton Ho-
tel, near the central bus station in the city:

[The Muslim man| told him there was a conference of all the Jewish rabbis
from all around the world. For a fee of 50 Dinar, the stranger promised to
obtain information about what was transpiring at the conference — probably
through infiltration, after which he would update the interviewee’s father
about what was going on there. He told the interviewee’s father, “On the day
the meeting ends, send me your son, and I will inform you what decisions
were made.” The interviewee stated, “He came |...] I think four, four-thirty
in the afternoon |[...] and said to him: “Please sir, here are the secret and
public decisions of the conference.” The interviewee claims that his father’s
hair “fell out” [the interviewer thinks that his hair “stood on end”] from
astonishment, upon reading the document. According to him, there were cer-
tain decisions. The first was that “all leaders of the Zionist movement should
search for women who could seduce the leaders and heads of the Arab
states.” That is to say, “that these Zionist women will be loyal to them [the
Arabs], will get to know them, will operate among them, serving as spies.”
The second decision was “the need to act now to destroy the Al-Agsa
Mosque and the area around it” within 20 years. The third decision, “The
West Bank is an integral part of Israel, and we must end the Jordanian occu-
pation of the West Bank.” The fourth decision was that “West Bank residents
who are not Israeli or Jewish should leave the country.”

According to the interviewee, there were ten decisions in total — again a mythic num-
ber, perhaps reminiscent of the Ten Commandments. The other decisions, he said,
dealt with questions of “how to build the state and the nature of the relationship
between religious leaders and the government.” It is hard not to recognize the tre-
mendous similarity between The Protocols of the Elders of Zion and the story of the
rabbis coming to Israel from all over the world in order to expand the Jewish state
in the Middle East at the expense of the Palestinians, while strengthening the rela-
tionship between the state and Jewish religion. This rumor continues to function in
the present day, as its various components form a bridge between the war and the
reality fifty years later.
On this topic, a Jewish interviewee suggests:
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They [the Palestinians] did not exactly show what they saw in us. There were
those who saw in us “demons,” they could not believe that we had defeated
them |[...] and there were those |...] for example, all the vendors and shop-
keepers in the market who thanked Allah every day that the Jews were coming
because their profits skyrocketed!

The interviewee mentions a conversation with a Palestinian:

I have a friend. I started to buy all kinds of things from the people there. He
says to me, “How many Jews are there in the land?” I told him, “We are less
than two and a half million.” He says to me, “No way!” I say to him, “Okay,
then how many do you think there arer” He says, “Minimum, ten million.” I
say to him, “From your mouth to God!” He did not believe me! He said to
me, “What’s going onr Every day they storm the Old City [...] they have
emptied the markets, the warehouses, the vendors. We import and import,
and as much as we import, it is not enough. Do not tell me two and a half
million, ten [million], minimum!” And this was not one or two people. They
needed to tell themselves that the Jews were much bigger and had many more
resources than we had. They would describe us as heroic fighters, foxes, de-
mons, because otherwise how could they [Israel] defeat them [the Arab
states], how could they defeat Nasser? How could they defeat the Egyptian
army?

The interviewer asked about the use of the term “demons,” and the interviewee
explains:

“Demons” in the sense of great bastards, they know how to fight, they know
how to achieve [...] otherwise, you could never believe that they defeated us,
you need to give them power far beyond what have they really have, other-
wise, it is really unfathomable.

If the problems created in 1967 had been resolved, it is possible that these stories
would document a fading memory. However, as today’s reality is rooted in the events
that took place in 1967, the opposite is occurring: the conspiracies are getting more
consolidated. Even today, Isracl and the United States, rich and influential Western
countries, are perceived as having deep bonds of friendship, while the Arab world
seems to remain in conflict with itself. Palestinians continue to feel isolated. Con-
spiracies do not only explain what happened then, but also the Palestinians’ difficult

situation in the present.

Conspiracies are, thus, also associated with the concept of nationhood, in a com-
plicated way. Since the rise of democracies, some scholars argue, conspiracies began
to focus less on minority groups and more on political groups, primarily on political
elites. Following that, embracing conspiracy theoties often implies a commitment to
a group of counter-conspirators, who are trying to reveal an organized enemy (Cam-
pion Vincent 2005: 104-107).
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When an individual tells a conspiracy, his sense of belonging may intensify. The
conspiracy theory reaffirms his or her belonging to the group and, in this case, the
nation. A study conducted by anthropologists Jean Comaroff and John L. Comaroff
provides some similar insights. The two show how stories — in their case, about
crime — are used by individuals to associate themselves with society. People tend to
identify with victims of crimes, reminding one that the incidents could have happen
at any time and to them too. In these stories about crimes, it is all for each, and each
for all. They argue that

the popular calculus of crime also works by magnifying single, epic events
into mythostates. These are events that, in their singularity, come to signify
collective being and trauma — and, in turn, give rise to the most terrifying
statistic for all, namely, that everyone has intimate familiarity with one or
more persons who have suffered brutal attack. (Comaroff and Comaroff
2016: 174)

And similarly to conspiracy, the facts in these conversations and stories are flexible
and the agenda is stronger than them: to expose the real mechanism of reality. As
the Comaroffs write: “Crime statistics, then, count and discount the quality of life,
and the state of the nation, in a less-than-legible world. In making the singular into
plural and vice versa, they give the lie to the conventional, bloodless sociology of
dis/otdet" (Comaroff and Comaroff 2016: 178). Palestinians may see the war and
its results as a big crime of which they are all victims. The conspiracies turn it from
a spontaneous happening into a planned and malicious event. The conspiracy mon-
gers mythologize this conception and, thus, strengthen themselves as a part of a
nation, and, at the same time, as the only ones who know the truth.

6 Victory as a Divine Plan

By somewhat extending the boundaries of the genre, one can identify a conspirato-
rial dimension, or ‘conspiratorial logic’ in the widespread Jewish thinking that views
the victory of the 1967 War as part of a divine plan. Indeed, many highly religious
Jews speak about the war in this way — as an event planned in advance, whose results
were predetermined. Jewish interviewees stated this belief explicitly. If conspiracies
deal with elites, God is the greatest and most powerful elite of them all. This ap-
proach is interesting, as it challenges the thinking of conspiracies as necessarily a
malicious action.!> Referring back to Fine and Ellis (2010), this can also be consid-
ered as a unique kind of a “pipe dream conspiracy.”

15 Despite this, it is worthwhile noting that some interviewees, both religious and secular alike, do not
view the war as a miracle or predetermined event but as a problematic, complex and even negative
event. An interviewee who defines herself as a woman of faith states, “I believe in God, but I do not
think the war was a divine miracle or something. He [God] helped us due to our religious nature. But
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Some Israelis found mythical dimensions in the Six-Day War. While legends
occur in the past, and tales occur beyond the dimensions of time, myths are seen as
having existed at the beginning of time and shaped the logic of the reality in which
we live (Honko 1984: 50-51). For societies telling a given myth, it relays a description
of events that established the world order and its outcomes (Honko 1984: 50-51).
However, other myths actually take place after the creation of the world, but the
events they describe are ones that recreated the universe or humanity — usually after
a destruction of the previous reality. An example of this can be found in flood myths
(Dundes 1997). Reading the end of May, 1967, in mythic terms, the approaching
war was assessed as an event that could bring an end to the Jewish state. After the
overwhelming victory, the war was suddenly viewed as a historic event which con-
solidated Israel anew as an unassailable regional power. The war took on two phases,
one after the other: from the possibility of annihilation to a renewed sense of crea-
tion. Indeed, many felt God’s presence during the war: various interviewees, both
secular and religious alike, use the word “miracle” when describing the unfathoma-
ble victory over the Arab states. One religious Jewish interviewee stated:

There can be no doubt! An event so monumental, a change like this, it can
only be the hand of God. Think of it [...] Egypt, Jordan, Syria [...] all in six
days, finished! Can you believe what this is? Can you imagine what kind of a
turnaround this is? It is simply impossible to understand what kind of a mit-
acle this is. You do not know what state we were in on the eve of the war,
what kind of fears we had [...] it is unbelievable what happened and how it
happened. Abdel Nasser was frightening to me! That name, when he spoke
and appeared in the media, I shook with fear. There was fear of this figure.
Suddenly, Israel succeeds in overcoming every force facing it [...] really, a
miracle! A miracle!

When this interviewee was asked whether the victory was part of a divine plan, he
replies, “I have no doubt about it. Thank God that we have the Holy One, Blessed
is He.”

As with many myths, this victory had at least two epic heroes: Moshe Dayan
and Yitzhak Rabin. Many still speak with reverence about each of them. A religious
Jewish interviewee, who introduces himself as a rabbi, and who was 33 years old in
1967, stated: “We had one miracle. Moshe Dayan, who was Minister of Defense at
the time. He was [...] also, not the most righteous man. But I claim one thing, he
will receive his reward in heaven.”

Another interviewee, who was a young boy during the war, heaps great praise
on Rabin:

The only thing I remember as a child, during this period, which gave me a
little bit of self-confidence, was that Rabin who was the IDF Chief of Staff at

1 do not think there was some kind of miracle here. I also do not think that the Land of Israel should
be ours [...].”
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the time, visited one of the air force camps, and said the sentence, with his
slow, secure manner of talking, “An air force like this cannot be defeated.”
This gave great confidence, you know, suddenly you hear the Chief of Staff
say a sentence like that. I think that it really, in my opinion, as a child, was the
sentence when I realized that we will probably continue living, that they will
not throw us into the sea so quickly.

Adulation of these Israeli leaders even existed among Palestinians: a Palestinian ven-
dor in the market of Jerusalem’s Old City, for example, expresses a sense of longing
for Dayan and Rabin when he spoke to me at the entrance to his store:

[Isracli leaders in the past] really, were great, good, and spoke to us, and would
walk by and say hello. But since they killed him [Rabin| until now — nothing
[...] previously, they were more powerful, and good! I, you know what?
Believe me. Moshe Dayan, every week would walk by here — and say hello to
me. Yes, Moshe Dayan would come here? Really! Moshe Dayan.

These are just a few references, for the sake of illustration. Moshe Dayan and
Yitzhak Rabin are mentioned hundreds of times in interviews, both by Jews and
Palestinians, generally with praise and admiration.

Hypotheses and assumptions, as well as rumors and conspiracy theories — the
former more spontaneous and the latter better organized — seek to explain a reality
that seems incomprehensible. The results of the 1967 War seemed inexplicable to
Israeli Jews, who were preparing for a second Holocaust, and days later found them-
selves living in a state three times its previous size. Conversely, Palestinians, who
were preparing for the great victory of the Arab states, serving to repair the painful
blow of 1948, found themselves living under an occupation and abandoned by the
very same Arab states. Contrary to rumors, which tend to be fragmentary and deal
with individual events, conspiracy theories sketch a complete picture. In the case of
1967, the radical and sweeping results brought about stories beyond the reasonable
and the everyday, which explain reality as a series of complex and monumental
power struggles that exceed conventional explanations. Sometimes these stories
even include God. Over the years, these stories have been embedded in broader
narratives, which reinforce them.

7 Summary

Stories collected in the study, both rumors and conspiracies, those recalled from the
period of the war and those that have developed and been narrated in hindsight, are
narrated by interviewees, irrespective of their ethnicity or national affiliation. How-
ever, from the materials collected to date, pure conspiracies are more frequently
related to by Palestinians than Israelis. I argue that this is mainly due to the need to
justify the defeat. For Palestinians, this was not just a temporary defeat, but a failure
for which the Palestinian people still pay a steep and bloody price until today. For
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them, it was not just a historical, missed opportunity, but pain and injustice that
endure. In this sense, conspiracies provide explanations for the current reality and
also afford a sense of control through narrative logic. This is relevant for many of
the rumors and conspiracies that continue to be retold.

In this essay, I have argued that rumors and conspiracies thrive in contexts in
which uncertainty and lack of information are prevalent, with the Six-Day War serv-
ing as a productive environment for such conditions. The anxiety leading up to the
war and its aftermath serve as fertile soil for the effective development and dissem-
ination of such narratives, and their content is developed as a function of the pre-
vailing perceptions of society. It is a system utilized to explain an uncertain reality.
The “monster” that gives rise to lack of information and ignorance is not always
scary at first glance, but is also by no means innocuous:it constitutes an alternative
to an unattainable reality, but also represents an opening to a different truth, which
reveals beliefs still simmering under the surface.

The Isracli-Palestinian conflict has existed for over a century, and the events of
June 1967 served as a critical juncture. Rumors and conspiracy theories will not be
tools that will determine this conflict or bring peace to the Middle East. However,
listening to the stories allows for something that verification or refutation of the
stories cannot help with. It lets us realize what the concepts, beliefs, fears and hopes
are which guide individuals and entire communities faced with choices, in past and
present times.

Primary Sources (Interviews, in alphabetic order according
to first name)

A.A. — Male, aged 73 when interviewed in Jerusalem in February, 2018.

A.L. — Female, aged 90 when interview in Jerusalem on January 9, 2018.

A.M. — Male, aged 73 when interviewed in Jerusalem on October 16, 2017.
H.A.M. — Male, aged 77 when interviewed in Jerusalem on April 22, 2017.
A.N. — Male, aged 70 when interviewed in Bethlehem on February 20, 2017.
A.S. — Male, aged 65 when interviewed in Jerusalem on March 21, 2017.

B.A.S. — Male, interviewed in Jaffa on July 24, 2016.

E.A. — Male, aged 79 when interviewed in Jerusalem in July 2017.

E.B. — Female, in her 80s when interviewed in Jerusalem on May 28, 2017.
E.G. — Female, in her 70s when interviewed in Jerusalem on September 4, 2017.

L.T. — Male, aged 63 when interviewed in Jerusalem in August 2019.
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M.B. — Male, aged 69 when interviewed in Jerusalem in July 2019.

N. — Male, aged 77 when interviewed in Jerusalem on February 21, 2017.
N.B. — Female, aged 59 when interviewed in Jerusalem on April 29, 2017.
N.H. — Male, in his 60s when interviewed in Jerico on February 17, 2017.
O.A. — Female, aged 69 when interviewed by telephone on May 2, 2019.
R.M. — Male, aged 83 when interviewed in Jaffa on September 6, 2017.

R.R. — Female, in her 60s when interviewed in Jerusalem on March 17, 2017.
S.W. — Male, aged 870 when interviewed in Jerusalem in August 2018.

Y. — Male, aged 70 when interviewed in Jaffa in July 2019.

Z.K. — Male, aged 73 when interviewed in Afula on August 13, 2019.
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